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Summary 

This study seeks to interpret Athanasius’ concept of deification in close connection 

with his doctrine of God. It asks where Athanasius placed the source of divinity (in 

the generic essence or the Father?), in which way he used the Nicene homoousios 

formula, and what he meant by arguing that the Son was equally divine with the 

Father. It asks further how Athanasius’ understanding of God affected the way he 

described salvation as deification and related three major soteriological aspects to 

each other: relational, ontological, and juridical. To answer these questions, this 

thesis examines the way Athanasius responded to the pagan worldview (in his early 

treatise Contra Gentes―De Incarnatione) and the Arian thought (mainly in his 

Orationes Contra Arianos and several other later writings). It observes that 

Athanasius’ understanding of God was in sharp contrast to Arius’ theology, and that 

his interpretation of the homoousios formula makes most sense in the context of his 

anti-Arian arguments. It comes to the conclusion that Athanasius’ understanding of 

the Father-Son relationship led him to consider incarnation and crucifixion within 

the relational framework. In this framework the qualities of godlikeness (whether 

ontological or juridical) are tied to the way God gives us himself and restores us to 

the original state of relationship with him. 
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Anotace 

V této práci se snažíme vyložit Atanášův koncept zbožštění v úzkém vztahu  

s jeho doktrínou Boha. Zabýváme se otázkou, v čem Atanáš viděl zdroj božství  

(v obecné podstatě nebo v Otci?), jakým způsobem použil nicejskou formulaci 

soupodstatnosti a co měl na mysli svou argumentací, že Syn byl stejné božské 

podstaty jako Otec. Dále zkoumáme, jak Atanášovo chápání Boha ovlivnilo jeho 

popis spasení jako zbožštění a jakým způsobem usouvztažnil tři hlavní 

soteriologické aspekty: vztahový, ontologický a právní. Odpověď  

na tyto otázky hledáme v přezkoumání Atanášovy reakce na pohanský světonázor 

(v jeho raném pojednání Contra Gentes–De Incarnatione)  

a na ariánské myšlení (především v jeho Orationes Contra Arianos a několika 

dalších pozdějších pracích). Sledujeme, jak bylo Atanášovo pojetí Boha  

v ostrém kontrastu s Ariovou teologií a že jeho interpretace soupodstatnosti je 

nejsrozumitelnější právě v kontextu jeho anti-ariánských argumentů. Docházíme k 

závěru, že Atanášovo chápání vztahu Otec-Syn ho přivedlo 

k uvažování o vtělení a ukřižování v rámci příbuznosti. Na tomto pozadí jsou 

božské vlastnosti (ať už ontologické nebo právní) svázány se způsobem, jakým se 

nám Bůh dává a navrací nás do původního stavu příbuznosti s ním. 
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VizVr     Vizantiyskiy Vremennik [Byzantine  

Chronicler] 
WTJ     Westminster Theological Journal 
WUNT     Wissenschaftliche Untersuchungen zum  

Neuen Testament 
ZKTh     Zeitschrift für katolische Theologie 
ZNWK     Zeitschrift für die neutestamentliche  

Wissenschaft und die Kunde der älteren  
Kirche 
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ca.     circa 
ch.      chapter 
Arm. V.     Old Armenian Version 
Cop. V.     Coptic Version 
Diss.     unpublished Dissertation 
ed.      edited work 
edn.     edition 
enlar.     enlarged 
esp.     especially 
frag.     fragment 
intr.     introduction 
n.       footnote  
n. s.      new series 
Old-Slav. V.    Old-Slavonic Version 
op. cit.     opus citatum 
pass.     passage 
pref.     preface 
praef.     praefatio 
repr.     reprinted edition 
rev. edn.     revised edition 
sect.     section 
suppl.     supplemented 
Syr. V.     Syriac Version 
Lat. V.     Latin Version 
trans.     translated work 
viz.      videlicet 
vol.      volume 
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NOTE ON THE USE OF THE SOURCES 

 

In this study all my quotes from the primary literature are translated into English 

and given in the original in the footnotes. My Greek and Latin texts come from the 

latest critical editions. In the case of the ancient sources I used the English series 

LCL most frequently. For Origen and Irenaeus I relied primarily on the French 

edition of SC, and for Arius and Athanasius, the German Urkunden. In rare cases, 

when no critical edition of the primary patristic source was yet available, I used PG. 

For the Vita Antonii I consulted with the Latin, Coptic, Syriac, and old-Slavonic 

versions, but for my purposes I cited primarily the Greek text from SC. For the 

Epistulae quattuor ad Serapionem I consulted the Armenian version, but―with 

only one exception―cited the Greek. When giving the original citation, I have 

indicated the abbreviated Latin title (mostly according to CPG and CPL) next to it 

with the paragraph numbers in brackets. I also added the translator’s name or series 

of the translation I used in parentheses. Whenever I felt it appropriate to modify the 

translation, I indicated that as well, and if the translation is not mentioned, I bear the 

responsibility for the translation myself. I have also used brackets and parentheses 

to enclose important information within the quotes, such as references to the 

biblical texts (I give the biblical citations in italics) or explanatory terms and 

phrases in the original language. The secondary literature in the footnotes is 

shortened (or sometimes abbreviated as with LeSh or LSJ), and then listed in the 

full form in the bibliography. In the footnotes I have given the author’s last name, 

the title of his or her work (shortened in those cases where it is too long), and the 

page number from which I cite. I give the authors’ full name when referring to them 

for the first time in my study, and afterwards I use only their last names if referred 

more than once.  
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CHAPTER ONE: Introduction 

 

One of Athanasius’ well-known assertions aimed at rebutting the Arian doctrine is 

his argument that the Son can deify precisely because he is God. As short as this 

expression is, it contains a profound theology that has proved to be both stimulating 

and confusing. The Council of Nicaea in 325 affirmed nothing about deification, 

and there is no direct textual evidence that Arius himself was concerned about 

salvation, let alone of deification. Nevertheless, deification is clearly one of 

Athanasius’ chief weapons against his opponents and he is only one among many 

who adopted this concept. Statistically, Athanasius uses various terms of deification 

more than any previous writer, but what is even more unique is that he deliberately 

and persistently connects deification with the one who deifies. A close relation 

between the doctrine of God and soteriology is also reflected in the Nicene Creed, 

for while the heart of its statement is its anti-Arian affirmation that the Son is 

homoousios with the Father, it also speaks of the fact that Christ came down for our 

salvation. To express the significance of this double argument Athanasius used the 

terminology of deification insisting that God became man to make men divine. In 

contrast, Arius never spoke of deification. And while in the past this fact was 

convincing enough to make scholars avoid soteriological discussions, nowadays 

there has been a growing recognition that Arius’ doctrine of God does imply some 

sort of soteriology. To translate this point into specific questions, it could be asked 

why Athanasius constantly speaks of God as Father tying the gifts of deification 

with the trinitarian persons, while Arius makes every effort to avoid calling God 

‘Father’ or relate him personally to the work of salvation. Furthermore, what 

significance does it have that the Nicene Creed speaks of the Son being equally 

divine with the Father rather than defining the divinity of both of them generically 

with such qualities as immortality, perfection, eternal life, etc. Finally, does it make 

any difference for one’s account of the economy and nature of salvation if God is 

described primarily in terms of relations (where the Father implies the coessential 

Son), or in terms qualities (where the Father is described in such a way that his 

essence appears to exclude a coessential Son). 

             With regard to the latter question modern scholars have noticed that one’s 

emphasis on either of the two—qualities or relations—significantly shapes the way 

one explains salvation as deification. Thus, one’s depiction of God in terms of 
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qualities contributes to what is traditionally known as the ‘physical’ view of 

deification. Since Harnack’s Lehrbuch der Dogmengeschichte (published in the late 

nineteenth century), this view has dominated the scholars’ description of 

Athanasius’ soteriology. According to this view, Athanasius taught that deification 

is a matter of ‘physical’ transformation in which one’s nature, being susceptible to 

death and corruption, becomes immortal and incorruptible. By acquiring the 

qualities of God, one’s being (understood as either the soul, nous, or the human 

nature as a whole) becomes transfigured and divine. The decisive emphasis in this 

approach is on the ‘what’ of deification—the gifts of immortality, incorruptibility, 

and eternal life—while incarnation (rather than crucifixion) is thought to be tied (in 

one way or another) to how such qualities are made available. It suggests that 

Athanasius’ concern (especially in his early treatise Contra Gentes―De 

Incarnatione and later work Orationes Contra Arianos) was primarily ontological 

rather than ethical or juridical. Scholars who support this view tend to interpret the 

homoousios formula in terms of how both the Father and Son are equally divine 

with respect to their common essence (as opposed to how the Son is divine with 

respect to the Father) sharing the same set of divine qualities that make them God. 

Hence, they explain deification as one’s becoming by grace what God is in his 

qualities by nature. A different way of interpreting Athanasius’ soteriology has been 

to approach it from the juridical standpoint. What is critical here is whether 

Athanasius affirmed Christ’s bearing of human sin by way of substitution in order 

to set humanity free from the penal demands of the law. Addressing Athanasius’ 

soteriology in terms of atonement (often along the lines of the Roman Catholic-

Protestant disputes) this view seeks to show the way the guilt of original sin is 

removed according to Athanasius (either by meritorious works or by the free gift of 

God’s grace). Scholars who support this approach often tend to treat deification in 

secondary terms, emphasizing the legal qualities of what it means to be like God 

(such as righteousness and justification) and speaking of the change in one’s status 

rather than in one’s being. On this reading, Athanasius’ soteriology is often seen as 

a transactional event in which the legal qualities become ours in the external way. 

Seen in this light, it is not always clear in which way homoousios formula was 

important for Athanasius’ anti-Arian arguments and why God has to be the Father 

and Son instead of just being one divine essence. It is also not sufficiently clear why 

Christ had to come personally into this world (in the way Athanasius insisted) if the 
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primary thing humanity needed was the right status before God. In contrast, the 

third view on Athanasius’ soteriology interprets the Nicene homoousios in direct 

relation to what it means to be saved and deified. It considers Athanasius as an 

advocate of the relational understanding of God in which the locus of divinity is 

identified with the Father as opposed to the generic essence, or divine qualities 

therein. Scholars who support this view contend that while the notion of God as 

monad (with no essential relations with the other trinitarian persons) was enough 

for Arius, it was hardly enough for Athanasius who sought to ground salvation in 

the fact that the Son was homoousios with the Father. According to this 

understanding, Athanasius’ use of homoousios exhibits a soteriology closely tied 

with the Father-Son language. More specifically, it means that the Son’s oneness 

with the Father points to salvation as being the work of God and to deification as 

our being joined to the trinitarian relationship. In this view, the ‘physical’ and 

juridical aspects of salvation are best understood in light of Athanasius’ insistence 

on God giving us himself as a person. Accordingly, it argues that to be saved and 

deified is not only ‘from something’ (sin and mortality) but more importantly ‘for 

Someone’, and it ties the qualities of godlikeness (be it the ‘physical’ quality of 

incorruption or the legal quality of righteousness) to the God who provides them. 

The differences in these approaches show that scholars’ understanding of 

Athanasius’ soteriology depends significantly on their respective interpretations of 

his doctrine of God. On the one hand, if Athanasius’ concept of God is perceived in 

terms of how the Father and Son are divine with respect to the generic essence, then 

it is natural to treat deification as having to do with the specific qualities (whether 

of ontological or juridical nature) that make us godlike. On this reading, to say that 

the Son is homoousios with the Father is no different from saying that the Father is 

homoousios with the Son, or that both are homoousioi with each other. On the other 

hand, if Athanasius’ concept of divinity is identified with the Father as its source, 

then it does matter that homoousios is interpreted from the Father to the Son rather 

than in any other way. In this approach, the economy and nature of deification 

depends directly on what, or rather who, makes deification possible. If the Son is 

homoousios with the Father, then it takes God to save humanity, and by being 

deified by the Son, we become his reflection as adopted sons of the Father. 

Therefore, any question about Athanasius’ doctrine of deification must include a 

discussion about God as well. Accordingly, in this study, I will seek to clarify the 
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question of what Athanasius meant by the Son being homoousios with the Father, 

and therefore also the question of how he related the qualities and relations in his 

soteriology. I will do this by examining Athanasius’ understanding of ‘who’ God is, 

‘what’ he does to save the world, and ‘how’ the fruits of salvation are related to 

each other as he responded to the pagan worldview (in his early Contra Gentes―De 

Incarnatione) and the Arian thought (in his Orationes Contra Arianos and several 

other later writings). I hope to show that Athanasius’ understanding of God was in 

sharp contrast to Arius’ theology, and that it is in this context (and especially in 

light of the Father-Son correlativity argument) that Athanasius’ interpretation of the 

homoousios formula makes most sense. In addition, I believe that a study of God 

and deification will help to show that Athanasius’ soteriology is best understood in 

terms of the third approach above. From this perspective, incarnation (having to do 

with the ‘physical’ aspect of salvation) and crucifixion (having to do with the 

juridical aspect of salvation) are seen not as one being a mere prerequisite or 

consequence of the other, but as both being part of the relational framework in 

which the qualities of godlikeness are tied to the way God gives us himself. Having 

said this, I should add that just as with the other two views above, my own 

perspective grows out of the specific theological and philosophical standpoint. 

Therefore, I do not want to create an impression that my reading of Athanasius is 

the only right one. Instead, I simply hope to clarify the topic of God and deification 

from my own framework, and thus to lend support to those scholars who consider 

the Nicene homoousios and deification as closely related concepts that have a 

distinctly relational meaning.  

             To introduce a range of key issues that will form part of my discussion of 

God and deification in this study, I will begin my next chapter with a brief overview 

of the broader context: pre-Christian thought, biblical background, and Irenaeus and 

Origen. In doing this, I will seek to illustrate the way different emphases work in 

various contexts and clarify how one’s beliefs about God affect the way one 

explains deification—whether it is an anthropomorphic immanent deity of the 

Greek poets, a more refined idea of the transcendent One of Plotinus, or a patristic 

contemplation of God as Trinity. In particular, I will consider how certain texts may 

create an argument leaning either toward an emphasis on the action of God (if the 

divine relations are used to point to his direct involvement) or toward a stress on the 

human action (if the qualities are used to keep God from the direct involvement). 
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The significance of this tension will further be examined in my third chapter 

devoted to Athanasius’ double treatise Contra Gentes—De Incarnatione Verbi. My 

fourth chapter will address Arius’ theology by exploring his extant texts and the 

earliest response to him from Alexander of Alexandria. I will attempt to reconstruct 

Arius’ understanding of God and christology, look at several views on what could 

be the central concern of the controversy, and suggest that a comprehensive 

discussion of the Arian disputes should include a consideration of God and 

salvation. In the fifth chapter, I will relate these observations to Athanasius’ later 

writings by examining in which way his relational concept of God and deification is 

a response to Arius’ respective doctrines. I will contend that Athanasius’ 

interpretation of the Nicene formula is best understood in terms of how the Son is 

equal to and homoousios with the one God, the Father, rather than in terms of how 

the Father and the Son (and the Holy Spirit) are one essence, or how one God can 

have three persons. I will then use these arguments to clarify why Athanasius 

thought it erroneous for Arius to describe God in the impersonal categories of the 

abstract essence, as well as why he drew from this understanding of God specific 

soteriological implications. In discussing Athanasius’ soteriology, I will first 

explore all instances where he speaks of deification in the Christian context (which 

will be my most extended discussion of deification in this study), and then deal with 

the issue of how he relates deification to the ontological, juridical, and personal 

aspects of salvation, and all three of them to his understanding of God. I will supply 

these considerations with a brief look at the specific role the Holy Spirit plays in 

deification by analyzing Athanasius’ pneumatological work Epistulae quattuor ad 

Serapionem. In my concluding chapter, I will examine Athanasius’ biographical 

writing Vita Antonii where his teaching about God and deification finds its 

expression in practical Christian living and spirituality. 

             As I introduce this study, I will first review modern scholarship by 

examining three general approaches to Athanasius’ soteriology: physical, juridical, 

and relational/personal. In the process, I will seek to show that each of these 

approaches tends to integrate a certain view of God that contributes to the way one 

explains salvation. After that I will offer some clarifications with regard to my use 

of the deification terminology and will continue with a discussion of the 

background in the next chapter. 
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1.1 Scholarly Views on Athanasius’ Soteriology 

1.1.1 Physical View of Deification 

The idea of deification as a physical salvation (also known by its German term 

‘physische Erlösungslehre’) was first expressed by Adolf von Harnack.  Despite the 

criticism of such scholars as Karl Bornhäuser, Johannes Roldanus, and others, 

Harnack’s view has remained the text-book judgement on Athanasius to the 

present.1 Harnack is famous for his facile dismissals of deification which sometimes 

takes quite an emotional protest. Thus, he declares that this concept ‘is basically 

nothing’ (ist es im Grunde nichts),2 and that it seeped into Christianity from the 

pagan sources and was adjusted with the help of Psalm 81:6 (LXX) and 2-Peter 1:4. 

Once that happened, the Hellenistic influence corrupted the distinctly Christian 

belief of the early Church. He laments: ‘Indem aber die christliche Religion als der 

Glaube an die Menschwerdung Gottes und als die sichere Hoffnung auf die 

Gottwerdung des Menschen dargestellt wurde, wurde eine Speculation, die 

ursprünglich höchstens an der Grenze der religiösen Erkenntniss gelegen hatte, in 

den Mittelpunkt gerückt und der einfache Inhalt des Evangeliums verdeckt’.3 When 

comparing the Greek religion and Christianity, Harnack relates deification 

(theopoiesis) directly with the idea of immortality (athanasia), and argues that for 

both pagans and Christians the quality of ‘imperishableness’ was the main aspect of 

deification.4 More succinctly he states: ‘Die Vergottung der sterblichen Menschen 

vermittelst der Erfüllung mit Unsterblichkeit (göttlichem Leben) ist der 

Heilsgedanke der antiken Mysterien. Hier ist er als christlicher aufgenommen’.5 In a 

more expanded statement, he lists two major consequences of such adoption: 

 

Wie streng griechisch das gemeint ist, geht daraus hervor, daß 1. die Erlösung vom Tode ganz 

realistisch als pharmakologischer Prozeß vorgestellt wurde—die gottliche Natur muß einströmen 

und muß die sterbliche Natur umbilden—und daß 2. ewiges Leben  und Vergottung identifiziert 

wurden. Handelt es sich aber um einen realen Eingriff in die Konstitution der menschlichen 

                                                           
1 e.g. Schmidt, Kirchengeschichte; Tixeront, History of Dogmas, 2.150; Kelly, Early Christian 

Doctrines, 377-80; Pelikan, The Christian Tradition, 1:153. For a concise history of how the topic of 
deification was developed in the German scholarship, see Georg Kretschmar, ‘Die Rezeption der 
orthodoxen Vergöttlichungslehre’, who considers deification under three headings: ‘orthodoxe 
Vergöttlichungslehre’, ‘patristische Vergöttlichungslehre’, and ‘biblische Vergöttlichungslehre’. 

2 Harnack, Lehrbuch der Dogmengeschichte, 2:430. 
3 Ibid., 1:590.   
4 Ibid., 2:44.  
5 Ibid., 1:312.   
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Natur und um ihre Vergottung, so muß der Erlöser selbst Gott sein und Mensch werden. Nur 

unter dieser Bedingung ist die Tatsächlichkeit des wunderbaren Vorgangs vorstellbar.6 

 

Lauding Athanasius for his concern for soteriology over cosmology, he complains, 

nevertheless, that trinitarian issues of the Nicene theology became too closely 

connected with the idea of deification, and thereby gave way to speculations in 

which ‘nahezu alle Züge der Erinnerung an den geschichtlichen Jesus von Nazareth 

ausgetilgt sind’.7 He writes: ‘Die Dogmengeschichte des Orients seit dem Nicänum 

zeigt… [dass]… die Idee des Gottmenschen unter dem Gesichtspunkt der Erlösung 

des Menschengeschlechts zu göttlichem Leben—also der Glaube des Athanasius—

nach allen Seiten ausgeführt [wurde]. Hierin erschöpfte sich die Dogmengeschichte 

im strengen Sinn des Worts’. 8  The influence of Harnack led another German 

scholar, Dietrich Ritschl, to suggest that ‘[d]ie Arbeiten Harnacks und seiner 

Kollegen geben der Athanasius-Forschung eine entscheidende Frage mit auf den 

Weg: ist es wahr, daß es sich in der Theologie des Athanasius in zentraler Weise 

um ‘Erlösung’ handelt?’’ 9  While the answers to this question varied, one can 

observe a general trend among the German scholars, who followed in the footsteps 

of Harnack, to view immortality as the main quality of what it means to be divine 

(either by nature with respect to Christ, or by grace when speaking of human 

beings) and thus understand salvation as a physical/naturalistic restoration of 

immortality lost as a result of fall.10 The underlying assumption in this approach is 

that ‘[t]he identification of divinity with immortality in the ancient world is 

[thought to be] the key to understanding the development of Christian deification’.11 

For such scholars the Nicene concern may look less about how the person of the 

Son is equal to the person of God the Father, and more about how both of them 

conform to the common qualities (especially immortality) that make them God. 

                                                           
6 Ibid., Das Wesen des Christentums, 138.  
7 Ibid., Lehrbuch der Dogmengeschichte, 2:218.  
8  Ibid., Lehrbuch der Dogmengeschichte, 2:144; Cf. Bousset, Kyrios Christos, 70, whose 

landmark study appeared in 1913, where he shared with Harnack the belief that deification was of 
Hellenistic origin relating it to Irenaeus and then to Athanasius as his principle heir. Schwizer, Die 
Mystik, 111, held to much the same view arguing that deification implied the fusion of the divine and 
human natures which resulted in the latter becoming a ‘supernatural being’ (übernatürliche Wesen) 
and this sounded far too Hellenistic for him. 

9 Ritschl, Athanasius, 11. 
10 Schneemelcher, ‘Athanasius von Alexandrien’, 249. 
11 Collins, Partaking in Divine Nature, 13-4. Cf. Wilson, Deification and the Rule of Faith, 156: 

‘Athanasius connect[s] the concept of immortality… with the concept of deification [which] 
resemble[s] the Hellenistic philosophical traditions that relate humanity’s deification to immortality 
and immortality to divinity’. 
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Hence deification of believers is most naturally understood as becoming by grace 

what God is in his qualities according to the divine essence. A good contemporary 

example of this view is Johannes Quasten who states that the main concern of the 

controversy was to defend ‘the unity of divine essence between the Father and the 

Son’ while considering deification in terms of obtaining immortality by grace.12 

After Harnack one can see some scholars (e.g. Hastings Rashdall 13  and John 

Lawson14 writing in English, Jean Revière15 and Alfred Loisy16 writing in French) 

hardening the identification between divinity and immortality towards a very 

realistic/physical/naturalistic picture of salvation in Athanasius, while others (e.g. 

Joseph Tixeront17  and Robert Sellers18  writing in English, Dietrich Ritschl19  in 

German, and Georgios Mantzaridis20  in Greek) recognizing that deification has 

more to it than just aphtharsia. A good modern text-book example of the former is 

Alister McGrath for whom ‘deification is a union with the substance of God’.21  A 

modern example of the latter is a significant reconsideration of Harnack’s school 

within the German scholarship by Martin George, who has questioned the 

traditional approach as representing a shortsighted ‘Reduzierung’ of deification to 

the attainment of immortality only.22  

             In the recent times, the idea of physical salvation has continued to be a 

cliché for Athanasius’ soteriology (although there is less distaste towards 

deification), 23  and one can distinguish three basic tenets associated with this 

approach. First, it is claimed that Athanasius’ metaphysical realism fails to make an 

adequate distinction between the assumed humanity of Christ on the one hand, and 

                                                           
12 Quasten, Patrology, 3.25. 
13 Rashdall, The Idea of Atonement in Christian Theology, 288. 
14 Lawson, The Biblical Theology, 154.  
15 Revière, Le dogme de la Rédemption, 86. 
16 Loisy, Le Mystères Païens, 348.   
17 Tixeront, History of Dogmas, 2:149. 
18 Sellers, The Council of Chalcedon.   
19 Ritschl, Athanasius, 10-9; 36-59.  
20 Mantzaridis, The Deification of Man, 31-2.  
21 McGrath, Christian Theology, 339. Another text-book example is Houlden, Jesus, 55, who 

bluntly states that ‘salvation is for Athanasius understood primarily as the gift of incorruptibility to 
our perishable flesh’. 

22 George, ‘Vergöttlichung des Menschen’, 145.  
23 Among the modern examples of treating deification with repugnance, see Benjamin Drewery, 

who affirms the following: ‘I must put it on record that deification is, in my view, the most serious 
aberration to be found not only in Origen but in the whole tradition to which he contributed, and 
nothing that modern defenders of avpoqe,wsij... have urged has shaken in the slightest my conviction 
that here lies the disastrous flaw in Greek Christian thought’, quoted from Russell, The Doctrine of 
Deification, 3. Cf. another claim made by Charles Cranfield: ‘The idea of apotheosis was acceptable 
to pagans of the centuries before and after Christ, but to one who has lived in the light of the OT can 
it be anything but nonsense?’, in Cranfield, ‘Comments on Dunn’s Christology’, 271. 
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the humanity of individual people on the other. In this view, Athanasius is criticized 

for translating ‘the biblical idea of solidarity into the language of Platonic realism’24 

and assuming a communication of properties, or qualities, that supposedly altered 

human identity by the fact that Christ was in union with humanity.25 Therefore, a 

second tenet of the physical salvation perceives deification as a mechanical or 

automatic process that extends to all humanity and abuses human freedom and 

responsibility. It describes salvation as a passive event ‘whereby mere contact with 

the divine nature of the Logos suffices to divinize the whole of human nature’.26 In 

this respect, Lawson charges Athanasius for a view of the incarnation as ‘all that 

was necessary to work the salvation of man, presumably because the salvation of 

the world was conceived of as a semi-mechanical inoculation of humanity with the 

Divine’.27 A third aspect of the physical salvation closely related to the previous 

one is an insufficient emphasis on the importance of the cross, as if ‘incarnation 

itself, apart from Christ’ life and sacrificial death, was responsible for effecting our 

salvation and deification’.28 In Richard Hanson’s opinion 

 
[o]ne of the curious results of this theology of the incarnation is that it almost does away; with a 

doctrine of the Atonement. … [H]e [Athanasius] cannot really explain why Christ should have 

died. When in chapters 19 and following of the De Incarnatione he begins to explain the 

necessity of Christ’s death, he can only present a series of puerile reasons unworthy of the rest of 

the treatise. The fact is that his doctrine of the incarnation has almost swallowed up any doctrine 

of the Atonement, has rendered it unnecessary.29 

 

Taken together these three distinct, but interrelated, assertions form the reasoning 

used to dismiss Athanasius for what has been described as the physical view of 

salvation.  

 

1.1.2 Deification and Atonement 

Writing at the turn of the 20th century, Rivière argues that the significance of 

deification has simply been overblown by prejudiced historians at the expense of 

                                                           
24 Morrison, Athanasius and his Doctrine of Divinization, 6. Cf. Straeter, Erlösungslehre, 175. 
25  Cf. Anatolios, Athanasius: The Coherence, 143: ‘Our whole salvation and deification are 

rooted in our human condition’s being “ascribed” to the Word, for that is what essentially constitutes 
our being “Worded”’. 

26 Finch, ‘Athanasius on the Deifying Work’, 110.   
27 Lawson, The Biblcal Theology, 154. Cf. Harnack, Lehrbuch der Dogmengeschichte, 2:160-

161; Revière, Rédemption, 147. 
28 Finch, ‘Athanasius on the Deifying Work’, 107. 
29 Hanson, The Search for God, 450.  
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the mystery of the cross: ‘… on doit dire que la prêtendue théorie d’un rédemption 

mystique ou physique, dont l’Incarnation farait tous les frais, n’existe pas à 

proprement parler chez les Pères’.30 Since then other scholars have voiced similar 

objections with regard to Athanasius’ soteriology, debating about the precise role 

and place of deification. Generally, scholars disagree as to which of the two 

concepts—deification (with the emphasis on incarnation) or atonement (with the 

emphasis on crucifixion)—is more fundamental to Athanasius’ soteriology and how 

one is to relate them to each other. 

            One of the early endevours to relate deification and atonement in Athanasius 

is probed in the pioneering systematic work on deification by French scholar Jules 

Gross. In his chapter on Athanasius, he contends against Harnack that Athanasius’ 

emphasis on the physical aspect of deification calls for corrections (appellent des 

correctives), but it certainly does not mean the mechanical process (processus 

mécanique).31 He suggests that Athanasius’ preoccupation with the issue of Christ’s 

divinity in the anti-Arian polemic naturally hindered him from giving proper 

attention to the earthly life of Christ, and as a result made him underemphasize his 

sufferings on the cross. Nevertheless, in Gross’ view, ‘Athanase reconnaît à la vie 

humaine du Christ une certaine valeur rédemptrice, en ce sens qu’elle complétait 

l’efficacité de l’Incarnation’.32 Yet, when explaining the relation of different aspects 

of salvation in Athanasius, Gross prefers to draw no link between them. He writes 

that Athanasius  

 
réserve à la mort du Christ une place à part dans ľœuvre du salut comme moyen d’expier nos 

péchés, de satisfaire à notre place à la loi de mort portée par Dieu au paradis et de nous rendre de 

la sorte l’incorruptibilité perdue. Mais il ne fait pas la synthèse de ces diverses données avec le 

rôle déifiant de l’Incarnation.33 

  

What for Gross is merely a poor synthesis between deification and atonement, for 

Laurence Grensted (writing at about the same time as Gross) is sufficient evidence 

that Athanasius elaborated no doctrine of atonement. According to this 

commentator, ‘[i]t is not justifiable to claim [that] Athanasius... anywhere regards 

death as penal suffering, and still less that he regards Christ’s death as vicarious 

                                                           
30 Rivière, Le dogme de la Rédemption, 89. 
31 Gross, La Divinisation du Chrétien, 212-3. 
32 Ibid., 213. 
33 Ibid., 213. 
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punishment’.34 He concludes that Athanasius’ doctrine of salvation is ‘more about 

how man attains salvation in Christ by “becoming god” than about atonement’, and 

he sees no way how the two could possibly be linked.35 Similarly, finding only 

fragments of attention to the effect of Christ’s death in Athanasius, Rashdall 

Hastings charges him for putting forth soteriology that ‘hovers between a vague 

metaphysic and a purely ethical theory of redemption’.36 A completely opposite 

reading of Athanasius stresses the atonement and minimizes deification. Two 

relatively recent examples of this approach are Paul Fiddes,37 who believes that 

Athanasius advocates a juridical approach to salvation akin to that of penal 

substution in Calvin, and Leon Morris,38 who finds no principal difference between 

Athanasius’ soteriology and that of Ambrose.39 For Fiddes, atonement implies the 

fact that God treats us as righteous when ‘he instantly transplants perfect moral 

qualities into us’.40 For Morris, it is the cross that represents the central point of 

how deliverance from sin happens and righteousness is obtained.41 For both of these 

scholars salvation is seen as a state of right standing before God, and although they 

offer different answers to how this state is attained according to Athanasius, both 

agree that it is the attribute of God’s righteousness that matters the most. 

            In contrast to the above scholars who find little or no connection between 

deification and atonement in Athanasius, or emphasize one over the other, there are 

some commentators who perceive a closer link between the two.42 For Behrnard 

Lohse this link becomes apparent when redemption is interpreted from the 

perspective of Athanasius’ concept of God. He continues to operate with the 

physical aspect of salvation as presupposing immortality for deification of 

humanity, but denies that redemption in this sense is limited to the ontological 

perspective alone. For him such fundamental categories of physical salvation as 

death and life somehow embrace the legal aspects of redemption such as guilt and 

sin. In his attempt to explain salvation in connection with Athanasius’ 

                                                           
34 Grensted, History of the Atonement, 80.  
35 Ibid., 60.  
36 Hastings, The Idea of Atonement, 298-9. 
37 Fiddes, The Christian Idea of Atonement, 70.  
38 Morris, The Cross of Jesus, 12-3.  
39 For other examples, see Meyer, ‘Athanasius’ Use of Paul’, 150; Horton, The Christian Faith, 

514; Lawson, Pillars of Grace, 150-6. 
40 Fiddes, The Christian Idea of Atonement, 87. 
41 Morris, The Cross of Jesus, 12. 
42 e.g. TeSelle, ‘The Cross as Ransom’; Meyer, ‘Athanasius’ Use of Paul’; Lohse, 

Dogmengeschichte; Dragas, ‘Athanasius on Christ’s Sacrifice’. 
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understanding of God (‘Verbindung von Gotteslehre und Erlösungslehre’), he 

writes:  

   

Zudem sind Tod und Leben für Athanasius keine vorwiegend ‘physischen’ Begriffe, sondern sind 

stets inhaltlich gefüllt. Tod ist eben die schuldhafte Gottferne, ist der Fluch, der Adam und die 

ganze Menschheit getroffen hat. Leben dagegen ist die volle Gemeinschaft mit Gott, die nicht nur 

in der Vergebung der Schuld besteht, sondern die ein neues Sein bedeutet, das seinem Wesen 

nach nicht mehr vergänglich, sondern ewig ist.43 

 

Although not providing a fuller account of how exactly the idea of deification is 

affected by Athanasius’ teaching about God, Lohse’s point is that physicality in 

Harnack’s sense is by no means the only aspect of salvation; at the very least, it 

should include ‘forgiveness of sins’ (der Vergebung der Schuld) and ‘relationship 

with God’ (die Gemeinschaft mit Gott).44  

           A more recent attempt to relate deification and atonement in Athanasius is 

offered by George Dragas who suggests that deification and atonement in 

Athanasius have underlying meanings that tend to slip from the scholars’ attention. 

Thus, with regard to deification, he accepts the idea of its universal effect through 

incarnation, but rejects the automatic benefits as interpreted by Harnack. In his 

view, the incarnational aspect of deification needs to be supplemented with the 

distinctly ethical meaning of this concept. He contends that ‘[h]uman beings are 

called to a new life of imitation and participation which ensures the appropriation of 

this deification. The means for achieving this are union with Christ through baptism 

and abiding in Christ through the life of holiness and the celebration of the holy 

eucharist, all of which have sacrificial status’. 45  With regard to atonement he 

identifies three major types of sacrifice in Athanasius—pagan, Jewish, and 

Christian—arguing that in contrast to the former two that possess a ritual character, 

the Christian sacrifice bears a much more realistic sense than is usually 

acknowledged in the Athanasian studies. He asserts that such statements from 

Athanasian writings as ‘when Christ died all human beings died in him’ and ‘in 

offering himself to the Father Christ actually offered all of us to him, and so forth’, 

show that Christ’s death in Athanasius’ view is closely tied with humanity as being 

                                                           
43 Lohse, Dogmengeschichte, 67.  
44 Finlan, Options on Atonement, 4. 
45 Dragas, ‘Athanasius on Christ’s Sacrifice’, 94. 



 29

included in this sacrificial event, and therefore represent Christ as ‘the real 

substitute for all human beings’.46 He concludes:  

 

Thus the inner logic, as it were, of this substitutionary act is not to be traced to an abstract 

principle of forensic sacrificial transaction but to the headship of the divine Logos in creation 

whereby he is related to all human beings and as such can act on their behalf as their true 

representative. Thus the substitutionary offering of one single body (humanity) for all rests on the 

fact that it is the ‘Dominical body’ [to Kyriakon sōma], that is to say, the body of him who is 

‘above all’ [ho epi pantōn] and ‘for all’ [ho epi pantas] and, therefore, the one who can also be 

‘instead of all’ [ho anti pantōn], as the representative of all.47 

 

A fairly common approach to Athanasius is to argue that deification is the central 

concept of Athanasius’ theology and then relate all soteriological themes to this 

concept.48 Such scholars find it more compelling to affirm a qualified connection 

between deification and atonement than to deny this connection altogether. For 

Irénée Dalmais,49 Adalbert-Gautier Hamman,50 Keith Norman,51 Basil Studer52 and 

Jeffrey Finch 53  (to name a few), deification is central because it is tied to 

Athanasius’ anti-Arian argument for the full divinity of Christ, while other 

soteriological motifs are best perceived from this particular angle. 

             In summary, despite the difference of opinions among the scholars on 

whether deification and atonement fit together in Athanasius, there is a general 

recognition that some relation has to be established even if for some it ultimately 

means no relation at all. On the one hand, the more one is willing to operate with 

deification in Harnack’s sense, the more difficulty one seems to have fitting it with 

atonement as a legal concept. For those who choose the latter as the main idea of 

Athanasius’ soteriology, the saving righteousness of God tends to revolve around 

the cross and has primarily transactional meaning. On the other hand, the more one 

seeks to keep the two doctrines together, the more demand one feels to either re-

conceptualize the physical connotations attached to deification, or view it from the 

more embracive perspectives, such as the doctrine of God or christology.  
                                                           

46 Ibid., 92.  
47 Ibid., 93. 
48 One of the most discussed arguments against deification as the central idea in Athanasius’ 

theology was published by Hess, ‘The Place of Divinization in Athanasian Soteriology’, 369-74. 
49 Dalmais, ‘Divinisation’, 3:1380.  
50 Hamman, L’homme image de Dieu, 153. 
51 Norman, ‘Deification: The Content of Athanasian Soteriology’, 77.  
52 Studer, Gott und unsere Erlösung, 147-48. 
53 Finch, ‘Athanasius on the Deifying Work’, 104-5.  
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1.1.3 Deification as Personal Relationship with God  

Finally, there are scholars who argue that Athanasius’ soteriology is neither 

physical nor juridical but primarily personal and relational. This approach views 

salvation in close connection with Athanasius’ understanding of God as Trinity and 

explains deification in terms of personal relationship with God. The significance of 

the relational aspect of deification was advanced as early as the work of Karl 

Bornhäuser, Die Vergottungslehre des Athanasius, first published in 1903. He 

systematically argued against Harnack’s physical concept as the dominant motif of 

Athanasius’ soteriology. In his view, ‘das Verständnis des Vollendungsstandes, wie 

für Athanasius aller Nachdruck und alle Wertschätzung auf der Lebensgemeinschaft 

mit Gott durch Christus im heiligen Geiste liegt. In ihr besteht die Vergottung’.54 

Assessing the history of Athanasian scholarship, John Behr concludes that it has 

mistakenly perceived the Alexandrian theologian as a representative of the 

‘immanent’ Trinity that starts with ‘one God existing in three Persons’ and concerns 

itself primarily with reconciling unity and diversity in the Godhead. 55  In this 

perspective the idea of divine persons, and especially Athanasius’ attention to the 

Father-Son relationship, has given way to the notion of divine essence with regard 

to which the latter two are correlated. Consequently, the Nicene debates have come 

to be sometimes incorrectly understood as ‘a philosophical enterprise, attempting to 

articulate a fundamental ontology, whether of being or of communion, or both’ 

(which more likely reflects the theology of those who did not subscribe to the faith 

of Nicaea)56 rather than as an attempt to explain the way the incarnated Christ 

relates to God the Father.57 Instead of being a result of abstract formulae (such as 

homoousios, three hypostases and one ousia), the trinitarian theology of the fourth 

century, for Behr, is a reflection ‘on how the crucified and exalted Lord Jesus Christ 

reveals the one and only God as Father, in and through the Holy Spirit, who also 

enables adopted sons crucified with Christ to call upon the same God as Father’.58 

This means that ‘trinitarian theology has less to do with the heavenly existence of 

                                                           
54 Bornhäuser, Die Vergottungslehre des Athanasius, 48. 
55 Behr, The Nicene Faith, 2/1:5, 7.  
56 Ibid., 2/1:104, 106, n. 27.  
57 Ibid., 2/1:16.  
58 Ibid., 2/1:8.  
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three divine persons than with this new manner of confessing the one God—as 

Father, in the Son, by the Holy Spirit’.59 

             When explaining Athanasius’ use of the term ousia, Behr argues that it is 

imprinted with a thoroughly relational notion of God. For even though Athanasius 

gradually adopted the language of ‘being’ or ‘essence’ to describe the relation 

between the Father and Son, he never departed from the central argument that the 

Son is from the Father’s essence using the term essence ‘not in a generic sense, but 

as referring to the kind of being that God is... to indicate the very being of God, God 

himself’.60 Similarly, Christopher Stead points out that Athanasius’ emphasis on 

how the Son is homoousios with the Father is reinforced by the fact that he never 

turns it into a formula of how both are homoousioi together. Instead, the term 

homoousios is used to depict ‘the perfect continuity of the being of the Father in the 

Son, who is from his essence and so homoousios with him’.61 In fact, the term ‘was 

introduced into the creed because it was known that Arius and his most ardent 

supporters objected to it’, while the fact that ‘once the immediate purpose of the 

council had been achieved, no one, not even Athanasius, used the term for several 

decades’ shows that ‘it was not part of anyone’s technical vocabulary’.62 Thomas 

Weinandy uses the relational aspect of the Son’s oneness with the Father to argue 

that it is in this perspective that deification makes sense. He asserts that ‘deification 

is only effected by being taken into the very divine life of the Trinity. Thus, as the 

Son is the Son of the Father because he is begotten of the Father and so is 

ontologically one with the Father, so Christian imitate this divine oneness by being 

taken up into it…. Divinization then, for Athanasius, is the sharing fully in the life 

of the Trinity and it is this sharing in the divine life that throughly transforms the 

believer into the adopted likeness of the Son’.63   

             The relational concept of God in Athanasius has traditionally been used by 

Russian patristic scholars as the only proper framework for interpreting salvation as 

deification. Writing in opposition to Solovyov64 and Bulgakov65 as representatives 

of the so-called Sophianic philosophy (which their opponents considered to be a 
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scholastic version of the depersonalized view of God and salvation), Florovsky and 

Lossky use Athanasius to argue for the relational view of these doctrines. 

Criticizing Bulgakov’s notion of Sophia, Florovsky argues that it goes back to the 

deterministic view of Gnostic Deity and has nothing in common with the personal 

concept of God in Athanasius. In his letter to Bulgakov, he writes that ‘this 

Sophiology is heretical and renounced. That which you find in Athanasius relates to 

the other Sophia... it is not a substance’ but one of the ‘thrice-radiant glory’.66 The 

personal nature of who God is as Trinity leads Florovsky to affirm that 

‘“deification” is first and foremost communion with God, participation (metousia) 

in His life’.67 In much the same way, Lossky portrays Athanasius as a landmark 

example of reversing the focus from the Plotinian and Origenian vision of God’s 

essence to the emphasis on the deifying participation in Christ. He writes that 

‘Athanasius considered this milieu [Church in general and ascetic life in particular] 

to be the realized achievement of the Christian ideal: partaking of God in the 

incarnated Word, Christ, who won the victory over sin and death, and gave 

immortality to the created nature as a pledge of the future deification’.68 

             Based on the relational understanding of God and deification, Lossky 

contends that Western juridical approach to soteriology reduces the content of 

salvation to what happens on the cross rather than considering the cross as part of 

what God does for bringing humanity back to himself. In his opinion the main 

problem of humanity is not so much that it is sinful (though this is true as well), but 

that it is separated from the living relationship with God. Therefore, for him 

‘atonement makes humanity restored in Christ, so that it would be no longer 

separated from God’.69 In this sense, ‘the expiatory action of Christ... is related 

directly to the ultimate purpose set before the creature, namely the union with 

God’.70 In a more elaborate statement, he contrasts the Irenaean/Athanasian dictum 

                                                           
66 Pentkovsky, ‘Pisma G. Florovskogo’, 205, quoted from the English trans. at 

http://ishmaelite.blogspot.com/2009/05/palamas-florovsky-bulgakov-and.html (accessed on 
15.01.14). 

67 Florovsky, ‘Creation and Creaturehood’, 76.  
68 Lossky, Bogovideniye, 368: ‘Для св. Афанасия именно эта среда [Церковь в целом или 

аскетическая жизнь в частности] и является осуществлением христианского идеала: 
приобщение Богу в воплотившемся Слове, Христе, победившем грех и смерть, и сообщившем 
тварной природе начало нетленности в залог будущего обóжения’. 

 69 Ibid., Dogmaticheskoye Bogosloviye, 547: ‘Правосудие Бога в том, чтобы человек не был 
больше разлучен с Богом, чтобы человечество восстановилось во Христе’. 

70 Ibid., Po Obrazu i Podobiyu, 633: ‘Таким образом, искупительный подвиг Христа... 
непосредственно связывается здесь с конечной целью, поставленной перед тварью, а 
именно—соединение ее с Богом’. 
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(‘God becoming man, so that man could become god’) to the juridical perspective 

of atonement by asserting that  

 
when we isolate the dogma of atonement from other doctrines (which only together make the 

fullness of Christian teaching), we risk to confine our interpretation of the Christian tradition to 

the limits of what Christ has done as Redeemer. As a result, we place a three-fold boundary on 

the development of Christian dogma constraining it to the original sin, its healing on the cross 

and the appropriation of Christ’s salvific action by the believers. In such a limited perspective 

where atonement enjoys the dominant role, the patristic expression ‘God became man, so that 

man could become god’ looks strange and unwonted. Giving our focus to salvation alone, we 

leave behind the importance of union with God; or to put it more precisely, we think of union 

with God only in negative terms relating it to our pitiful state of affairs.71 

 
Such understanding of salvation as union with God, or deification, is understood by 

much of modern Russian Orthodox scholarship in the context of the so-called 

‘essence-energies distinction in God’ as a hermeneutical key to understanding 

patristic soteriology. This doctrine was actively rediscovered in the theology of the 

fourteenth century Byzantine monk Gregory Palamas by the Russian theologians 

(who immigrated to the West after the events of Soviet Revolution in 1917) and 

reapplied to Athanasius’ concept of God and salvation. 72  In this approach 

Athanasius is interpreted as an early precursor of a sharp distinction between two 

modes or levels of divine existence: the inaccessible essence of God and his 

participable energies, or attributes. Accordingly, deification is viewed as a human 

encounter with God in his energies (such as holiness, immortality, and eternal life) 

and to protect it from appearing as a disguised version of physical deification (as 

contrary to Athanasius’ accent on the direct relationship with God), it is argued that 

God’s energies represent the enhypostasized (rather than impersonal) attributes of 

God to be attained in the free (rather than mechanical) process of divinizing 

cooperation with God. 

                                                           
71 Ibid., 633-4: ‘Когда мы желаем рассматривать догмат об Искуплении отдельно, изолируя 

его от всей совокупности христианского учения, мы всегда рискуем ограничить Предание, 
истолковывая его исключительно в зависимости от подвига Искупителя. Развитие 
богословской мысли ограничивается тогда тремя пределами: первородным грехом, его 
исцелением на Кресте и усвоением христианами спасительно последствия подвига Христова. 
В этих суженных перспективах богословия, в котором главенствующее значение имеет идея 
Искупления, святоотеческое изречение “Бог соделался человеком, дабы человек смог стать 
богом” кажется странным и необычным. Занимаясь единственно лишь нашим спасением, мы 
забываем о соединении с Богом или, точнее, мы видим соединение с Богом только в его 
негативном аспекте, относящемся к нашему настоящему печальному состоянию’. 

72 For critical evaluation of this approach as being anachronistic, see Daniélou, ‘Introduction’, 15. 
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             While this new perspective on Athanasius (fostered primarily by Vasiliy 

Krivosheine,73 George Florovsky,74 Vladimir Lossky,75 and John Meyendorff76) is 

being endorsed by some and criticized by others, what is often appreciated by the 

scholars is the renewed attention to the role of relational and personal categories in 

Athanasius’ description of God and salvation. Its importance (with or without the 

Palamite doctrine) has become an eminent subject in modern Greek scholarship 

(e.g. Christos Yannaras,77 John Zizioulas,78 Nikos Nissiotis,79 Panayiotis Nellas80) 

that seeks to identify the image of God with the human ‘personhood’ and explain 

deification as the intimate communion with God.81 Among other scholars writing 

on the same subject in English, Thomas Torrance is known for what he called the 

‘Athanasian-Cyrillian axis’ in which Athanasius is identified with a distinctly 

personal perspective. Such perspective is built on the fact that ‘[t]hrough Jesus 

Christ, the Incarnate Son or Word of God, and in the Holy Spirit, it is possible for 

man to have direct access to God, to meet and know him personally, to hear him 

and speak to him face to face or person to person, and thus to experience in himself 

the transforming impact of God’s personal Reality and Being’. 82  Similarly, 

Fairbairn relates Athanasius (alongside Cyril of Alexandria) to what he calls ‘the 

personal trajectory’ of patristic soteriology and defines the latter’s view of 

deification as sharing in the Son’s relationship with the Father. 83  Disputing 

Harnack’s view of physical deification as the primary way Eastern writers depicted 

salvation, he draws a distinction between two (intertwined but at least partially 

distinct) participatory patterns of deificaiton: one that focuses primarily on the 

qualities of God in the way Harnack thought of it as physical (‘in particular, sharing 

in God’s incorruptible life so as to overcome human mortality and corruption’), and 

                                                           
73 Krivosheine, ‘Asketicheskoe Uchenie’, 114-208.  
74 Florovsky, ‘Creation and Creaturehood’.  
75 Lossky, Bogovidenie, 437-51.   
76 Meyendorff is known for publishing a critical text of the main theological text written by 
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77 Yannaras, ‘Essence and Energies’, 232-45.  
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of communion with God, see Russell, ‘Modern Greek Theologians’, 77-92. For the critical 
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82 Torrance, ‘The Soul and Person’, 113-4. Cf. Ibid., The Trinitarian Faith, 156; Ibid., Mediation 
of Christ’, 30.  

83 Fairbairn, ‘Patristic Soteriology’, 304. Cf. Ibid., Life in the Trinity, 6-9. 
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the other that stresses the idea of participating ‘in the personal communion with the 

persons of the Trinity’.84 It is the second pattern of deification—one that places 

personal relationship over the impersonal qualities—that, for Fairbairn, represents 

the most fruitful trajectory plotted by Irenaeus, Athanasius, and Cyril of Alexandria. 

In Fairbairn’s understanding, this personal trajectory goes along with the theology 

of ‘God’s downward action through the incarnation and crucifixion’ in contrast to 

the first paradigm that promotes a view in which ‘our action is the key to union with 

God’ in his qualities.85 

  

This brief survey of the scholarly views on Athanasius’ soteriology shows that 

one’s preference to describe it in terms of one of the three approaches to 

salvation—physical, juridical or personal—is significantly shaped by what one 

considers to be Athanasius’ teaching about God. Depending on the scholar’s 

arguments, these approaches can be used in ways that either contradict or 

complement each other, but certainly each one of them reveals a certain aspect of 

salvation more explicitly than it does other ones. If divinity is understood largely as 

a possession of immortality, then what is necessary for the mortal man to become 

divine is to acquire such quality and thereby become by grace what God is by 

nature. If it is the righteousness and wrath of God that demands redemption, then 

Athanasius’ soteriology is best understood as having to do with the believer’s 

changed status before God based on Christ’s transactional sacrifice. And if 

deification flows from who God is as personal being, then deification needs to 

include the idea of restored relationship between God and man. Undoubtedly, 

Athanasius combined all three ways of describing salvation as he sought to 

appropriate various images from Scripture and interpret them in the context of his 

own theological and philosophical tradition. Yet, I will argue that Athanasius’ 

concern to defend the full divinity of Christ as homoousios with God the Father 

provides a helpful standpoint from which all three aspects of salvation discussed 

above can be viewed as having their proper place and relation. Before I progress 

any further, I would like to gear this statement to the way I use my three key 

words― ‘deification’, ‘relations’, and ‘qualities’. 
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1.2 Terminological Clarifications: Deification, Qualities and Relations 

A growing interest to the theme of deification over the past twenty years or so has 

resulted in a very broad spectrum of meanings being attached to this term.86 For this 

reason, I would like to give a brief explanation of how I will use this term with 

regard to Athanasius, and then add more technical details on its meaning in the 

chapters that follow. Among the most common words such as ‘divinization’, 

‘becoming god’/‘godlike’/‘divine’, ‘theosis’, and ‘apotheosis’, I will use the 

English word ‘deification’ as my preferred option. I will employ the other words as 

synonyms to it. Athanasius’ favourite word for deification is qeopoie,w, from which 

he derives the noun qeopoi,hsij. He does not use the word theosis that has now 

become the transliterated key term in referring to the distinctly Christian notion of 

deification, and to avoid the anachronistic reading I will restrain myself from using 

it with respect to Athanasius.  

             When using the English term deification, I will distinguish between two 

senses of this word: the narrow sense that explicitly points to making into a god, or 

deifying, and the broader sense that includes other terms related to deification as 

explanatory synonyms. In the narrow sense my use of the term deification will 

embrace such words as qeopoie,w( qeopoio,j( qeopoi,hsij( qeopoii/,a( qeo,thtoj( and 

evkqeia,zw. Some of these terms are used by Athanasius both in the Christian and 

pagan contexts, while others are used distinctly for either Christian deification or 

pagan deification. A number of other terms that Athanasius never uses (but which, 

nevertheless, form a part of the narrow sense of deification) include such words as 

avpoqeo,w/avpoqeio,w, avpoqe,wsij( evkqeo,w/evkqeio,w( evkqe,wsij( evkqewtiko,j( qeo,w( qe,wsij( 

avpoqeia,zw. I will use some of these terms when discussing deification in other 

writers. In the broader sense of deification, I will include synonymous terminology 

that Athanasius uses next to the words of deification in order to describe the state of 

the redeemed. This will include such terminology as ‘adoption’, ‘renewal of 

creation’, ‘union with the Logos/God’, ‘being sanctified, exalted’, ‘being perfected 
                                                           

86 Since the publication of La divinisation du chrétien by Gross in 1938, there has been a growing 
number of historical studies on deification. As a result, the use of the term deification has 
significantly been stretched ranging from its original Greek use to the postmodern concerns of 
ecological theology. The list of the recent works is prohibitively long, so I limit it to only a few titles 
that reflect a common interest in deification among Orthodox, Catholics and Protestants: Russell, 
The Doctrine of Deification; Daniélou, La Déification de l’homme; Meyendorff, ‘Theōsis in the 
Eastern Tradition’, 470-6; Williams, The Ground of Union, 31-32; Olson, ‘Deification in 
Contemporary Theology’, 186-89; Finlan, Deification in Christian Theology; Christensen, Parkaters 
of the Divine Nature; Hinlicky, ‘Theological Anthropology’, 38-73; Mannermaa, ‘Justification and 
Theosis’, 25-41. I will provide more references to the works on deification later in this study.  
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in Christ’, etc. Finally, I will refer to a group of participatory words that have 

similar meaning to deification and are used by Athanasius to clarify the character 

and content of the deifying work of God. This group of participatory terms will 

include the idea of partaking in God (mete,cw( metousi,a), fellowship with the 

trinitarian persons (koinwne,w( qei,aj koinwnoi. fu,sewj), sharing in his love (avga,ph) 

and delight (cara,), being accepted as adopted sons and daughters (uìoqesi,a) of the 

Heavenly Father, and acquiring divine characteristics, such as 

immortality/incorruption (avfqarsi,a( avqanasi,a), impassibility (avpa,qeia), and 

perfection (telei,wsij). As I explore the topic of God and deification in the chapters 

that follow, I will provide more specific details including statistical word-data of 

particular terms, comparative Tables, lexical analyses, etc.  

             Two other words that I will use in this study are ‘qualities’ and ‘relations’. 

To describe the personal aspect of God and deification (such as the Father-Son 

fellowship or human participation in their love), I will use the term ‘relations’ and 

synonymous words such as ‘communion’, ‘fellowship’ ‘the bond of love’, ‘delight’, 

etc. To describe the impersonal aspect of God and deification (such as incorruption 

and immortality), I will employ the term ‘qualities’, and synonymous words such as 

‘attributes’, ‘characteristics’, ‘properties’, and ‘energies’. As much as possible, I 

will try to provide the closest correlates (e.g.  ivdio,thj( poio,thj( du,namij( evne,rgeia( 

oivkeio,thj, etc.) to these two words in the specific texts that I study. However, due to 

the fact that in the period between Irenaeus and Athanasius theological terminology 

was still in its formative stage, I will treat this terminology in a more or less loose 

sense qualifying them whenever needed. I will introduce the idea of ‘qualities’ and 

‘relations’ specifically with regard to my topic by the time I come to the discussion 

of Irenaeus and Origen. I should add that although the term ‘qualities’ will be used 

in reference to the impersonal aspects of God and salvation, it should not be taken 

negatively. Neither will I treat the ‘qualities’ as an alternative to the ‘relations’. On 

the contrary, I believe that both ‘qualities’ and ‘relations’ are important aspects of 

the same reality, and to treat them in the sense of ‘either-or’ would risk making God 

and deification as either quasi-impersonal or void of content. Perhaps, the closest 

patristic analogue for my use of ‘relations’ and ‘qualities’ is John of Damascus’ 

Capita Philosophica, where he treats these two categories in ch. 50 (peri. tw/n pro,j 

ti) and ch. 51 (peri. poiou/ kai. poio,thtoj) as related but distinct notions. My own 

distinction between the ‘qualities’ and ‘relations’ will have to do primarily with the 
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emphases in the texts I will study. At the same time, I believe that one’s emphases 

do shape one’s language about God and deification, and by making notice of the 

way emphases work in different contexts, I hope to draw attention to those points 

that otherwise can be overlooked.  
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CHAPTER TWO 

Athanasius in the Broader Context 

  

Therefore, we ought to try to escape from earth to the dwelling of the gods as quickly as we can, and 

to escape is to become like God, so far as this is possible; and to become like God is to become just 

and holy and wise (Plato, Theaet. 176b).87 

  

For he [Christ] became man that we might become divine (Athanasius, De Inc. 54.11-2).88 

 

 

In these words both Plato and Athanasius speak about deification. The former 

describes man as a seeker, the latter depicts him as sought. In light of the emphasis 

on God’s initiative, such as in the above quotation, Athanasius appears to be writing 

about God in a way that was less (rather than more) typical of the Greek tradition as 

a whole. At the same time, his interaction with the Greek philosophical sources and 

religious ideas is quite intense, and any attempt to understand him needs to take this 

into account. For this purpose, it is important to consider Athanasius in a larger 

context where the discussions about God, his involvement in the world, and 

salvation, have already had a long history. In this chapter, I will survey some of the 

most significant points in the history of deification by dividing my discussion into 

three major parts: antiquity (with a special focus on the Platonic tradition), biblical 

background, and two theological figures that predate Athanasius―Irenaeus and 

Origen. While the first part will be aimed primarily at tracing the development of 

some key terms and concepts of deification, the second and third parts will be 

related more directly to the issues I have discussed in the Introduction. In the 

process of my analysis, I will attempt to show that one’s description of deification 

often becomes the direct expression of one’s conception of God(s), or divinity. 

Furthermore, I will suggest that by the time of Irenaeus and Origen we can identify 

what I will call ‘a tension of emphases’ (in both theologians)89 with respect to God 

and deification that needs to be taken into consideration before approaching 

                                                           
87 [LCL 123:128; Fowler 129, trans. modified]: dio. kai. peira/sqai crh. evnqe,nde evkei/se feu,gein o[ti 

ta,cista) fugh. de. o`moi,wsij qew/| kata. to. dunato,n\ òmoi,wsij de. di,kaion kai. o[sion meta. fronh,sewj 
gene,sqai)    

88 [Thomson 268; ibid. 269]: auvto.j [o ̀cristo,j] ga.r evnhnqrw,phsen( i[na h̀mei/j qeopoihqw/men) 
89 A term I borrowed from Fairbairn who speaks of ‘tension’ in the thought of Irenaeus and 

Origen in his Grace and Christology, 18-20. I also owe him for pointing out to me the significance 
of the Father-Son relationship and the personal subject in Christ in Athanasius. 
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Athanasius. This discussion will prepare a way for me to show how the 

philosophical and theological background pressed Athanasius to shape a distinctly 

trinitarian concept of God and salvation. Stamped with the emaphasis on the Father-

Son relationship and on Christ as the personal subject of salvation, this concept 

emerges first in Athanasius’ early double writing, the Contra Gentes and De 

Incarnatione Verbi, and then finds its way in a more mature form to his later works 

Orationes Contra Arianos, Epistulae quattuor ad Serapionem, and Vita Antonii. I 

will analyze all these major writings beginning with the double treatise in the next 

chapter (for which this chapter on the background will be most important), and then 

examine later writings in the rest of this study.  

 

2.1 Ancient Notions of Divinity and Deification 

As with each survey the purpose of this chapter is very modest. Rather than seeking 

to give a detailed analysis, I would like to focus primarily on the major turning 

points in the history of deification by examining the terminology, concepts, and 

frameworks. In what follows I will introduce both popular and philosophical 

traditions with a view to shed some light on the questions of the nature of divinity, 

the relation of God(s) to human beings, and the motivations behind the common 

practice of divinization. While there are different ways to treat the pre-Christian 

deification, my analysis is tied specifically to the study of Athanasius. Therefore, 

the kind of texts, figures, and traditions I choose to integrate here stem from this 

perspective and especially from the growing recognition of the modern scholars that 

Athanasius frequently operates with the ancient philosophical vocabulary and 

concepts (most notably in his early treatise written against the pagan worldview). 

As I proceed, I will provide more rationale for my choice of topics and issues.  

 

2.1.1 Poetic Literature  

It is not by chance that some ancient writers considered Homer to be the most 

respected ‘theologizing’ poet and occasionally addressed him as ò qeolo,goj.90 His 

Iliad and Odyssey provide us with the earliest insights about the nature of gods and 

divinization. Among the various traits he ascribes to gods are superhuman 

knowledge, extraordinary power, and ability to appear in any form. Yet, the most 

                                                           
90  e.g. Porphyry, De Antr. Nymph. 78.15-16; Hermias, In Phaedr. 151.7.11. Cf. Lamberton, 

Homer the Theologian, 22-31. 
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pronounced quality proper to the Homeric gods is their immortality. They are 

normally referred to as ‘immortals’ (avqa,natoi, Il. 2.14 [LCL 170:60) who live 

forever (qeoi. aive.n evo,ntej, Il. 1.290 [LCL 170:34]) even though there was a time 

when they did not exist at all.91 In both poems immortality is a recurring theme and 

the prime object of human desire; it is pursued as a way to not only avert death but 

also become divine.92  There are at least several ways how immortality can be 

obtained in the Homeric poems. One of them is when a hero is being remembered 

for his courageous acts by future generations. A good example of such an occasion 

is the legendary warrior Achilles who had a choice to live a peaceful life but not be 

remembered, or to go to the war and know that ‘my life long endure, and the doom 

of death will not come soon on me’ (Il. 9.415-6 [LCL 170:424; Henderson 425]).93 

Having chosen the latter, Achilles meets his end at the battlefield fighting the 

Trojans, but the memory of his name and valour will live forever. Another example 

is Sarpedon (ally of Trojans from Lycia) who describes the heroic code to his 

comrade Glaukos by equating remembrance to immortality:   

 

Ah friend, if once escaped from this battle we were for ever to be ageless and immortal, neither 

should I myself fight among the foremost, nor should I send you into battle where men win glory; 

but now—for in any case fates of death threaten us, fates past counting, which no mortal may 

escape or avoid—now let us go forward, whether we shall give glory to another, or another to us 

(Il. 12.321-8 [LCL 170:580; Henderson 581]).94 

 

By their heroism Homeric nobles are remembered as qei/oi( avnti,qeoi and ivso,qeoi, or 

addressed with the divine epithets of honour such as qeoei,kel’ accilleu/ (Il. 1.132 

[LCL 170:22]), mega,qumoi avcaioi, (Il. 1.123 [LCL 170:22]), e[ktwr dii,filoj (Il. 10.49 

[LCL 170:452]).95 The heroes never become divine in the strict sense,96 but they 

                                                           
91 Herodotus, Hist. 2.53 [LCL 117:340].  
92 The possibility to become divine in Homer is balanced with the opposite warning to not ‘not be 

minded to think on a par with the gods’ (mhde. qeoi/sin i=s’ e;qele frone,ein) (Il. 5.440-1 [LCL 
170:238; Henderson 239]). This is proved by the story in which Niobe was punished for having 
dared to compare herself to Latone. See Il. 24.602 [LCL 171:606]. Cf. Od. 5.212-3 [LCL 104:196].   

93 evpi. dhro.n de, moi aivw.n e;ssetai( ouvde, ke, m’ w=ka te,loj qana,toio kicei,h.  
94  w= pe,pon( eiv me.n ga.r po,lemon peri. to,nde fugo,nte aivei. dh. me,lloimen avgh,rw t’ avqana,tw te 

e;ssesq’( ou;te ken auvto.j evni. prw,toisi macoi,mhn ou;te ke se. ste,lloimi ma,chn evj kudia,neiran\ nu/n d’ 
e;mphj ga.r kh/rej evfesta/sin qana,toio muri,ai( a]j ouvk e;sti fugei/n broto.n ouvd’ ùpalu,xai( i;omen( hve, 
tw| eu=coj ovre,xomen( hve, tij h̀mi/n.  

95 Cf. Clark, The Cambridge Companion to Homer, ch. 8. 
96 In fact, in Il. 5.440-2 [LCL 170:238; Murray 239], it is strictly warned against becoming a god: 

‘Consider, son of Tydeus, and withdraw, do not be minded to think on a par with the gods; since in 
no way of like sort is the race of immortal gods and that of men who walk upon the earth’ (tudei?,dh( 
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become gods for their own society who perceived them to be model for the perfect 

life.  

             An even more striking way to achieve immortality in the Homeric poems is 

by making this quality one’s own. This is also a more ‘tangible’ way of becoming 

divine than by being remembered, though immortality becomes one’s own not as 

one’s proper quality but as that which one enjoys by being ‘locally’ associated with 

the dwelling place of gods. Thus, Ganymede is said to be taken to dwell with the 

immortals as Zeus’ cupbearer,97 and the Homeric Hymn to Aphrodite draws the 

obvious conclusion by making Hermes reassure Ganymede’s father that he is now 

‘immortal and unaging just like the gods’ (wj̀ e;oi avqa,natoj kai. avgh,rwj i=sa 

qeoi/sin).98 There are also examples of some heroes who die and only after that 

become divinized. In the famous book 11 of the Odyssey we see Heracles described 

as being only an image (ei;dwlon) in Hades, while ‘he himself [Heracles] is with the 

immortal gods, taking his joy in their festivities’ (Od. 11.601-3 [LCL 104:444]).99 

Perhaps the most physically perceptive way to attain immortality in Homer is by 

eating ambrosia and drinking nectar. When Odysseus was taken by Calipso after the 

shipwreck, it is said that she ‘gave him food [ambrosia and nektar (avmbrosi,hn kai. 

ne,ktar)]... that would make him immortal and ageless all his days’ (Od. 5.136 [LCL 

104:192; Murray 195]).100 In the Homeric Hymn to Demeter even mere contact with 

ambrosia, such as Demeter’s anointing the human baby Demophon with it, is able 

to make him appear divine: ‘he was like the gods to behold’ (qeoi/si de. a;nta 

evw,ikei).101 The abundance of Homeric references to such means of divinization led 

some scholars to suggest that at this time mortality is not considered to be ‘an 

essential attribute of human beings, it is more like a virus which can be expelled, if 

                                                                                                                                                                                                    
kai. ca,zeo( mhde. qeoi/sin i=s’ e;qele frone,ein( evpei. ou; pote fu/lon om̀oi/on avqana,twn te qew/n camai. 
evrcome,nwn t’ avnqrw,pon). 

97 Il. 20.232-5 [LCL 171:382; Henderson 383]. Cf. other examples when humans were brought to 
dwell with gods: e.g. Od. 5.135-6 [LCL 104:192], 5.208-209 [LCL 104:196], 15.249-51 [LCL 
105:94]; Il. 5.265-6 [LCL 170:226]. 

98 Hymn. Hom. Aph. 5.214 [LCL 496:174]. The Hymns were attributed to Homer by the ancient 
scholars, but modern commentators think they are alient to him. See LCL 496:5-6. In this study I 
treat the Hymns on the par with the Homeric texts.  

99 auvto.j [h̀raklhei,hn] de. met’ avqana,toisi qeoi/si te,rpetai evn qali,h|j. 
100 e;trefon))) qh,sein avqa,naton kai. avghraon h;mata pa,nta) For more examples, see Il. 5.265-6 

[LCL 170:226]; Od. 5.135-6 [LCL 104:192], 5.208-209 [LCL 104:196], 15.249-51 [LCL 105:94]. 
Cf. Rohde, Psyché, 60-1. 

101 Hymn. Hom. Dem. 2.241 [LCL 496:50; West 51]. Tugwell, Human Immortality, 7, dates the 
hymn by the seventh century.  
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the right procedure for doing so can be discovered’.102 Whether this is correct or 

not, the above instances make it clear that possessing immortality is necessary for 

one to live forever, and to do so is to be divine.  

             However vast is the boundary between the mortal humans and immortal 

gods, Homer never makes the latter too perfect to enter into the realm of earthly 

affairs.103 In fact, both the Iliad and Odyssey recount numerous stories when gods 

(in various forms) appear for all sorts of intervention. Sometimes, they are 

described in ways that make them much more human than divine.104 They can be 

hurt, deceived, and even come under the threat of being destroyed. Yet, it is the 

accessibility of these gods to individual humans that mark a personal aspect of the 

Greek religion at this time. In his Personal Religion among the Greeks, André 

Festugière illustrates it with a reference to Athena by drawing attention to the fact 

that ‘[a]s early as the Iliad, we see that there is an intimate, personal bond between 

Athena and Achilles... In the Odyssey, Athena is... the guardian and adviser of 

Telemachus... [and] on Dorian soil... Athena encourages the Dorian hero 

Herakles’.105 On one particular occasion Athena not only dissuades Achilles from 

striking Agamemnon, but even pulls his hair till the Myrmidonian hero soothes his 

anger and is able to make decisions on his own.106 Commenting this situation in his 

Greek Personal Religion, Stephen Instone suggests that it ‘shows an important way 

in which the Greeks thought that humans can interact with the gods: humans are 

relatively weak, are subject to all sorts of outside forces, and for them to be 

successful in life, whether physically, e.g. in war or athletics competition, or 

mentally in the display of good judgment, they need the help of the most powerful 

of all outside forces, the gods’.107 

             With Hesiod the respect to gods as supernatural beings becomes a matter of 

personal piety and devotion. In his didactic poem Erga the prescribed instructions 

show that a prosperous life is dependent on the farmers’ individual obedience to 

Zues and Demeter who control the agricultural world. Thus to succeed in farming 

one must sacrifice to gods, pour libations, pray and honour them. In Hesiod’s 

account the hardships of human life is a result of a deteriorated process from the 

                                                           
102 Tugwell, Human Immortality, 7.  
103 Cf. Jaeger, Paideia, 1:55-6.  
104 For more on gods’ vulnerability, see Kleinknecht, ‘qeo,j’, 70.   
105 Festugière, Personal Religion among the Greeks, 6-7. 
106 Il. 1.196-200; 206-16 [LCL 170:26-8]. 
107 Instone, Greek Personal Religion, 9. 
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golden age of mankind to the present iron age. If the former was the age when men 

lived among and mingled freely with gods in harmony and abundance, the latter is 

the age of misery, sorrow and toil. There is very little hope for divinization in this 

context. In fact, it is expected that people will no longer fear and revere gods, and 

once that happens ‘Aidos and Nemesis... will go from the broadwayed earth and 

forsake mankind to join the company of immortals, and bitter sorrows will be left 

for mortal men, and there will be no help against evil’ (Erga 197-201 [LCL 

57:124]).108 The motif of suffering in Hesiod becomes a subject of deeper reflection 

in the Greek tragic drama. The harder life is described in such poems, the more 

intense is one’s desire to either die or become like gods and dwell in their places.109 

In Oedipus Colonus Sophocles declares that ‘[n]ot to be born comes first by every 

reckoning; and once one has appeared, to go back to where one came from as soon 

as possible is the next best thing’ (OC 1224-1227 [LCL 21:546; Lloyd-Jones 

547]). 110  With similar feelings, when Euripides describes Phaedra’ difficult 

situation in Hippolytus, he makes her cry in utter despair: ‘O that I could live in the 

secret clefts of the mountains, and that there a god might make me a winged bird 

amid the flying flocks!’ (Hipp. 732-736 [LCL 484196; Kovacs 197]). 111  It is 

generally believed that human life is filled with sorrow and is in direct contrast to 

the blissful life of gods in heaven. Therefore, Euripides uses the metaphor of a bird 

in several similar contexts to underscore the human desire for celestial existence: 

‘Where to go? Shall I fly up to the lofty vault of heaven?’ (Hec. 1099 [LCL 

484:498; Kovacs 499, slightly modified]),112 and ‘soar aloft to heaven’ (Med. 1296 

[LCL 12:400; Kovacs 401].113 

 

2.1.2 Greek Natural Philosophy: Xenophanes 

                                                           
108 kai. to,te dh. pro.j o;lumpon avpo. cqono.j euvruodei,hj leukoi/sin fa,ressi kaluyame,na cro,a kalo.n 

avqana,twn meta. fu/lon i;ton prolipo,nt’ avnqrw,pouj aivdw.j kai. ne,mesij( ta. de. lei,yetai a;lgea lugra. 
qnhtoi/j avnqrw,poisi( kakou/ d’ ouvk e;ssetai avlkh,) 

109 Cf. Yunis, Religious Beliefs in Euripidean Drama, 111-21; Webster, ‘Psychological Terms in 
Greek Tragedy’, 149-54; Demina, ‘Obraz Artemidy’, 92. 

110  mh. fu/nai to.n a[panta nika/| lo,,gon\ to. d’( evpei. fanh/|( bh/nai kei/qen o[qen per h[kei polu. 
deu,teron wj̀ ta,cista.  

111 hvliba,toij ùpo. keuqmw/si genoi,man( i[na me pterou/ssan o;rnin avge,lh|si potanai/j qeo.j evnqei,h)  
112 poi/ poreuqw/* avmpta,menoj ouvra,nion ùyipete.j evj me,laqron) 
113 pthno.n a=rai sw/m’ evj aviqe,roj ba,qoj. Other examples of the same metaphor in Euripides can be 

found in Ion 1238 (ptero,essan) [LCL 10:462]; Andr. 862 (o;rnij) [LCL484:350]; HF 1157 
(pterwto,j) [LCL 9:424]; Or. 1593 (fu,gh|j pteroi/j) [LCL 11:590]. On the importance of this 
metaphor for divinization, see Solmsen, Intellectual Experiments, 67. 
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By the time of the pre-Socratic philosophers we observe an emergence of a new 

way of describing divinity. It is now described not only in terms of everlasting 

existence but also as encompassing the qualities of moral perfection.114 The best 

early example is Xenophanes, who is commonly viewed as a reformer of 

religion.115 In the view of Adam Drozdek, ‘God’s attributes were adumbrated and 

even described by Xenophanes’ predecessors, but Xenophanes for the first time 

systematically grouped them and built a consistent system from them’.116 Although 

there is disagreement about the interpretation of the one God (ei-j qeo,j) in 

Xenophanes’ fragments, it is clear that this god must be the most perfect being.117 

He is incomparable with any living entity for he is ‘greatest among gods and men, 

not at all like mortals neither in form nor in thought’ (fr. 21b23 [DK 135]).118 His 

other qualities include the fact that ‘he always remains in the same place, not 

moving at all, nor is it befitting for him to travel to various places at various times’ 

(fr. 21b26 [DK 135]).119 He sees, thinks and hears as a whole, shaking everything 

with his mind as a simple uncompounded (rather spherical) being.120 Fr. 21b24 [DK 

135] suggests that Xenophanes’ God is omniscient since he is not limited by the 

organs of cognition. If only a part of man thinks (sees and hears), God thinks (sees 

and hears) as a whole. He is ingenerate and immortal, and therefore his existence 

does not change.121 It is improper to think of him as ‘wearing clothes and have a 

voice and body’ (fr. 21b14 [DK 132]).122  

             From the viewpoint of moral perfection, the One God does not do the 

lawless deeds of anthropomorphic gods described by Homer and Hesiod. He does 

not steal, commit adultery or tell lies. 123  Instead, according to Simplicius, 

                                                           
114  Lesher, Commentaries, 83. Cf. Russell (ed.), Augustine, 5-11; Copleston, A History of 

Philosophy, 1:47; Vogel, Philosophia I, 397-416. 
115  Steinmetz, ‘Xenophanesstudien’, 69; Jaeger, The Early Greek Philosophers, 53; Fränkel, 

Early Greek Poetry and Philosophy, 328.   
116 Drozdek, Greek Philosophers as Theologians, 24. 
117 Lumpe, Die Philosophie des Xenophanes, 27-8; Stokes, One and Many, 77; Hershbell, ‘The 

Oral-poetic Religion’, 130. 
118 ei-j qeo,j( e;n te qeoi/si kai. avnqrw,poisi me,gistoj( ou;te de,maj qnhtoi/sin om̀oi,ioj ouvde. no,hma. 
119 aivei. d’ evn tauvtw/i mi,mnei kinou,menoj ouvde,n( ouvde. mete,rcesqai, min evpipre,pei a;llote a;llhi. For 

the analysis of the term qeoprepe,j, see Anton, Essays in Greek Philosophy, 95-6. For kinou,menoj, see 
Peters, Greek Philosophical Terms, 101-8 

120 fr. 21b24-5 [DK 135]. According to the pseudo-Aristotelian treatise De Xenophane Melisso 
Gorgia (= fr. 21a28 [DK 119]), Xenophanes taught that God was spherical in shape which probably 
indicated his perfection. 

121 fr. 21b14 [DK 132]. 
122 th.n sfete,rhn d’ evsqh/ta e;cein fwnh,n te de,maj te. 
123 fr. 21b11 [DK 132].  
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Xonophanes assumed that ‘God is strongest and best (a;ristoj) of all’, 124  and 

pseudo-Aristotle says that for Xenophanes God is ‘strongest and best 

(be,ltistoj)’.125 By describing God in this way Xenophanes rectifies the concept of 

divinity and makes other gods simple manifestations of the one perfect God. They 

‘have no autonomous reality by being only reflections of the absolute reality. 

Therefore, their reality, on the one hand—when rejecting natural attributes that are 

ascribed to them—dissolves in natural phenomena, on the other hand, in the reality 

of God, whose manifestations and imperfect representations they are’.126 There is 

no fragment where Xenophanes would speak of divinization, and perhaps it is not 

the right context to assume that he would. However, there is a sense in which his 

description of divinity does pave the way to a more refined idea of deification in the 

later writers. To illustrate this point more substantially I would like to turn to the 

tradition of Platonism.  

 

2.1.3 Platonic Tradition 

Before considering the representatives of Platonism, I need to explain briefly why I 

have chosen to concentrate on this particular tradition. Of course, a broader picture 

of deification might well include a discussion of Aristotle, Epicurus, and Stoics. In 

fact, there has been a growing number of studies that endevour to trace various 

elements of deification to these philosophical schools.127 They draw attention to the 

importance of the Aristotelian divine Intellect (the Unmoved Mover) and the life of 

knowledge (bi,oj qewrhtiko,j) that realizes the activity of the highest human faculty, 

intellect.128 With regard to Epicurus—who aspired to a very different approach—it 

is often stressed that for him the divine life (felicitous and joyful) is the life free of 

disturbance, trouble, and care; this is attained by following his ethical precepts.129 In 

a still different way, the divine life for the Stoics is the life lived according to 

                                                           
124 fr. 21a31 [DK 121]: to. de. pa,ntwn kra,tiston kai. a;riston qeo,j)  
125 fr. 21a28 [DK 117]: ouvk a'n e;ti kra,tiston kai. be,ltiston auvto.n e=nai pa,ntwn)  
126 Drozdek, Greek Philosophers as Theologians, 25.   
127 e.g. Sedlley, ‘Becoming Like God’, 327-39; O’Meara, Platonopolis, 32-4; Instone, Greek 

Personal Religion, 51-6; Russel, ‘Virtue as “Likeness to God” in Plato’, 241–260; Šedina, ‘Filosofie 
a etika’, 9-23; Erler, ‘Epicurus as deus mortalis’, 159-182; Passmore, The Perfectibility of Man; 
Festugière, Épicure et ses dieux; Schmidt, ‘Götter und Menschen in der Theologie Epikurs’, 97-156; 
Schulz, Nachfolgen und Nachahmen. For more references, see Squilloni, Peri Basileias, 63, n. 1. 

128 NA 10.7-8 [Bywater 212-7; Ross 1860]; Metaph. 1072b3-4 [Jaeger 252; Ross 1694]). For the 
differences between the Aristotelian deification and that of Plato, see Bargeliotes, ‘Divinized and 
De-divinized’, 229-246.   

129 Ep. Men. 135.  
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Nature, the divine Logos. Their ideal is the godlike sage, a perfect cosmic deity.130 

However interesting it would be to consider such perspectives on deification, I 

believe that Athanasius’ immediate background was largely Platonic. This is not to 

say that his thought excluded elements from other philosophical views; rather 

Platonism is a kind of framework in which these elements are being interpreted by 

him.  

             Perhaps the most thorough study that specifically looks into this issue is 

done by Peter Meijering, Orthodoxy and Platonism in Athanasius: Synthesis or 

Antithesis? (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1974).131 Meijering convincingly demonstrates that 

although the sort of Platonism Athanasius espouses is that of Middle Platonism, he 

is fully aware of both Plato and Plotinus.132 He argues that ‘Athanasius could freely 

use philosophical ideas where it suited him’ believing that ‘Platonic ontology need 

not contradict the Christian faith, provided it was applied in the right way in 

theology’. 133  Mejering concludes that Athanasius on the one hand attempts to 

synthesize Christian faith and Platonism ‘in the sense that he is constantly using 

Platonic language and arguments’, and on the other, he sees a certain antithesis ‘in 

the sense that Athanasius completely opposes the core of Platonic theology, viz., the 

divine hierarchy. He regards this as idolatry’.134 Following Meijering’s arguments, I 

will concentrate in this section on three historical phases of Platonism by examining 

Plato, Philo, and Plotinus. This will form the background against which I will then 

consider Athanasius’ early treatise where, in my view, his interaction with the 

philosophical concepts is most significant. For the same reason that I narrow my 

focus to Platonism, I also choose to not go into a discussion of popular concepts of 

divinization such as the ruler cult in Rome,135 assimilation to a specific god (e.g. 

Osiris, Dionysius), 136  theurgical practices, 137  or mystical trends in the Jewish 

literature.138 This would make excellent material for a broader study of deification, 

whereas mine is confined to a more specific focus. 

 

                                                           
130 For more details, see Merki,  ̀OMOIWSIS QEW( 8-17.  
131 Cf. similar arguments in Beatrice,‘La croix et lex idoles’, 159-77, who claims that Athanasius 

had a sufficient knowledge of Neoplatonism and targeted his polemic especially against Porphyry. 
132 Meijering, Orthodoxy and Platonism, 126. 
133 Ibid., 126, 128.  
134 Ibid., 130.  
135 Gradel, Emperor Worship, esp. 54-108, 198-234. 
136 Price, ‘Gods and Emperors’, 77-85. 
137 Collins, Partaking in Divine Nature, 17-8.   
138 Ibid., 27-38. 
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2.1.3.1 Plato 

Just as Xenophanes, Plato criticizes the traditional understanding of divinity as 

expressed by Homer and Hesiod. In the process of doing this, he develops a 

conceptual framework and terminology that will form the core components in the 

emergence of a language of deification.139 For our purpose it will be helpful to 

address several notable occasions where Plato describes the process of becoming 

like God (òmoi,wsij qew/|), ask what qualities make one divine, and consider other 

ways in which Plato describes deification. To a certain extent, the question of what 

it means to become godlike for Plato is also a question of who he understands his 

God to be. The later part of this question is a complex one in itself and would 

require much attention. So, instead of treating it directly, I would like to shift the 

emphasis to the fact that Plato ascribes divinity to various entities which can be 

emulated by others. Moreover, one can emulate what is divine, or choose to emulate 

the opposite. In Theaet. 176e-177a [LCL 123:130; Sedley, ‘The Ideal of 

Godlikeness’, 795], Plato asserts: ‘My friend, there are standards (paradeigma,twn) 

set up in reality. The divine standard is supremely happy, the godless one is 

supremely wretched... and [by their acts people] are made like the one and unlike 

the other’.140 Among the things that have divine status, Plato includes the gods of 

mythology, the souls of the heroes (they are also the ‘visible’ gods of the heavens), 

the world itself (or the soul of the world), the intellect that orders the Universe, the 

Forms, and their ultimate expression, ‘the Good’ (to. avgaqo,n). 

             There are several instances in Plato where he makes explicit statements 

about godlikeness. One of them comes in the same dialogue that I just cited. In 

Theaet. 176b [LCL 123:128; Fowler 129, trans. modified], Plato makes the 

following argument: ‘Therefore, we ought to try to escape from earth to the 

dwelling of the gods as quickly as we can, and to escape is to become like God 

(òmoi,wsij qew/), so far as this is possible; and to become like God is to become just 

(di,kaion) and pious (o[sion) with wisdom’ (meta. fronh,sewj).141 The urgency with 

which Plato discusses godlikeness occurs in the context of his opposition to 

                                                           
139 Collins, Partaking in Divine Nature, 16.  
140 paradeigma,twn( w= fi,le( evn tw/| o;nti èstw,twn( tou/ me.n qei,ou euvdaimonesta,tou( tou/ de. avqe,ou 

avqliwta,tou))) tw/| me.n o`moiou,menoi))) tw/| de. avnomoiou,menoi) 
141 dio. kai. peira/sqai crh. evnqe,nde evkei/se feu,gein o[ti ta,cista) fugh. de. òmoi,wsij qew/| kata. to. 

dunato,n\ o`moi,wsij de. di,kaion kai. o[sion meta. fronh,sewj gene,sqai) For a brief commentary on this 
passage as implying a ‘filosofický a etický koncept’ of godlikeness, see Šedina, ‘Filosofie a etika’, 
4-9.   
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Protagoras’ relativistic doctrine. To counter his view that man is the measure of all 

things, Plato portrays the philosopher as being concerned with the universal, 

objective qualities. Howerver, the qualities in the quoted passage―justice, piety, 

and wisdom―are described as virtues to be exercised by people, and apparently 

God reprsents here the perfect moral absolute and exemplar for human action. A 

few lines later, Plato continues: ‘God is in no wise and in no manner unrighteous, 

but utterly and perfectly righteous (dikaio,tatoj), and there is nothing so like him 

(auvtw/| òmoio,teron) as that one of us who in turn becomes most nearly perfect in 

righteousness’. 142  Three other explicit mentions of godlikeness are found in 

Respublica, Phaedrus, and Leges. In all three passages godlikeness has a clear 

ethical dimension. In Rep. 10.613a-b [LCL 276:486; Shorey 487], Plato describes 

God as our moral overseer who will hardly neglect the interests of those who are 

most like him in the hereafter: ‘For by the gods assuredly that man will never be 

neglected who is willing and eager to be righteous, and by the practice of virtue to 

be likened unto god so far as that is possible for man’.143 To this Plato adds that 

whatever happens to such a virtuous person, he can count on receiving the best from 

gods both in life and in death, while a similar passage from Symp. 212a [LCL 

166:206; Sedley, ‘The Ideal of Godlikeness’, 796], clarifies this as implying 

immortality: ‘It is proper to one who has born and nurtured true virtue to become 

dear to the gods, and for him too, if any human being does, to become immortal’.144 

A different ethical application of godlikeness is evident in Phaedr. 252c-253c [LCL 

36:492], where Plato speaks in a mythical way of assimilation to different gods. 

These gods (such as Zeus, Hera, Apolo, and others) represent eleven qualities of 

ideal character, and the lovers are described as aspiring for their beloved to become 

more like the God they themselves revere (ẁj dunato.n om̀oio,taton tw/| sfete,rw| 

qew/|).145 Other phrases Plato uses to depict a person who strives to be like God in 

this context include (1) ‘he lives, so far as he is able, honouring and imitating that 

                                                           
142 qeo.j ouvdamh/| ouvdamw/j a;dikoj( avll’ wj̀ oi-o,n te dikaio,tatoj( kai. ouvk e;stin auvtw/| om̀oio,teron 

ouvde.n h' o]j a'n h̀mw/n au= ge,nhtai o[ti dikaio,tatoj)  
143  ouv ga.r dh. ùpo, ge qew/n pote. avmelei/tai( o]j a'n proqumei/sqai evqe,lh| di,kaioj gi,nesqai kai. 

evpithdeu,wn avreth.n eivj o[son dunato.n avnqrw,pw| o`moiou/sqai qew/|)  
144  teko,nti de. avreth.n avlhqh/ kai. qreyame,nw| ùpa,rcei qeofilei/ gene,sqai( kai. ei;per tw| a;llw| 

avnqrw,pwn avqana,tw| kai. evkei,nw|) Cf. Gaye, The Platonic Conception of Immortality, argues that 
Plato’s concept of immortality grew out of the simple fact of existing imperfection and mortality, 
which led him to postulate the theory of Forms. He equates immortality and òmoi,wsij qew/|; ibid., 256. 

145 Phaedr. 253a [LCL 36:492]. 
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god’;146 (2) ‘so far as it is possible for a man to have part in God’;147 and (3) ‘lead 

him to the likeness of the god whom they honour’.148 Apparently, the fact that 

people cling to different gods, points to the existence of different ways (rather than 

only one way) of becoming good/godlike.149 One other instance of godlikeness is 

found in Leges 4.716c [LCL 187:294], where Plato’s emphasis seems to be again 

quite practical. In this context he refers to the sophist’s claim that man is the 

measure of all things and contrasts it directly with ‘God as the measure of all things 

in the highest degree’ (ò dh. qeo.j))) pa,ntwn crhma,twn me,tron a'n ei;h ma,lista) (Leg. 

4.716c [LCL 187:294; Bury 295]). He then suggests that to have the most moderate 

and best conduct ‘requires one to become like this God in one’s character as far as 

possible’ (Leg. 4.716c [LCL 187:294; Bury 295]).150 

             So far the prevailing aspect of deification in the above instances has been 

clearly ethical, but Plato also speaks of other ways in which deification happens. In 

the context of his theory of Forms and the doctrine of tripartite soul, one can find 

such texts in which the effort for finding one’s true (divine) identity is very much 

akin to his descriptions of deification. According to Tim. 89e-90a, each part of the 

soul has its own proper motions and the object after which it revolves.151 Plato’s 

explanation of what this means in Tim. 90a-d [LCL 244:244-6] became the locus 

classicus on deification.152 Thus, speaking of the rational soul-part and its function, 

Plato asserts: ‘God has given to each of us, as his daemon, that kind of soul which is 

housed in the top of our body and which raises us—seeing that we are not an 

earthly but a heavenly plant—up from earth towards our kindred in the heaven’ 

(Tim. 90a [LCL 234:244; Bury 245]).153 Slightly later, he adds:  

 

                                                           
146 Ibid. 253a [LCL 36:490; Fowler 491]:  evkei/non timw/n te kai. mimou,menoj eivj to. dunato.n zh/|)  
147 Ibid. 253a [LCL 36:492; Fowler 493]: Kaq’ o[son dunato.n qeou/ avnqrw,pw| metascei/n)   
148 Ibid: eivj o`moio,thta aut̀oi/j tw/| qew/|))) a;gein)  
149 Sedley, ‘The Ideal of Godlikeness’, 797.  
150  to.n ou=n tw/| toiou,tw| prosfilh/ genhso,menon eivj du,namin o[ti ma,lista kai. auvto.n toiou/ton 

avnagkai/on gi,gnesqai)  
151 Scholars debate Plato’s idea of the soul’s motion with respect to its divinity. Krische, Die 

theologischen Lehren der griechischen Denker, 76, argues that Plato derived it from Alcmaeon’s 
understanding that the soul revolves after the divine heavenly bodies and therefore is divine and 
immortal. Cf. Lee, ‘Reason and Rotation’, 72-80; Susemihl, Die genetische Entwicklung der 
platonischen Philosophie, 229; Skemp, The Theory of Motion, 3-10; Ehrhardt, The Beginning, 92-
104.  

152 Sedley, ‘The Ideal of Godlikenes’, 801.  
153 w`j a;ra auvto. dai,mona qeo.j e`ka,stw| de,dwke( tou/to o] dh, famen oivkei/n me.n h̀mw/n evp’ a;krw| tw|/ 

sw,mati( pro.j de. th.n evn ouvranw| xugge,neian avpo. gh/j h̀ma/j ai;rein wj̀ o;ntaj futo.n ouvk e;ggeion avll’ 
ouvra,nion) 
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But he who has seriously devoted himself to learning and to true thoughts, and has exercised 

these qualities above all his others, must necessarily and inevitably think thoughts that are 

immortal and divine, if so be that he lays hold on truth, and in so far as it is possible for human 

nature to partake of immortality (metascei/n avnqrwpi,nh fu,sij avqanasi,aj), he must fall short 

thereof in no degree.... Making the part that thinks like unto the object of its thought, in 

accordance with its original nature and having achieved this likeness, [he will] attain finally to 

that goal of life which is set before men by the gods as the most good both for the present and for 

the time to come (Tim. 90b-d [LCL 234:246; Bury 247]).154 

 

In this passage Plato elaborates on the epistemological aspect of godlikeness. The 

cultivation of rationality—‘thinking thoughts that are immortal and divine’—makes 

one like what he thinks. Accordingly, the final goal of life here is described as 

partaking of immortality in so far as it is possible for human nature. Plato’s 

argument in this text grows out of his distinction in other dialogues between the 

realm of Being and Forms (and therefore true knowledge) on the one hand, and the 

realm of becoming and shadows of reality (and therefore mere opinion) on the 

other. To explain how the two realms relate, Plato uses the terminology of 

‘participation’ (me,qexij), ‘presence’ (parousi,a), and ‘communion’ (koinwni,a).155 It is 

the participation of Forms in the lower realm of things, their presence in them and 

communion that make the bridge between the two realms ontologically possible. 

Plato does not define the extent to which the higher realm affords participation in 

the lower one, but the former may include not only the ideas of sensible objects and 

sensible qualities but also ideas of moral qualities and relations such as ‘greater’ or 

‘less’ and categories of the ‘same’ or the ‘other’.156 In the end, ‘to be’, for Plato, is 

to participate in ‘being’, and when applied to humans, he uses the word imitation 

(mi,mhsij) to stress the active aspect of this process: the soul is to imitate the real 

being, and to imitate it, is to think the truth. Plato uses this term in several major 

contexts: (1) to explain the derivative character of human craftsmanship from the 

divine craftsmanship;157 (2) to describe the relationship of the Forms to the sensible 

particulars;158 (3) and to render the applications from the distinction between the 

                                                           
154 tw/| de. peri. filoma,qeian kai. peri. ta.j avlhqei/j fronh,seij evspoudako,ti kai. tau/ta ma,lista tw/n 

aùtou/ gegumnasme,nw( fronei/n me.n avqa,nata kai. qei/a( a;nper avlhqei,aj evfa,pthtai( pa/sa avna,gkh pou( 
kaq’ o[son d’ au= metascei/n avnqrwpi,nh fu,sij avqanasi,aj envde,cetai( tou,tou mhde.n me,roj avpolei,pein)   

155 Phaedo 100cd [LCL 36:344]; Res. 476a [LCL 237:516-8].  
156 Parm. 130; Phaedr. 250b; Rep. 479c; Tim. 30cd; Phaedo 103de; 101af; Theaet. 185cd; Soph. 

254-5  
157 Soph. 267a [LCL 123:452].  
158 Parm. 132c-133a [LCL 167:218-20]; Tim. 30cd [LCL 234:54-6].  
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original nature of true knowledge (based on real being) and opinion that imitates 

it.159 In each of these contexts the imitating entity is ontologically inferior to what it 

imitates.160 Hence, the end purpose of the soul’s imitation of what is real and true 

has a similar function to achieving godlikeness in so far as the higher realm which it 

imitates is itself divine. Explaining how one is to succeed in this process, Plato 

speaks of the need to purify oneself through the practice of virtue and the training of 

mind. Some of the metaphors he uses to describe the end goal of this process are 

happiness,161 freedom,162 healing,163 salvation,164 etc. In his Respublica he calls to 

contemplate what is even beyond being,165 the ultimate Principle. Although, on 

several occasions Plato claimed that the soul could suddenly (evxai,fnhj)166 become 

united with its final object of contemplation, it would be incorrect to think that he 

conceived godlikeness as a solitary attainment. Instead, the ideal philosopher 

becomes king of his own city ordering its chaotic motions according to the divine 

pattern of the Forms. In this way, he helps to build a divinized city: 

 

Then the Philosopher associating with what is divine and ordered will himself become divine and 

ordered as far as man can.... And if it becomes necessary for him to put into practice the things he 

sees yonder by applying them to the characters of men both in private and in public life instead of 

only moulding his own, do you think he will be a poor craftsman of moderation and justice... the 

city will never find happiness unless the painters [i.e. the philosopher-kings] who use the divine 

model sketch its outline.... They would take the city and men’s characters as a draughting board, 

and first of all they would clean it... then, as they work, they would keep looking back and forth, 

to [the Forms of] justice, beauty, moderation, and all such things... and they would compose 

human life with reference to these, mixing and mingling the human likeness from various 

pursuits, basing their judgment on what Homer [Il. 1.131 (LCL 170:22)] too called the divine and 

godlike existing in man (Rep. 6.500c-501b [LCL 276:68-72; O’Meara, Platonopolis, 35; 

modified]).167  

                                                           
159 Rep. 6.509d-511e [LCL 276:108-16].  
160 Peters, Greek Philosophical Terms, 118.   
161 e.g. Rep. 518b [LCL 276:132]. Cf. also Phead. 111с, 115d [LCL 36:380, 392-4]; Rep. 372cd 

[LCL 237:158], 501e [LCL 276:74]; Tim. 68e-69a [LCL 234:176-8]. 
162 e.g. Rep. 490b [LCL 276:28]. 
163 e.g. Ibid. 515c [LCL 276:122]. 
164 e.g. Ibid. 453d [LCL 237:440], 494a, 495d [LCL 276:42, 48]; Phead. 89a, 107d [LCL 36:306-

8, 370]; Zeus is accorded with the title swth,r in e.g. Rep. 583b [LCL 276:380]; Tim. 48de [LCL 
234:110-12]. 

165 Rep. 508c-509b [LCL 276:102-8].  
166 e.g. Symp. 210e [LCL 166:204]; Ep. 7.341 [LCL 234:528-32]. 
167 qei,w| dh. kai. kosmi,w| o[ ge filo,sofoj o`milw/n ko,smio,j te kai. qei/oj eivj to. dunato.n avnqrw,pw| 

gi,gnetai)))) a'n ou=n tij))) auvtw/| avna,gkh ge,nhtai a] evkei/ or̀a/| meleth/sai eivj avnqrw,pwn h;qh kai. ivdi,a| kai. 
dhmosi,a| tiqe,nai( kai. mh. mo,non èauto.n pla,ttein( a=ra kako.n dhmiourgo.n auvto.n oi;ei genh,sesqai 
swfrosu,nhj te kai. dikaiosu,nhj)))) ouvk a;n pote a;llwj euvdaimonh,seie po,lij( eiv mh. auvth.n 
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By the end of Plato’s career, the concept of deification allowed both individual and 

corporate/political aspects of becoming divine. The language now included such 

basic words as motion (ki,nesij), participation (me,qexij), presence (parousi,a), 

communion (koinwni,a), and imitation (mi,mhsij). Some of them are applied to 

òmoi,wsij qew/| more directly than others, but all of them have a philosophically-laden 

meaning that will expand in the next generations of thinkers. Based on the way 

Plato describes deification, one might want to distinguish between two types of 

godlikeness. One of them has to do with the essential qualities that an entity 

possesses as its own. In this sense, the soul (or rather its highest, rational aspect) is 

divine in virtue of its pristine origin and participation in, or kinship with, the divine. 

After death it abandons the body to join the company of the gods (eivj qew/n ge,noj) 

(Phaed. 82b [LCL 36:286]). On the other hand, as it seeks to recover its identity, 

the soul’s task is to realize its kinship or potential by ascending upward168 and reach 

out to its ultimate goal (te,loj)169—the brightest and most blessed part of being170 

that brings satisfaction to every contemplating soul.171 In this sense, deification is a 

gradual process of change; it takes one’s life effort (both intellectual and moral) to 

acquire what one does not have. Ben Blackwell calls this later type of deificaition 

the ‘attributive’ one as opposed to ‘essential’ deification.172 This distinction will 

have a great career in the writings of the Church fathers, especially with Irenaeus 

and Athanasius who will speak of it in terms of being divine by nature and 

becoming so by grace. Plato also distinguishes between various aspects of 

deification. It can be an ethical and/or epistemological godlikeness with the focus 

on virtue and knowledge, or it can be an ontological one in as much as an entity 

partakes of what is divine. The closest terminology that expresses these aspects of 

                                                                                                                                                                                                    
diagra,yeian oi ̀tw/| qei,w| paradei,gmati crw,menoi zwgra,foi)))) labo,ntej))) w[sper pi,naka po,lin te kai. 
h;qh avnqrw,pwn( prw/ton me.n kaqara.n poih,seian a;n)))) avpergazo,menoi pukna. a'n èkate,rws’ 
avpoble,poien( pro,j te to. fu,sei di,kaion kai. kalo.n kai. sw/fron kai. pa,nta ta. toiau/ta))) xummignu,ntej 
te kai. kerannu,ntej evk tw/n evpithdeuma,twn to. avndrei,kelon( avp’ evkei,nou tekmairo,menoi( o] dh. kai. 
o[mhroj evka,lesen evn toi/j avnqrw,poij evggigno,menon qeoeide,j te kai. qeoei,kelon) Another passage 
about the divinized city is found in Leg. 739e [187:362-4]. On the relation between this city and the 
one described in the Respublica, see O’Meara, Platonopolis, ch. 8. 

168 For a more detailed description of the upward paradigm see e.g. Rep. 505de, 517b, 521c, 
533cd [LCL 276:90, 128-30, 146, 202-4]; Symp. 211cd [LCL 166:204-6]; Pheadr. 249c [LCL 
36:480-2]. 

169 Gorg. 499e [LCL 166:442].  
170 Rep. 518c [LCL 276:134].  
171 Ibid. 540a [LCL 276:228].  
172 Blackwell, ‘Christosis’, 104-5. 



 54

divinization are participation and imitation. In this regard, Paul Collins suggests that 

Plato’s category of ‘[i]mitation is understood in terms of the practice of the virtues 

and is an ethical approach’, whereas ‘[p]articipation suggests an outcome which is 

more ‘realistic’ and has ontological implications’.173 Plato’s use of participation 

(metoch,( meta,lhyij( me,qexij( koinwni,a( and other related words) seems to be more 

characteristic of those instances where he establishes the ‘immanence’ of the Forms 

in the particulars (though Forms also participate among themselves).174 Plato’s use 

of imitation, along with other words such as image (eivkw,n) and likeness (òmoi,wma), 

appears to stress the transcendence of the Forms as divine models for entities that 

strive to be like them.175 Plato’s use of the word group o[moioj for the description of 

divinization or godlikeness is also witnessed in Athanasius. In one explicit passage 

where he uses this terminology in the context of deification, he like Plato in some 

places, combines it with the ethical idea of ‘virtues’ and ‘imitation’ as being part of 

what it means to be like God. Just to cite the passage for now and leave the analysis 

for later, he says: For we too, albeit we cannot become like (o[moioi) God in essence, 

yet by progress in virtue (evx avreth/j) imitate (mimou,meqa) God, the Lord granting us 

this grace, in the words, Be ye merciful as your Father is merciful [Luke 6:36] Be ye 

perfect as your heavenly Father is perfect [Mt. 5:48] (Ep. Afr. 7 [Brennecke 333; 

NPNF² 4:492]).176 More commonly, Athanasius describes defication by using the 

technical word qeopoie,w and evkqeia,zw. While neither of these words are evidenced 

in Plato, the former one (evkqeia,zw) does appear in Philo who also adds a range of 

other important aspects to deification. 

 

2.1.3.2 Philo 

 Philo was an elderly contemporary of Jesus Christ. Being a hellenized Jew of the 

Alexandrian diaspora, he presupposes that the Greek sages derived their wisdom 

                                                           
173  Collins, Partaking in Divine Nature, 18. For a more technical treatment of these two 

categories in Plato, see Vaught, ‘Participation and Imitation’, 17-31.  
174 e.g. Soph. 249e-259e [LCL 123:386-426]. Cf. Muralt, De la participation, 101-20; Rutenber, 

Imitation of God in Plato, 38. 
175 For classification of the participatory words in Plato, see Ross, Plato’s Theory of Ideas, 228-

30. 
176 kai. ga.r kai. h̀mei/j kai,toi mh. duna,menoi o[moioi kat’ ouvsi,an tou/ qeou/ gene,sqai( o[mwj evx avreth/j 

beltiou,menoi mimou,meqa to.n qeo.n carisame,nou kai. tou/to tou/ kuri,ou kai. le,gontoj\ gi,nesqe 
oivkti,rmonej( wj̀ ò path.r ùmw/n oivkti,rmwn evsti,\ kai. gi,nesqe te,leioi( ẁj o ̀path.r ùmw/n o ̀ouvra,nioj 
te,leio,j evsti)  
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from the Pentateuch.177 Scholars place him among the so-called middle Platonists 

who in different ways sought to integrate Platonism with elements from other 

philosophical schools (most notably Pythagorean, Aristotelian, and Stoic). 178 

Therefore, Philo’s concern for deification needs to include the broader framework 

of this middle Platonism in which one’s ascent to God as the supreme transcendent 

being proceeds through intermediate entities.179 In this process we can distinguish 

three major ways how one can become divine according to Philo.180 I will first 

make a few remarks on his concept of God and then discuss these specific ways of 

becoming like him. 

             Philo narrows down the use of divinity to the God of Hebrew Scriptures. 

This God reveals himself as a personal being, the God of Abraham, Isaac, and 

Jacob. At the same time he is also unknowable in himself, his essence cannot be 

encompassed by human understanding. 181  Therefore, to ‘inquire about essence 

(ouvsi,aj) or quality (poio,thtoj) in God, is a folly fit for the world’s childhood’.182 

Philo often phrases this distinction in terms of who God is in himself as the Existent 

(ò w;n) according to the book of Exodus 3:14, and who he is in his powers (dunamei/j( 

evnergei/ai) toward the world. Though it may seem that such powers of God represent 

the manifested qualities of his essence, a more correct way to refer to them is in 

terms of subordinate beings distinct from God. (For Philo God is devoid of all 

qualities; he is avpoio,j, which probably means that God transcends all 

classifications).183  Philo never limits these powers to a certain number, and he 

                                                           
177  e.g. Aet. 18 [LCL 363:196]; Prob. 57 [LCL 363:42]. Spec. Leg. 4.61 [341:44-6]. For a 

background on Philo, see Goodenough, An Introduction to Philo, 2-29. For his use of Scriptures and 
esp. his exegetical theory, see Pépin, Mythe et allégorie, 216-42; Dörrie, ‘Zur Methodik antiker 
Exegese’, esp. 13. 

178 Dillon, The Middle Platonists, 51, 367; Chadwick, ‘Philo’, 156. 
179 Armstrong, An Introduction, 152, characterizes such framework in the following way: ‘At the 

head of the hierarchy stands a Supreme Mind or God, ineffably remote and exalted, combining 
Aristotle’s Unmoved Mover with Plato’s Form of the Good. Then come intermediary beings—the 
Second Mind, the lesser gods, the stars, the daemones—ruling and ordering and some of them 
inhabiting the visible universe which is itself as in the “Timaeus” a living being animated by a 
World-Soul’. 

180 Louth, The Mystical Tradition, 18-35; Russell, The Doctrine of Deification, 11, identifies four 
stages of ascent: religious, philosophical, ethical and mystical. I combine the second and third in 
one. 

181 This statement is not far from what Plato states in Tim. 28c [LCL 234:50; Bury 51; trans. 
modified], when speaking of the Demiurge: ‘to discover the Maker and Father of this Universe is 
indeed a hard task’ (to.n me.n ou=n poihth.n kai. pate,ra tou/de tou/ panto.j eùrei/n te e;rgon).  

182 Post. 168-9 [LCL 227:428; Colson 429]: ẁj peri. ouvsi,aj h' poio,thtoj zhtei/n( wvgu,gio,j tij 
hvliqio,thj) 

183 Leg. All. 1.36 [LCL 226:170]. Cf. Tripolitis, The Doctrine of the Soul, 5.  
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describes them as unknowable in themselves.184 Several times he identifies these 

powers with Plato’s Forms,185 but more often he calls them by two names: the 

kingly and beneficent (or occasionally, the kingly and the creative). They manifest 

God, respectively, as the one who rules and spreads his goodness upon man. In 

Spec. Leg. 1.49 [LCL 320:126; Colson 127], Moses asks to see God face to face. In 

response he receives God’s warning: ‘Do not, then, hope to be able to apprehend 

me or any of my powers in our essence (evme. mh,te tina. tw/n evmw/n duna,mewn kata. 

th.n ouvsi,an). But I readily and with right goodwill will admit you to share of what is 

attainable [which is the contemplation of the Universe]’.186 There is, however, one 

other power that helps to mediate God’s presence more directly than these two 

senior powers. Philo calls it Logos. It represents a higher power placed above and 

between the kingly (h ̀basilikh,) and beneficent (h ̀i[lewj) powers.187 It is ‘the Image 

of God (eivkw.n ùpa,rcwn qeou/), chiefest of all beings intellectually perceived, placed 

nearest (ò evgguta,tw), with no intervening distance to the Alone truly existent One’ 

(Fug. 101 [LCL 275:64]).188 Through this Logos as his instrument God produced 

the world.189 Through him he also appeared at the burning bush to Moses190 and by 

dwelling in him, he made Moses deified: ‘he appointed him as god’ (eivj qeo.n auvto.n 

evceiroto,nei),191 ‘had him etitled the God of Pharaoh’ (prosrhqei.j faraw. qeo,j),192 

and let him ‘pass from a man into a god’ (a;nqrwpon avlla. qeo.n avpeto,lmhsen).193 

Such position makes the Logos both a transcendent and immanent being in whom 

‘there is direct communication with God, as opposed to the indirect experience of 

him afforded by the other powers’.194 The Logos is also the soul’s food, and Philo 

refers to it as manna.195 Philo explains that to nourish oneself with the Logos means 

to meditate on Scripture that represents God’ communication to the soul. In one 

                                                           
184 Spec. Leg. 1.47 [LCL 320:124]. 
185 Ibid. 1.48 [LCL 320:124-6].  
186  mh,t’ ou=n evme. mh,te tina. tw/n evmw/n duna,mewn kata. th.n ouvsi,an evlpish|/j pote. dunh,sesqai 

katalabei/n) tw/n d’ evfiktw/n( wj̀ ei=pon( e`toi,mwj kai. proqu,mwj metadi,dwmi)  
187 Fug. 95 [275:60-1]. 
188 eivkw.n up̀a,rcwn qeou/( tw/n nohtw/n a[pax àpa,ntwn o ̀presbu,tatoj( o` evgguta,tw( mhdeno.j o;ntoj 

meqori,ou diasth,matoj( tou/ mo,nou( o] e;stin avyeudw/j( avfidrume,noj)  
189 Fug. 95 [LCL 275:60-1]. 
190 Mos. 1.66 [LCL 289:310]; Mut. 134 [LCL 275:210]. 
191 Sacr. 8 [LCL 227:100; Colson 101]. 
192 Somn. 2.189 [LCL 275:528].  
193 Prob. 43 [LCL 363:36; Colson 37]. Cf. Mut. 128 [LCL 275:208]; Det. 161 [LCL 227:308].   
194 Louth, The Mystical Tradition, 28. Cf. Bréhier, Les Idées philosophiques, 83-111; Daniélou, 

Philon d’Alexandrie, 153-62; Wolfson, Philo, 1947. 
195 Leg. All. 3.169 [LCL 226:414]. 
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particular passage he draws a contrast between the Scripture and Greek 

philosophy:196  

 

Again, shall we on whom God pours as in snow or rain-shower the fountains of his blessings 

from above, drink of a well and seek for the scanty springs that lie beneath the earth, when 

heaven rains upon us unceasingly the nourishment which is better than the nectar and ambrosia of 

the myths? (Quod Deus 155 [LCL 247:88; Colson 89]).197 

 

Interestingly, what used to be the means of immortality for the poets—nectar and 

ambrosia—is said to be a false way of nourishing the soul. Even though deification 

is not mentioned here, its idea is probably implied. The right path to God is through 

the ‘enworded’ Scripture though even this is only a stage to pass through. The 

ultimate goal of the soul’s quest is to ascend beyond God’s manifestation of himself 

to God in himself, and this happens through the Logos. How does this journey 

progress? And what are the effects for deification? Philo believes that human ascent 

to God has to start with conversion. In the treatise De Migratione Abrahami, he 

writes:  

 

In this way the mind gradually changing (metabai,nwn) its place will arrive at the Father of piety 

and holiness. Its first step is to relinquish astrology, which betrayed it into the belief that the 

universe is the primal God (qeo.n to.n prw/ton) instead of being the handiwork of the primal God, 

and that the causes and movements of the constellations are the causes of bad and good fortune to 

mankind (Migr. 194 [LCL 261:244; Colson 245]).198 

 

Philo describes the first step as a change of one’s loyalty. One has to stop revering 

what is not divine and direct one’s devotion to the true God. He is Creator of things 

people falsely worship as gods, and also the Father of the distinct religious qualities, 

piety and holiness. Pagan pantheistic deification of the elements of this world is the 

result of people’s unwillingness to recognize that God is beyond the manifested 

                                                           
196 Another image for subordinating pagan philosophy to Scripture is Hagar and Sarah, or that of 

handmaid to mistress. Cf. Wolfson, The Philosophy of the Church Fathers, 97-101. 
197  oi-j d’ o ̀ qeo.j evpini,fei kai. evpombrei/ ta.j avgaqw/n phga.j a;nwqen( evk la,kkou pi,nomen kai. 

bracei,aj [kai.] kata. gh/j liba,daj avnazhtou/men( u[ontoj h̀mi/n avnepisce,twj ouvranou/ th.n ne,ktaroj kai. 
avmbrosi,aj tw/n memuqeume,nwn avmei,nw trofh,n* 

198  ou[tw kata. bracu. metabai,nwn o` nou/j evpi. to.n euvsebei,aj kai. o`sio,thtoj avfi,xetai pate,ra( 
geneqlialogikh/j avposta.j to. prw/ton( h[tij pare,peisen auvto.n ùpolabei/n to.n ko,smon qeo.n to.n prw/ton 
ei=nai( avlla. mh. tou/ prw,tou qeou/ dhmiou,rghma( kai. ta.j tw/n avste,rwn fora,j te kai. kinh,seij aivti,aj 
avnqrw,poij kakopragi,aj kai. touvnanti,on euvdaimoni,aj)  
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existence. 199  On turning from idolatry people gain different concepts of God 

depending on their level of spiritual development. 200  Philo categorizes them 

according to various grades of religious beliefs, placing those who are devoted to 

God out of love above those who want to serve him out of fear. It is the former type 

that is the highest: they ‘honour me for myself alone’ (evme. qerapeu,ousi di’ evme. 

auvto,n) (Abr. 129 [LCL 289:66; Colson 67]). Ultimately, the reward of such people 

will be the ‘gifts of friendship’ (h ̀crei,a fili,a)201 with God (an idea repeated in 

other places),202 while the latter type of people—‘who honour me for their own 

sakes’ (evme. qerapeu,ousi di’ èautou,j)—will only ‘partake of blessings’ (eivj 

metousi,an avgaqw/n) such as ‘remission of punishment’ (eùrh,sesqai prosdokw/si) 

(Abr. 128-30 [LCL 289:66; Colson 67]). 

             Having turned from the wrong object of worship, the soul proceeds in the 

next step by raising the mind from the sensible entities to the intelligible realm. The 

passage I quoted earlier from Migr. 194 [LCL 261:244; Colson 245], continues: 

‘Next it [the soul] enters upon the consideration of itself, makes a study of the 

features of its own abode, those that concern the body and sense-perception, and 

speech, and comes to know, as the phrase of the poet puts it: “All that existeth of 

good and of ill in the halls of thy homestead”’.203 This second stage is one of self-

knowledge: the soul comes to know itself and its situation in the world. Here, 

Philo’s understanding of the soul’s activity differs from that of Plato’s. For the 

latter the soul’s task to recover its pristine identity has to do with the fact that the 

soul’s nature is originally divine. In contrast, for Philo the soul is created by God 

according to his image and likeness (kat’ eivko,na qeou/ kai. kaq’ òmoi,wsin)204 and is 

nothing in itself. In Louth’s view, ‘this means that self-knowledge is not identified 

with knowledge of God; in self-knowledge the soul does not realize the world of the 

Ideas [or Forms] within itself (as in Plotinus, and perhaps in Plato), rather, in self-

knowledge the soul comes to realize its own nothingness and is thrown back on 

                                                           
199 On Philo’s rejection of the pagan ‘cosmic religion’ that offered its own distinct deification, see 

Cumont, ‘Le Mysticisme astral dans l’antiquité’, 256-86. 
200 Mut. 19 [LCL 275:152]. Cf. Abr. 119-23 [LCL 289:62-4].  
201 Abr. 129 [LCL 289:66].  
202 e.g. Vit. Cont. 90 [LCL 163:168]; Praem. 43-6 [LCL 341:336]. 
203 Migr. 195 [LCL 261:244; Colson 245]:  e;peit’ eivj th.n evpi,skeyin evlqw.n th.n auvto.j èautou/( 

filosofh,saj ta. kata. to.n i;dion oi=kon( ta. peri. sw,matoj( ta. peri. aivsqh,sewj( ta. peri. lo,gou( kai. 
gnou.j kata. to. poihtiko.n gra,mma o[tti toi evn mega,roisi kako,n t’ avgaqo,n te te,tuktai)  

204 Opif. 69-71 [LCL 226:54].  
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God, him who is’.205 Perhaps, one of the best explanations of this idea is offered in 

the passage from Somn. 1.60 [LCL 275:326-8; Colson 327-9], where it is said that 

Abraham 

 

gained much progress and improvement (o ̀evpido,seij kai. beltiw,seij) towards the acquisition of 

the highest knowledge: for when most he knew himself, then most did he despair of himself, in 

order that he might attain to an exact knowledge of him who in reality is (tou/ avlh,qeian o;ntoj). 

And this is nature’s law: he who has thoroughly comprehended himself, thoroughly despairs of 

himself, having as a step to this ascertained the nothingness in all respects of created being. And 

the man who has despaired of himself is beginning to know him that is (to.n o;nta).206  

 

The created nature of the soul means that it is not capable of knowing God by its 

own effort, and therefore needs to rely on God for such knowledge. In another text, 

Philo uses Moses to explain that ‘he himself learnt it by a divine communication’ 

and ‘obtained a conception of him who wrought it’ (Det. 86 [LCL 227:260; Colson 

261]).207 In the same passage it is also claimed that Moses’ experience of God on 

this level brought him happiness and blessedness when ‘he [God] breathed into him 

[Moses] from above of his own Deity’ (Det. 86 [LCL 227:260; Colson 261]).208 

Although divine revelation is a God-given thing rather than natural capacity, the 

mortal part of human soul (created by God’ subordinate powers,209 and therefore 

inferior to the soul’s rational part) needs purification to become spirituallys 

perceptive at this stage of ascent. According to Philo, this happens through the 

exercise in virtue, and his ethics seems to incline towards the antithesis of spirit and 

matter. He refers to the ‘coats of skins’ as the bodies of Adam and Eve after the fall. 

The body is the tomb of the soul and a corpse that carries it about. Along these 

lines, he claims that ‘it is impossible that he whose abode is in the body and the 

mortal race should attain to being with God; this is possible only for him whom 

                                                           
205 Louth, The Mystical Tradition, 25.  
206 tou,twn evsti.n o` evpido,seij kai. beltiw,seij pro.j evpisth,mhj a;kraj avna,lhyin evschkw,j\ o[te ga.r 

ma,lista e;gnw( to,te ma,lista avpe,gnw èauto,n( i[na tou/ pro.j avlh,qeian o;ntoj eivj avkribh/ gnw/sin e;lqh|\ 
kai. pe,fuken ou[twj e;cein\ o ̀li,an katalabw.n èauto.n li,an avpe,gnwke th.n evn pa/si tou/ genhtou/ safw/j 
prolabw.n ouvde,neian( o` d’ avpognou.j eàuto.n ginw,skei to.n o;nta)  

207 mwuse,wj gnw,rimoi\ th.n ga.r aivti,an crhsmw/| and la,boi tou/ dhmiourgh,santoj e;nnoian)  
208 a;nwqen evne,pnei th/j ivdi,ou qeio,thtoj)  
209 Philo infers it from the fact that creation of man (Gen. 1:26) is phrased in plural: poih,swmen 

a;nqrwpon. He also draws a conclusion that inferior powers’ participation in the creation of this world 
should explain the existence of evil. Cf. Agr. 128-9 [247:172-4].  
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God rescues out of the prison’.210 At the same time, he disapproves of mortification 

or maltreatment of the body and even refers to it as deiform (qeoeide,j).211 He calls to 

use the body in charitable purposes and especially to help one’s fellow-men. When 

we share God’s gift with others, we become like God in his quality of Benefactor. 

In Spec. Leg. 4.187-8 [LCL 341:122-4; Colson 123-5, modified], Philo says that 

‘this is to act in imitation of God (e[pesqai qew/|), since he too can do both [evil and 

good] but wills the good’,212 and he concludes: ‘These things men must imitate 

(mimei/sqai) if they have any aspiration to be assimilated to God (evxomoiw,sewj th/j 

pro.j qeo,n)’.213 Such soul, for Philo, is ‘compacted of perfect virtues’ (pagei/sa evk 

telei,wn avretw/n) and is ‘the true altar of God’ (to, avlh,qeion tou/ qeou/ qusiasth,rion) 

(Spec. Leg. 1.287 (LCL 320:266; Colson 267]). 

             Only the purified soul (intellectually and morally) is most prepared to set 

out on the final stage of its journey to God, which is the mystical vision. In the last 

part of the quoted passage from Migr. 195, Philo says:  

 

The third stage is when, having opened up the road that leads from self (avf’ aùtou/), in hope 

thereby to come to discern the Universal Father (pate,ra tw/n o[lwn), so hard to trace and unriddle, 

it will crown maybe the accurate self-knowledge it has gained with the knowledge of God 

himself. It will stay no longer in Haran, the organs of sense, but withdraw into itself (eivj èauto.n 

evpistrafei,j). For it is impossible that the mind whose course still lies in the sensible rather than 

the mental should arrive at the contemplation of him that is.214 

 

Philo has many descriptions of what happens to the soul when it reaches this level. 

He says that in mystical vision such a person is ‘drunk with sober drunkenness’ 

(mequ,ei th.n nh,fousan me,qhn), 215  he ‘resembles possessed people and corybants, 

filled with inspired frenzy’ (w[sper oi ̀kateco,menoi kai. korubantiw/ntej bakceuqei/sa 

                                                           
210 Leg. All. 3.42 [LCL 226:328; Colson 329]: Ouv ga,r evsti <to.n> katoikou/nta evn sw,mati kai. tw/| 

qnhtw/| ge,nei dunato.n qew/| suggene,sqai( avlla. to.n <o]n> evk tou/ desmwthri,ou qeo.j diarru,etai)   
211 Opif. 69 [LCL 226:54].  
212 to. ga.r e[pesqai qew/| tou/t’ evsti,n( evpei. kavkei,nw| du,namij me,n evsti dra/n èka,tera( bou,letai de. 

mo,na tavgaqa,)  
213 tau/ta mimei/sqai prosh,kei tou.j avnqrw,pouj( ei; ge, tij auvtoi/j fronti,j evstin evxomoiw,sewj th/j 

pro.j qeo,n)   
214  e;peit’ avnatemw.n o`do.n th.n avf’ aùtou/ kai. dia. tau,thj evlpi,saj to.n dusto,paston kai. 

duste,kmarton pate,ra tw/n o[lwn katanoh/sai( maqw.n avkribw/j èauto.n ei;setai ta,ca pou kai. qeo,n( 
ouvke,ti me,nwn evn carra,n( toi/j aivsqh,sewj ovrga,noij( avll’ eivj èauto.n evpistrafei,j\ avmh,canon ga.r e;ti 
kinou,menon aivsqhtw/j ma/llon h' nohtw/j pro.j th.n tou/ o;ntoj evlqei/n evpi,skeyin)  

215 Leg. All. 1.84 [LCL 226:202; Colson 203].  
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kai. qeoforhqei/sa),216  he falls into ‘divine possession’ (h ̀ e;nqeoj),217 ‘ecstasy’ (h̀ 

e;kstasij),218 and ‘madness’ (h ̀mani,a),219 and the ‘whole mind is snatched up in holy 

frenzy by the Divine, and he finds his gladness in God alone’.220 On this level 

people become ‘partakers of good things’, and ‘attain to perfect godlikeness’ 

(evkqeiasqh/|).221 The most distinguished example of deification on this level is Moses. 

After a brief exaltation of him as a ruler, Philo says that God also ‘appointed him as 

god (eivj qeo.n auvto.n evceiroto,nei), placing all the bodily region and the mind which 

rules it in subjection and slavery to him’ (Sacr. 8 [LCL 227:100; Colson 101]).222 In 

this passage he is portrayed as a cosmic model. He is portrayed so again in another: 

‘For he was named god (qeo,j) and king of the whole race. He is said to have entered 

into the darkness where God was [Exodus 20:21], that is into the unseen, invisible, 

incorporeal and archetypal essence of existing things (tw/n o;ntwn paradeigmatikh.n 

ouvsi,an), and to have beheld what is hidden from the sight of mortal nature.... He has 

set before us, like some well-wrought picture, a piece of work beautiful and godlike 

(qeoeide.j e;rgon), a model for those who are willing to copy it (para,deigma toi/j 

evqe,lousi mimei/sqai)’ (Mos. 1.158 [LCL 289:358; Colson 359, slightly modified]).223 

The result of such deification for Moses himself was the fact that he ‘was changed 

from mortal existence to life immortal’ (metaba,llein evk qnhth/j zwh/j eivj avqa,naton 

bi,on) (Virt. 76 [LCL 341:208; Colson 209]). That he did not become God in the 

same way the true God is can be seen from another passage that qualifies 

deification as follows: ‘For no created being is God in reality, but only in men’s 

fancies, deprived as it is of the essential attribute of eternatlity’ (Virt. 65 [LCL 

341:202; Colson 203, slightly modified]).224 Therefore, we can assume that Moses’ 

deified status as immortal being has, what I called earlier, an attributive character 

                                                           
216 Quis her. 69 [LCL 261:317; Colson 316, slightly modified].  
217 Ibid. 264 [LCL 261:418; Colson 419].  
218 Ibid.  
219 Ibid.  
220 Plant. 39 [LCL 247:232; Colson 233]: o[lon de. to.n nou/n ùpo. qei,aj katoch/j sunarpasqei.j 

oi;strw| kai. evneufraino,menoj mo,nw| qew/|) 
221 Leg. All. 3.44 [LCL 226:330; Colson 331]. 
222 Sacr. 8 [LCL 227:100]: eivj qeo.n auvto.n evceiroto,nei pa/san th.n peri. to. sw/ma cw,ran kai. to.n 

h̀gemo,na auvth/j nou/n ùph,koa kai. dou/la avpofh,naj) 
223  wvnoma,sqh ga.r o[lou tou/ e;qnouj qeo.j kai. basileu,j\ ei;j te to.n gno,fon( e;nqa h=n ò qeo,j( 

eivselqei/n le,getai( toute,stin eivj th.n aveidh/ kai. avo,raton kai. avsw,maton tw/n o;ntwn paradeigmatikh.n 
ouvsi,an( ta. avqe,ata fu,sei qnhth/| katanow/n\ kaqa,per te grafh.n eu= dedhmiourghme,nhn eàuto.n kai. to.n 
èautou bi,on eivj me,son proagagw.n pa,gkalon kai. qeoeide.j e;rgon e;sthse para,deigma toi/j evqe,lousi 
mimei/sqai) Cf. Goodenough, By Light, 186, nn. 32-34. 

224 genhto.j ga.r ouvdei.j avlhqei,a| qeo,j( avlla. do,xh| mo,non( to. avnagkaio,taton avfh|rhme,noj( aivdio,thta)  
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making him different from the God whom he is like.225 In the same way as Moses, 

other souls become ‘divinized (qeoforei/sqai) by ascending not to the air or to the 

ether or to heaven (which is) higher than all but to (a region) above the heavens’ 

(QE 2.40 [LCL 401:82; Marcus 82]). It also means that the soul becomes ‘changed 

into the divine, so that such men become akin to God and truly divine’ (QE 2.29 

[LCL 401:82; Marcus 70]). On one particular occasion Philo himself experienced 

this mystical vision of ‘being carried to the height in a kind of divinization of the 

soul’ (kata, tina th/j yuch/j evpiqeiasmo,n).226 The progressive character of deification 

also has a clear element of grace.227 Philo often uses this term to emphasize the 

divine involvement in the process of the soul’s ascent to God. In Ebr. 144 [LCL 

247:394; Colson 395], he says: ‘For without divine grace it is impossible either to 

leave the ranks of mortality, or to stay for ever among the immortal. Now when 

grace fills the soul, that soul thereby rejoices and smiles and dances, for it is 

possessed and inspired, so that to many of the unenlightened it may seem to be 

drunken, crazy and beside itself’.228 For Philo, however, such state of the soul is the 

sure sign of deification as it finds itself in an ‘a constant and continuous and 

unbroken fellowship (oivkei,wsin ar̀moni,aj) and union (evnw,sewj) with God who is 

made our own’ (Post. 12 [LCL 227:334; Colson 335, slightly modified]). 229 

Interpreting the drunkenness of 1 Sam. 1.14 in the sense of being overcome by the 

divine possession, he declaires: ‘How vast is the boldness of the soul which is filled 

with the gracious gifts of God!... I will... hasten to that most glorious and loveliest 

of visions—the Vision of the Uncreated (th.n tou/ avgenh,tou)’ (Ebr. 144 [LCL 

247:396, 8; Colson 397, 9]).230 

             Obviously, Philo adds a range of aspects that widen the meaning of 

deification. Just as Plato and others before him, Philo refers to immortality as the 

main quality of deification. His vocabulary includes such terminology of 

divinization as evkqeia,zw( evpiqeia,zw( qeofore,w( to be appointed or named ‘as god’ 

                                                           
225 Scholars have various opinions on the nature of Moses’ deification. For a discussion, see 

Litwa, Being Transformed, 108, n. 48. 
226 Leg. All. 3.44 [LCL 226:330; Colson 331]. 
227 On the relation of grace and human freedom in Philo, see Dihle, The Theory of Will, 68-98. 
228 a;neu ga.r qei,aj ca,ritoj avmh,canon h' lipotakth/sai ta. qnhta. h' toi/j avfqa,rtoij avei. paramei/nai\ 

ca,ritoj d’ h[tij a'n plhrwqh/| yuch,( ge,ghqen euvqu.j kai. meidia/| kai. avnorcei/tai’ beba,kceutai ga,r( wj̀ 
polloi/j tw/n avnorgia,stwn mequ,ein kai. parakinei/n kai. evxesta,nai a'n do,xai)  

229  to. sunece.j kai. evpa,llhlon kai. avdia,staton th/j kat’ oivkei,wsin àrmoni,aj kai. evnw,sewj 
parista,j) Cf. Cher. 42-53.  

230  pampo,llh ge parrhsi,a th/j yuch/j( h] tw/n cari,twn tou/ qeou/ peplh,rwtai))) pro.j th.n tou/ 
avgenh,tou pagka,lhn kai. avoi,dimon qe,an evpeicqh/nai) 
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(ẁj qeo,j), ‘be possessed by God’ (h ̀ e;nqeoj), and represent a ‘godlike’ person 

(qeoeidh,j( kaq’ òmoi,wsin qeou/). Among other related words he also uses those that 

speak of ‘imitation’ (mime,omai( para,deigma), ‘participation’ (mete,cw( metousi,a), 

‘change’ or ‘transfer from one state to another’ (metalamba,nw( metabai,nw), 

‘assimilation to God’ (evxomoi,wsij pro.j qeo,n), ‘union’ with God (oivkei,wsij( àrmoni,a( 

e[nwsij), and the need to ‘follow God’ (e[pesqai qew/|). The deified state itself seems 

to have a little more colour with Philo than with Plato. It is often described in terms 

of inner personal feelings or has a sense of relationship such as ‘friendship with 

God’ and ‘unbroken fellowship’. The object of one’s contemplation is understood 

to be the living God of Scriptures. He is a personal and active being that 

communicates himself through the Logos to men.231 This idea is probably reflected 

in Francis Colson’s translation of Praem. 122-3 [341:386; Colson 387], where 

man’s mind is said to be like a house of God that possesses ‘personally (ivdi,wj) the 

God who is the God of all’.232 Yet the nature of the soul’s relationship with this God 

is less clear perhaps due Philo’s desire to keep it within the apophatic and mystical 

limits. It is interesting to note that being a Jew, Philo uses a range of biblical terms 

that are not found in Plato. Perhaps the starkest ones are ‘grace’, ‘Moses’, and 

‘nothingness of the created being’. All three of them will be important for the 

Christian concept of deification setting him much closer to the early Church than to 

rabbinic Judaism.233 Although Athanasius never mentions Philo by name, scholars 

believe that he was apparently familiar with this type of Platonism, and especially 

with Philo’s allegorical method of interpreting Scriptures. 234  Of the deification 

terminology that we find in Philo, Athanasius uses evkqeia,zw to describe the 

divinization of created elements in the context of pagan worship. Similar to Philo, 

he refers to men as gods (though no more than 5 times throughout his writings, see 

ch. 5) and one time calls ‘Moses a god of Pharaoh’ (mwsh/n evti,qei qeo.n tou/ 

faraw,). 235  Wherever he does this, however, he frames such instances with 

references (or allusions) to Ps. 81:6 (LXX), making sure that human divinity is of a 

different type than the divinity of Christ. In his Vita Antonii, he depicts the 

                                                           
231 Some scholars argue that Philo’s God is far from being personal. Cf. Tripolitis, The Doctrine 

of the Soul, 5-6.  
232 qeo.j ivdi,wj ò tw/n sumpa,ntwn qeo,j) Emphasis mine. 
233 Chadwick, ‘Philo’, 156-7.  
234 See the references to Philo with regard to Athanasius’ thought in the index of names in 

Meijering, Orthodoxy and Platonism, 201. 
235 CA 1.39 [Metzler 149].  
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divinized person as exhibiting the same elements of ‘unspeakable joy’ and ‘ecstasis’ 

that are characteristic of the Philonic divinization. All these instances will be 

analized in much detail in chapters 5 and 6. 

 

2.1.3.3 Plotinus 

One of the famous expressions penned by Plotinus defines the purpose of this life as 

‘a flight of the alone to the Alone’236 which ‘is the life of gods and the godlike and 

blessed men’. 237  Plotinus understands this pattern of deification within the 

framework of the layered and dynamic Universe. At the top of it is the One, or the 

Good (to. e[n( to. prw/ton( to. avgaqo,n). The second and third principles, or 

hypostases, are referred to respectively as Intellect (nou/j) and Soul (yuch. tou/ 

panto,j( or tw/n o]lwn). He calls all three hypostases the divine realities (ta. qei/a),238 

and sometimes associates them with the names of three gods: Ouranos, Kronos, and 

Zeus.239 The Intellect is the second god (qeo,j deu,teroj),240 and the Soul is ‘divine’ 

(qei/on)241 and ‘the god of the lowest rank’ (qeo.j ou=sa ò u[steroj).242 However, both 

are divine in so far as they are oriented to the highest hypostasis, the One. In this 

hierarchical structure,243 with various degrees of divinity and perfection, deification 

is conceived as a process of return (evpistrofh,) to a divine ‘homeland’ (patri,da) 

where we find the Father (path,r), the One.244  

             According to Plotinus the One is ‘beyond being’ (evpe,keina ouvsi,aj). 245 It is 

ineffable and escapes a positive designation. We cannot attribute any predicate to 

the One, even to say that it is, for it will make the One dual: ‘the One’ and ‘is’.246 It 

is often called the Good in the sense that everything desires it, while the Good itself 

transcends this name. In the longest passage (Enn. 6.8, 13-18 [LCL 468:266-89]), 

where Plotinus affords a luxury of describing the One in positive terms, he warns 

                                                           
236 Enn. 6.9.11.49-51 [LCL 468:344; Armstrong 345]): gugh. mo,nou pro.j mo,non)  
237  Ibid. 6.9.11.49-51 [LCL 468:344; Armstrong 345]): ou-toj qew/n kai. avnqrw,pwn qei,wn kai. 

euvdaimo,nwn bi,oj) 
238 Ibid. 5.1.7.49 [LCL 444:38].  
239 Ibid. 5.8.12-13 [LCL 444:27-80]. Cf. Hadot, ‘Ouranos, Kronos and Zeus’, 124-37. 
240 Ibid. 5.5.3.3-4 [LCL 444:162]. 
241 Ibid. 4.8.5.25-7 [LCL 443:412; Armstrong 413].  
242 Ibid. 
243 In this section I use the word ‘hierarchical’ in the sense of the ‘prior’ and ‘posterior’ orders (in 

which one depends on the other) rather than in the modern sense of laddered structure. Cf. O’Meara, 
‘The Hierarchical Ordering’, 66-7. 

244 Ibid. 1.6.8.17-23 [440:256]. 
245 Ibid. 1.7.1.19 [LCL 440:270]. 
246 Ibid. 5.4.1.5-16 [LCL 444:140].  
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that he is about to speak incorrectly (ouvk ovrqw/j) insisting on the importance of 

using the verbal qualifier—‘so to speak’ (oi-on). Elsewhere, with such qualifier in 

mind, Plotinus feels free to both affirm and deny certain qualities with regard to the 

One. Thus, he says that the One is and is not,247 it subsists and does not subsist,248 it 

is act and no act,249 it is free and not free,250 it has life and has no life.251 In one 

passage he combines negative and positive language in the description of the One as 

‘neither thing nor quality nor quantity nor intellect nor soul; not in motion, not at 

rest, not in place not in time; it is the self-defined, unique in form, or better, 

formless’ (Enn. 6.9.3.41-3 [LCL 468:312-4; MacKenna, Plotinus, 617]).252 Despite 

the heavy emphasis on the negative terminology in the Enneades, Lloyd Gerson 

distinguishes what he calls nine ‘entative’ qualities that are characteristic of the 

One.253 The list includes (1) simplicity in the sense that essence and existence are 

identical in the One. It causes other things to exist, while itself remaining untouched 

by their existence. From the simplicity can be deduced (2) self-sufficiency which 

means that the One does not depend on any components. It is (3) perfect (te,leion) in 

that there is no gap between what the One is, what it can be, or what it will be. It is 

(4) the most powerful being. It is (5) eternal, and (6) infinite (avnei,deon) because it is 

avrch, of everything else. It is (7) everywhere (pantacou/) and nowhere. To describe 

the relation of the One to other things (where the former is untouched, while the 

latter is utterly dependent), Plotinus uses the words ‘presence’ (parousi,a), 

participation (meta,lhyij( me,qexij( metousi,a), and ‘association’ (koinwni,a). It 

possesses (8) the absolute goodness—perhaps the most frequent quality that 

Plotinus mentions—that makes other things desire it. It possesses (9) life of 

cognitive nature.  

             From the One emanate, or unfold, two other hypostases: the Intellect and 

Soul. Plotinus compares this process of emanation (pro,odoj) to the outpouring of 

light from the sun. Just as the sun experiences no change, so does the One remains 

untouched by its own emission. 254  ‘[The One], being perfect, by not seeking 

                                                           
247 Ibid. 6.7.38.1-4 [LCL 468:204]; 6.8.8.14-5 [LCL 468:250]. 
248 Ibid. 6.8.10.35-8 [LCL 468:260]; 6.8.11.1-5 [LCL 468:260]. 
249 Ibid. 6.8.20.13-5 [LCL 468:292]; 3.8.11.7-10 [LCL 442:398].  
250 Ibid. 6.8.20.17-19 [LCL 468:292]; 6.8.8.9-12 [LCL 468:250].  
251 Ibid. 5.4.2.17-9 [LCL 444:144-6]; 6.7.17.12-4 [LCL 468:140].  
252  ouvde,n evstin auvtw/n) ou;te ou=n ti ou;te poio.n ou;te poso.n ou;te nou/n ou;te yuch,n\ ouvde. 

kinou,menon ouvd’ au= èstw,j( ouvk evn to,pw|( ouvk evn cro,nw|( avll’ auvto. kaq’ aùto. monoeide,j)   
253 Gerson, Plotinus, 15-20.  
254 e.g. Enn. 1.7.1.25-9 [LCL 440:270]; 5.1.71-7 [LCL 444:32-4].  
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anything, or having anything, or needing anything, overflows as it were, and its 

superabundance makes another’ (Enn. 5.2.1.7-9 [LCL 444]; Deck, Nature, 

Contemplation, and the One, 27).255 In contrast to the One who transcends being (as 

well as mind and thought; epe,keina nou/ kai. noh,sewj), the Intellect is said to be the 

highest and most perfect form of being. It contains the Forms, or the totality of all 

things in the Universe.256 It is turned towards the One as its god (‘Intellect has to 

look to that god in order to be Intellect’)257 whom it contemplates and becomes like 

it (‘resembling the One’). 258  The Intellect thinks the archetypal Forms as one 

whole259 and is simultaneously subject and object.260 Plotinus calls the Intellect the 

maker and Demiurge of the Universe (poihth.j kai. dhmiourgo.j tou/ panto,j) but this 

is not its direct function.261 Instead, it is the function of the Soul flowing from the 

overabounding Intellect. It is the third hypostasis in the chain of being and its 

relation to the Intellect is similar to the relation of the second hypostasis to the One: 

the lower is the image (eivkw,n) of the higher. Thus, the Intellect is the image 

(eivkw,n),262 imitation (mi,mhma),263 and type (ei;dwlon)264 of the One; and the Soul is 

the image (eivkw,n),265 imitation (mi,mhma),266 and type (ei;dwlon)267 of the Intellect. 

The Soul emanates from the Intellect and contemplates it in the same way as the 

Intellect emanates and contemplates the One. Instead of containing its entities as a 

whole (which is characteristic of the Intellect), the Soul possesses them in 

continuous succession as ‘one act after another’ (a;llo de. kai. a;llo evnergou/n).268 

This makes the Soul to be in incessant motion and thereby generate an image of 

itself that sets the material Universe in order.269 Plotinus identifies the creative 

power of the Soul with the logoi. The latter constitute an expression of the Forms 

and represent the productive structure of nature. They animate and organize the 
                                                           

255 o'n ga.r te,leion tw/| mhde.n zhtei/n mhde. e;cein mhde. dei/sqai oi-on up̀ererru,h kai. to. ùperplh/rej 
auvtou/ pepoi,hken a;llo) 

256 Ibid. 5.7.1 [LCL 444:222-4].  
257 Ibid. 5.1.6.45 [LCL 444:32]: nou/j de. ẁsau,twj pro.j evkei/non( i[na h=| nou/j) 
258 Ibid. 5.2.1.13 [LCL 444:58; Armstrong 59]: òmou/ nou/j gi,gnetai kai. o;n) 
259 Ibid. 5.9.8.1-8 [LCL 444:304-6].  
260 Plotinus adopted the idea of the eternal mind who thinks as a whole from Aritstotle. Cf. De 

Anima 3.4.429b-430a [Ross 70]. 
261 Enn. 2.3.18.14-15 [LCL 441:100].  
262 Ibid. 5.1.7.1 [LCL 444:32].  
263 Ibid. 5.4.2.26-7 [LCL 444:146].  
264 Ibid.  
265 Ibid. 5.8.12.16-7 [LCL 444:276].  
266 Ibid.   
267 Ibid. 5.1.7.39 [LCL 444:38].  
268 Ibid. 3.7.11.53 [LCL 442:340; Armstrong 341].  
269 Ibid. 4.8.3.26-30 [LCL 443:406].  
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cosmos, maintaining it in the best possible form. 270  Although the Soul is the 

Architect of the world, it never enters the realm of sense and change. It is at once 

immanent and transcendent in relation to the world. In his polemic treatise against 

the Gnostics, Plotinus denies that this world came into being as the result of the 

Soul’s fall,271 and argues that the Soul abides in the intelligible realm and produces 

the best of all possible worlds.272 

             In this context the individual soul (as part of the universal Soul)273 is divine 

in virtue of its dynamic link to the Intellect and the One. Summarizing what this 

means for Plotinus’ understanding of deification, Dominic O’Meara explains:  

 

[T]he divine, at all levels, is always present to us and available to us, whatever our aberrational 

preoccupation with material things and forgetfulness of our essential nature and divine 

‘homeland’. We are therefore anchored in divine Intellect and a part of us always remains 

‘there’.... The human self is mobile: we can live our lives at different levels, depending where we 

place our interests and activities. We can live the life of beasts, or the life of gods. Indeed we can 

become a god, or rather come back to live the life of the god that we essentially are.274 

 

However, before the soul becomes divine, it finds itself descending first into the 

bodies of celestial star-gods and then to the human body that suits it the best. 

Plotinus describes this situation both as a fall and a necessity. It is a fall in so far as 

the soul voluntarily inclines 275  towards the material world in order to be 

independent of the World Soul. It is a necessity in the sense that every entity in the 

intelligible realm must be also represented in the material world. 276  The most 

significant result of the soul’s fall is its self-isolation from the intelligible source-

realm. To use the imagery of Plotinus (which he borrowed from Plato) the soul 

loses its wings277 and is like a pilot who becomes so attached to his ship that he 

drowns with it when the vessel sinks. Elsewhere, Plotinus speaks of the fallen souls 

having forgotten their Fatherland,278 no longer being able to discern their parents,279 

                                                           
270 Ibid. 5.9.3.21-37 [LCL 444:290]. 
271 Ibid. 2.9.11.1-30 [LCL 441:266-8]. 
272 Ibid. 2.8.4.1-32 [LCL 234-8].  
273 Ibid. 4.3.10.42 [LCL 443:70]. 
274 O’Meara, Platonopolis, 38. 
275 Plotinus uses the word to,lma to express the idea of irrepressible force in this inclination. Cf. 

Torchia, ‘Plotinian, “Tolma”’, 12-67.   
276 For the relation between freedom and necessity in Plotinus, see Leroux, ‘Human Freedom’, 

292-314; Tripolitis, The Doctrine of the Soul, 54-6.  
277 Enn. 4.8.4.17-8 [LCL 443:408].  
278 Ibid. 1.6.8.17-23 [440:256].  
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and becoming ‘dwellers in the Place of Unlikeness, where, fallen from all 

resemblance to the Divine, we lie in gloom and mud’ (Enn. 1.8.13.16-8 [LCL 

440:308; MacKenna, Plotinus, 76]).280 The way out of this fateful situation is to go 

inward by recognizing the divine element within us. Plotinus compares the efforts 

of introspective withdrawal to the process of shaping a statue:  

 

Withdraw into yourself and look. And if you do not find yourself beautiful yet, act as does the 

creator of a statue that is to be made beautiful: he cuts away here, he smooths there, he makes this 

line lighter, this other purer, until a lovely face has grown upon his work. So do you also; cut 

away all that is excessive, straighten all that is crooked, bring light to all that is overcast, labour 

to make all one glow of beauty and never cease chiseling your statue, until there shall shine out 

on you from it the godlike splendour of virtue (th/j avreth/j h̀ qeoeidh.j avglai,a), until you shall see 

the perfect goodness surely established in the stainless shrine (Enn. 1.6.9 [MacKenna, Plotinus, 

63]).281 

 

By going inward, the soul recovers its simplicity, its kinship to the divine. This 

means that the soul’s upward movement to the One is at the same time an act of 

inward concentration: ‘For Plotinus, the higher is not the more remote; the higher is 

the more inward: one climbs up by climbing in, as it were’.282 This process of 

climbing in, or up, involves moral and intellectual purification (ka,qarsij) by which 

the soul becomes progressively divinized and assimilated to the One. The moral 

purification implies the practice of virtue, and Plotinus draws a distinction between 

the civic and cathartic types of virtue. The former has to do with the good life on 

this earth and may have a place only in the beginning.283 The good man ‘will leave 

that [civic virtue; politikh. avreth,] behind, and choose another, the life of the gods: 

for it is to them, not to good men, that we are to be made like (ouv pro.j avnqrw,pouj 

avgaqou.j h ̀òmoi,wsij)’ (Enn. 1.2.7.26-8 [LCL 440:146; Armstrong 147]).284 And he 

                                                                                                                                                                                                    
279 Ibid. 5.1.1.13 [LCL 444:10]. 
280  gi,netai ga.r panta,pasin evn tw/| th/j avnomoio,thtoj to,pw|( e;nqa du.j eivj auvth.n eivj bo,rboron 

skoteino.n e;stai pesw,n)  
281 a;nage evpi. sauto.n kai. i;de\ ka'n mh,pw sauto.n i;dh|j kalo,n( oi-a poihth.j avga,lmatoj( o] dei/ kalo.n 

gene,sqai( to. me.n avfairei/( to. de. avpe,xese( to. de. lei/on( to. de. kaqaro.n evpoi,hsen( e[wj e;deixe kalo.n evpi. 
tw/| avga,lmati pro,swpon( ou[tw kai. su. avfai,rei o[sa peritta. kai.. avpeu,qune o[sa skolia,( o[sa skoteina. 
kaqai,rwn evrga,zou ei-nai lampra. kai. mh. pau,sh| tektai,nwn to. so.n a;galma( e[wj a'n evkla,myeie, soi th/j 
avreth/j h̀ qeoeidh.j avglai,a( e[wj a'n i;dh|j swfrosu,nhn evn àgnw/| bebw/san ba,qrw|)  

282 Louth, The Mystical Tradition, 40.   
283 On the relation between the civic and cathartic virtues in the ethical system of Plotinus, see 

Dillon, ‘Ethic for the Sage’, 315-36.    
284 avlla. tou/ton me.n katalipw,n [politikh. avreth,], a;llon de. èlo,menoj to.n tw/n qew/n\ pro.j ga.r 

tou,touj( ouv pro.j avnqrw,pouj avgaqou.j h̀ òmoi,wsij)  
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adds: ‘Likeness to good men is the likeness of two picures (eivkw.n eivko,ni ẁmoi,wtai) 

of the same subject  to each other; but likeness (òmoi,wsij) to the gods is likeness to 

the model (para,deigma), a being of a different kind to ourselves’ (Enn. 1.2.7.28-31 

[LCL 440:146; Armstrong 147]).285 Unlike the civic virtue, the cathartic one is 

aimed at the detachment of the soul from the world of senses and preparation for 

contemplation. To purify itself in this way, the soul needs to master four cardinal 

virtues—wisdom, courage, self-control, and justice. In the passage where Plotinus 

discusses this, he concludes: ‘One would not be wrong in calling this state of the 

soul “likeness to God” (òmoi,wsin pro.j qeo,n), in which its activity is intellectual, 

and it is free in this way from bodily affections. For the divine too is pure, and its 

activity is of such a kind that that which imitates (mimou,menon) it has wisdom’ (Enn. 

1.2.3.19-22 [LCL 440:134; Armstrong 135, slightly modified]).286 On this level the 

soul, being liberated from the passions, stops the exercise of its lower faculties such 

as opinion (do,xa), memory and remembrance (mnh,mh and avna,mnhsij), and reason 

(dia,noia). It can then progress with the intellectual purification which includes the 

mathematical and dialectic training. The study of these disciplines liberates the soul 

from multiplicity and effects deification and unity. We are to ‘call on God who 

made that of which you have the mental picture, pray him to enter you. And may he 

come, bringing his own universe with him, with all the gods within him, he who is 

one and all, and each god is all the gods coming together into one’ (Enn. 5.8.14-17 

[LCL 444:264-6; Armstrong 265, slightly modified]). 287  In another passage, 

Plotinus says that ‘here [in the purified state] is contained all that is immortal; 

nothing here but is divine Intellect; all is God, this is the place of every soul. Here is 

rest unbroken’ (Enn. 5.1.4.11-2 [LCL 444:22; MacKenna, Plotinus, 372, slightly 

modified]). 288  Jean Trouillard calls the fruit of this intellectual purification 

‘générosité intellectuelle’, and describes it as ‘disposition d’audace, de souplesse et 

de dépouillement noétiques’.289 In such disposition of the soul, Plotinus was able to 

                                                           
285  o`moi,wsij de. h̀ me.n pro.j tou,touj( wj̀ eivkw.n eivko,ni wm̀oi,wtai avpo. tou/ auvtou/ èkate,ra) h̀ de. 

pro.j a;llon wj̀ pro.j para,deigma)  
286 th.n dh. toiau,thn dia,qesin th/j yuch/j kaq’ h[n noei/ te kai. avpaqh.j ou[twj evsti,n( ei; tij om̀oi,wsin 

le,goi pro.j qeo,n( ouvk a'n àmarta,noi\ kaqaro.n ga.r kai. to. qei/on kai. h̀ evne,rgeia toiau,th( wj̀ to. 
mimou,menon e;cein fro,nhsin)  

287  qeo.n de. kale,saj to.n pepoihko,ta h-j e;ceij to. fa,ntasma eu=xai evlqei/n) o ̀ de. h[koi to.n aùtou/ 
ko,smon fe,rwn meta. pa,ntwn tw/n evn auvtw/| qew/n ei-j w'n kai. pa,ntej( kai. e[kastoj pa,ntej suno,ntej eivj 
e[n)  

288 pa,nta ga.r evn aùtw/| ta. avqa,nata perie,cei( nou/n pa,nta( qeo.n pa,nta( yuch.n pa/san( es̀tw/ta avei,)  
289 Trouillard, La purification plotinienne, 138. 
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experience the union with the Divine on more than one occasion. In one of the most 

cited passages, he says: 

 

Often I have woken up out of the body to myself and have entered into myself, going out from all 

other things; I have seen a beauty wonderfully great and felt assurance that then most of all I 

belonged to the better part; I have actually lived the best life and come to identity with the divine 

(tw/| qei,w| eivj tauvto.n gegenhme,noj); and set firm in it I have come to that supreme actuality, setting 

myself above all else in the realm of Intellect (Enn. 4.8.1.1-8 [LCL 443:396; Armstrong 397]).290 

 

Other descriptions emphasize the mystical nature of such an experience. It is said 

that ‘[o]nly by a leap can we reach to this One’ (Enn. 5.5.4.9-10 [LCL 444:166; 

MacKenna, Plotinus, 406]).291 More frequently such an encounter with the One is 

characterized as a vision which happens suddenly (evxai,fnhj).292 Therefore, ‘[w]e 

must not run after it, but prepare ourselves for the vision and then wait tranquilly 

for its appearance, as the eye waits on the rising of the sun, which in its own time 

appears above the horizon... and gives itself to our sight’ (Enn. 5.5.8.3-8 [LCL 

444:178; MacKenna, Plotinus, 409; slightly modified]).293 The nature of this vision 

has to do with the intelligible light whose illumination makes the seer and the seen 

one.294 Such a soul comes to recognize that it ‘sees principle by principle (avrch/| 

avrch.n) and that like is united with like (òmoi,w| to. o[moion)’.295 In this state the soul 

has finally arrived at the Fatherland: 

 
The man formed by this mingling with the Supreme... has become the Unity... no movement 

now, no passion, no outlooking desire, once this ascent is achieved; reasoning is in abeyance and 

all Intellection and even, to dare the word, the very self: caught away, filled with God, he has in 

perfect stillness attained isolation; all the being calmed, he turns neither to this side nor to that, 

not even inwards to himself; utterly resting he has become very rest.... [He] becomes identical 

with the Transcendent of Being. The self thus lifted, we are in the likeness of the Supreme.... This 

                                                           
290  polla,kij evgeiro,menoj eivj evmauto.n evk tou/ sw,matoj kai. gino,menoj tw/n me.n a;llwn e;xw( 

evmautou/ de. ei;sw( qaumasto.n h̀li,kon or̀w/n ka,lloj( kai. th/j krei,ttonoj moi,raj pisteu,saj to,te 
ma,lista ei=nai( zwh,n te avri,sthn evnergh,saj kai. tw/| qei,w| eivj tauvto.n gegenhme,noj kai. evn auvtw/| 
id̀ruqei.j eivj evne,rgeian evlqw.n evkei,nhn up̀e.r pa/n to. a;llo nohto.n evmauto.n id̀ru,saj) For a comment on 
this passage, see ‘Blumenthal, ‘On Soul and Intellect’, 95-6.  

291 avlla. sth/nai pantelw/j dedio,ta auvtou/)  
292 Enn. 6.7.36.19 [LCL 468:200].  
293 dio. ouv crh. diw,kein( avll’ h̀such/| me,nein( e[wj a'n fanh|/( paraskeua,santa èauto.n qeath.n ei=nai( 

w[sper ovfqalmo.j avnatola.j h̀li,ou perime,nei\ o` de. ùperfanei.j tou/ or̀i,zonton))) e;dwken èauto.n 
qea,saqai toi/j o;mmasin)   

294 Enn. 6.9.11.5 [LCL 468:340]: e]n h=n auvto.j o ̀ivdw.n pro.j to. eẁrame,non)  
295 eivdh,sei wj̀ avrch/| avrch.n or̀a/| kai. suggi,netai [kai.] tw/| o`moi,w| to. o[moion)  
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is the life of gods and of the godlike and blessed among men... a flight of the alone to the Alone’ 

(Enn. 6.9.8-51 [LCL 468:340-4; MacKenna, Plotinus, 624-5]).296 

 

The idea of flight together with the expression ‘the alone to the Alone’ underlines 

the solitary aspect of the soul’s deification much more than did Plato. In this 

perspective ‘[t]he One has no concern for the soul that seeks him; nor has the soul 

more than a passing concern for others engaged on the same quest: it has no 

companions’. 297  Overall, Plotinus has a very rich vocabulary of deification 

broadening the traditional terminology and adding other words to it. He likes to 

describe it in terms of divine presence, immortality, touch, mingling, blending, 

participation, imitation, ecstacy, self-surrender, motion, likeness to God, possessing 

the divine, being filled with God or in love with the One. Unlike the modern writers 

who prefer to distinguish between ‘becoming like god’ and ‘becoming god’ (which 

ancient authors do not seem to be doing that firmly),298 Plotinus certainly assumed 

the possibility of both: qew/| òmoiwqh/nai299 and qeo.n ei=nai.300 The same possibility 

will be assumed by Athanasius, who is able to speak both of ‘becoming like God in 

essence’ (o[moioi kat’ ouvsi,an tou/ qeou/ gene,sqai)301 and ‘being gods’ (qeoi, evste).302 

Or, what is more typical of Athanasius, he speaks of us ‘being deified’ and ‘being 

gods’: ‘All that are called sons and gods (o[soi uìoi, te kai. qeoi. evklh,qhsan)… were 

deified (evqeopoih,qhsan) through the Logos’ (CA 1.39 [Metzler 149]). Although 

Athanasius is famous for having created the divinized portrait of the anchorite 

monk Antony, he never speaks of deification in terms of ‘flight of the alone to the 

Alone’. However, one feature that he does make use of quite frequently in his early 

work is Plotinus’ introspection, and I will discuss its significance for deification in 

chapter 3. 

                                                           
296  h=n de. e]n kai. auvto.j diafora.n evn aùtw/|)))) ouv ga,r ti evkinei/to par’ auvtw/|( ouv qumo,j( ouvk 

evpiqumi,a a;llou parh/n auvtw/| avnabebhko,ti—avll’ ouvde. lo,goj ouvde, tij no,hsij ouvd’ o[lwj auvto,j( eiv dei/ 
kai. tou/to le,gein) avll’ w[sper àrpasqei.j h' evnqousia,saj h̀such/| evn evrh,mw| kai. katasta,sei gege,nhtai 
avtremei/( th/| aùtou/ ouvsi,a ouvdamh/| avpokli,nwn ouvde. peri. aùto.n strefo,menoj( es̀tw.j pa,nth kai. oi-on 
sta,sij geno,menoj)))) e;cei o`moi,wma evkei,nou aùto,n( kai. eiv avf’ aùtou/ metabai,noi ẁj eivkw.n pro.j 
avrce,tupon)))) kai. ou-toj qew/n kai. avnqrw,pwn qei,wn kai. euvdaimo,nwn bi,oj( avpallagh. tw/n a;llwn tw/n 
th/|de( bi,oj avnh,donoj tw/n th/|de( fugh. mo,nou pro.j mo,non)  

297 Louth, The Mystical Tradition, 51. 
298 Litwa, Being Transformed, 223. Cf. also Litwa’s reference (ibid., n. 70) to the text from 

Sallustius, Concerning the Gods and Universe, 14: ‘We, when we are good, have union with the 
Gods beause we are like them’ (di’ om̀oio,thta qeoi/j sunapto,meqa). 

299 Enn. 1.2.1.4 [LCL 440:126].  
300 Ibid. 1.2.6.3 [LCL 440:142]. 
301 Ep. Afr. 7 [Brennecke 333; NPNF² 4:492].  
302 Ep. Ser. 1.25 [Savvidis 543].  
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If Heinrich Dörrie’s article ‘Was ist spätantiker Platonismus?’ is correct in 

suggesting that Platonism had a religious significance besides being a philosophical 

school, then Plotinus’ language of deification carried more than just a metaphorical 

sense.303 It offered an alternative doctrine of God and deification and in that way 

made it important that Christianity was to be in dialogue with it. Scholars note that 

‘[a] further development in later Neoplatonism tended to reinforce the difficulty in 

divinization’.304 Such authors as Iamblichus elaborated additional levels of divinity 

(both from the traditional Greek pantheon associated with the hierarchical 

principles in Plotinus and from the Egyptian and Chaldaean religions) which gave a 

‘greater range in what divinization as a philosophical goal could mean’.305 At the 

same time, the introduction of additional levels also had ‘the effect of making the 

higher levels of the divine, in particular the highest principle, source of the divinity 

of all else, more remote, more difficult of access’.306 While for Arthur Armstrong 

‘the thought and language of Plotinus about the Divine, especially the One or Good, 

and human encounter with God, cannot simply be dismissed... as “impersonal”’,307 

the metaphysical sophistication of later Neoplatonism tended to increase such 

understanding. Against this background Athanasius’ theological task can be seen as 

one of articulating the doctrine of God and deification in such a way that it is both 

sensitive to the Platonic language and at the same time different from it. As we will 

see, this strategy is especially played out in Athanasius’ double treatise composed 

with this particular task in mind. While in the first part of his treatise (Contra 

Gentes) he generally keeps the continuity with the Platonic thought, in his second 

part (De Incarnatione) he seeks to formulate a distinctly Christian worldview. 

Facing either pagan or Arian opposition, Athanasius counters it most frequently by 

drawing his arguments from Scripture. The Old and New Testaments are the most 

cited source in his writings, and he uses them to shape and inform his doctrine of 

God and deification. Below I would like to survey a few specific passages that are 

helpful to keep in mind before we approach Athanasius. 

 

                                                           
303 Dörrie, ‘Was ist spätantiker Platonismus?’, 285-302. 
304 O’Meara, Platonopolis, 38.  
305 Ibid.  
306 Ibid., 39.  
307 Armstrong, ‘Plotinus and Christianity’, 122. Cf. Ibid., ‘Individual and Person’, 49-68; Ibid., 

Plotinian and Christian Studies, 131-2.  
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2.2. Deification in the Scripture 

The four most famous passages that were seen as speaking of deification and 

godlikeness in the early Church are Ps. 81:6-7 (LXX), 2-Pet. 1:3-4, Gen. 1:26-7, 

and 1-Jn. 3:2-3. The text from Ps. 81:6-7 (LXX) (also cited by Jesus in Jn. 10: 34-6) 

reads as follows: ‘I said, “You are ‘gods’; you are all sons of the Most High”. But 

you will die like mere men; you will fall like every other ruler’ (NIV).308  While it 

is difficult to determine from the context what ‘gods’ and ‘sons’ mean (modern 

commentators usually take them as honourary epithets that describe the human 

rulers),309 it is clear that both words are used with reference to human beings. In this 

passage deification embraces the idea of sonship, and Athanasius often uses it310 as 

the most primary aspect of what it means to be god. While some passages where he 

speaks of sonship may be taken to mean either an ontological change or a change of 

status, most of Athanasius’ texts on sonship suggest a relational meaning expressing 

the idea that the Father shares with us the same fellowship he has with his natural 

Son. The passage from 2-Pet. 1:3-4 highlights a different aspect of deification. It 

speaks of the importance of specific qualities that make one deified. The passage 

says: ‘His divine power has given us everything we need for life and godliness 

through our knowledge of him who called us by his own glory and goodness. 

Through these he has given us his very great and precious promises, so that through 

them you may participate in the divine nature and escape the corruption in the 

world caused by evil desires’ (NIV). 311  Several things are noteworthy in this 

passage. First, it speaks of deification in terms of ‘participation in the divine nature’ 

(ge,nhsqe qei,aj koinwnoi. fu,sewj) contrasting it with the idea of ‘corruption in the 
                                                           

308 evgw. ei=pa( qeoi, evste( kai. uiòi. ùyi,stou pa,ntej) ùmei/j de. ẁj a;nqrwpoi avpoqnh,skete( kai. w`̀j ei-j 
tw/n avrco,ntwn pi,ptete) 

309 e.g. Gerstenberger, Psalmen in der Sprache unserer Zeit, 135-6. Cf. Bass, Žalmy, 77, that 
translates Ps. 82:6-7 as follows: A řekl jsem: Vyššími bytostmi jste a synové Nejvyššího jste všichni. 
Avšak jako člověk zemřete a jako jeden z knížat padnete. 

310 e.g. CA 1.39 [Metzler 149; NPNF² 4:329], where he says: And how can there be deifying 
(qeopoi,hsij)  apart from the Word and before Him? yet, saith He to their brethren the Jews, ‘If He 
called them gods (eiv ekei,nouj qeou.j ei=pe), unto whom the Word of God came.’ And if all that are 
called sons and gods (uiòi, te kai. qeoi. evklh,qhsan), whether in earth or in heaven, were adopted and 
deified (evqeopoih,qhsan) through the Word, and the Son Himself is the Word, it is plain that through 
Him are they all, and He Himself before all’ (pw/j de. kai. qeopoi,hsij ge,noit’ a'n cwri.j tou/ lo,gou( 
kai. pro. auvtou/ kai,toi le,gontoj auvtou/ pro.j tou/j avdelfou.j tou,twn  vIoudaiouj( ‘eiv ekei,nouj qeou.j 
ei=pe( pro.j ou[j o` lo,goj tou/ qeou/ evge,neto’* eiv de. pa,ntej o[soi uiòi, te kai. qeoi. evklh,qhsan ei;te evpi. 
gh/j ei;te evn ouvranoi/j dia. tou/ lo,gou uiòpoih,qhsan kai. evqeopoih,qhsan( auvto.j de. o ̀ ui`o,j evstin o ̀

lo,goj( dh/lon o[ti di’ auvtou/ me.n oi ̀pa,ntej( auvto.j de. pro. pa,ntwn).  
311 ẁj pa,nta h̀mi/n th/j qei,aj duna,mewj auvtou/ ta. pro.j zwh.n kai. euvse,beian dedwrhme,nhj dia. th/j 

evpignw,sewj tou/ kale,santoj h̀ma/j ivdi,a| do,xh| kai. avreth|/( di’ w-n ta. ti,mia kai. me,gista h̀mi/n 
evpagge,lmata dedw,rhtai( i[na dia. tou,twn ge,nhsqe qei,aj koinwnoi. fu,sewj avpofugo,ntej th/j evn tw/| 
ko,smw| evn evpiqumi,a| fqora/j)  
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world’. The Greek word for corruption is fqora,, which Athanasius uses most 

frequently in his early double treatise to underscore the pitiful situation of the fallen 

humanity and its following restoration and deification (see ch. 3). Interestingly, 

Peter uses the word ‘escape’ (avpofugga,nw) to describe the process of moving from 

the corrupted state to the state of deification. As we saw earlier, the noun (fugh,) of 

this verb is also used by Plato when he speaks of ‘escape’ in connection with our 

‘becoming like God as far as this is possible’,312 and by Plotinus when he speaks of 

the ‘flight of the alone to the Alone’.313 Second, this passage is best understood 

when read together with the three other verses that immediately follow it: ‘For this 

very reason, make every effort to add to your faith goodness; and to goodness, 

knowledge; and to knowledge, self-control; and to self-control, perseverance; and to 

perseverance, godliness; and to godliness, brotherly kindness; and to brotherly 

kindness, love. For if you possess these qualities in increasing measure, they will 

keep you from being ineffective and unproductive in your knowledge of your Lord 

Jesus Christ. But if anyone does not have them, he is nearsighted and blind, and has 

forgotten that he has been cleansed from his past sins’ (NIV).314 In light of this 

passage, deification implies both a progressive aspect and something that has 

already been fulfilled. The former is tied to the idea of qualities which Peter lists by 

starting with faith and ending with love. The element of ‘effort’ (spoudh,) in verse 5 

stresses the human part in the process of deification. At the same time, the passage 

speaks of something that has already taken place for deification (namely, the 

forgiveness of sins as representing the juridical aspect) regardless of whether one 

makes the effort to progress in the godly qualities or not. Verse 9 states that ‘if 

anyone does not have them [the godly qualities], he is nearsighted and blind, and 

has forgotten that he has been cleansed (lh,qhn labw.n tou/ kaqarismou/) from his 

past sins’. Athanasius uses both of these aspects of deification (progressive and 

completed) in his writings. However, the most prominent aspect in the 33 instances 

(excluding those that relate deification to Christ’s body) where he speaks of 

deification in the Christian context, has to do with the idea of God deifying us 

                                                           
312 Theaet. 176b [LCL 123:128]: fugh. de. òmoi,wsij qew/|) 
313 Enn. 6.9.8-51 [LCL 468:340-4; MacKenna, Plotinus, 624-5]: fugh. mo,nou pro.j mo,non) 
314  kai. auvto. tou/to de. spoudh.n pa/san pareisene,gkantej evpicorhgh,sate evn th/| pi,stei ùmw/n th.n 

avreth,n( evn de. th/| avreth/| th.n gnw/sin( evn de. th/| gnw,sei th.n evgkra,teian( evn de. th/| evgkratei,a| th.n 
ùpomonh,n( evn de. th/| ùpomonh|/ th.n euvse,beian( evn de. th/| euvsebei,a| th.n filadelfi,an( evn de. th/| 
filadelfi,a| th.n avga,phn) tau/ta ga.r ùmi/n ùpa,rconta kai. pleona,zonta ouvk avrgou.j ouvde. avka,rpouj 
kaqi,sthsin eivj th.n tou/ kuri,ou h̀mw/n ivhsou/ cristou/ evpi,gnwsin\ w-| ga.r mh. pa,restin tau/ta( tuflo,j 
evstin muwpa,zwn( lh,qhn labw.n tou/ kaqarismou/ tw/n pa,lai auvtou/ àmartiw/n)  
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because we failed to achieve deification on our own. As I will try to show in chapter 

5, this emphasis is best understood in the context of Athanasius’ arguments against 

the Arian christology as undermining the significance of the divine work and 

initiative.  

             Two other passages that I mentioned above―Gen. 1:26-7 and 1-Jn. 3:2-

3―speak of deification in terms of our being like God. The famous text from Gen. 

1:26-7 gives an account of the first creation in which man is said to be made in the 

image and likeness of God: ‘Then God said, “Let us make man in our image (kat’ 

eivko,na), in our likeness (kaq’ òmoi,wsin)”’ (NIV).315 While some patristic authors (e.g. 

Origen) distinguished between the ‘image’ as an inbuilt characteristic and ‘likeness’ 

as a quality to be achieved, Athanasius does not draw this distinction. Instead, he 

uses them as synonyms to describe the original state of people before the fall. In the 

Contra Gentes, the ‘image’ and ‘likeness’ are taken to imply man’s ability to relate 

to God in the personal way; something that animals or stones cannot do because of 

being devoid of the ‘image’ and ‘likeness’ to God. Accordingly, when describing 

deification as a restoration of the image and likeness in man, Athanasius includes in 

it the idea of being joined back to the personal relationship with God. The passage 

from 1-Jn. 3:2-3 combines this idea of personal relationship with God and 

godlikeness in the ‘already and not yet’ perspective when it says: ‘Dear friends, 

now we are children of God, and what we will be has not yet been made known. 

But we know that when he appears, we shall be like him, for we shall see him as he 

is. Everyone who has this hope in him purifies himself, just as he is pure’.316 

Stressing the eschatological dimension of godlikeness in this passage, Athanasius 

interprets it as follows: ‘When the Scripture says we shall be like Him when he will 

appear, this does not mean we will be like him in essence. It means that we will be 

like him in sonship which we will partake from him’ (De Syn. 53 [Opitz 276]).317 

More commonly, Athanasius refers to the idea of ‘being children of God’ (by citing 

Jn. 1:12)318  in connection with the present reality of being given the Spirit of 

sonship by whom we cry ‘abba Father’ (Rom. 8:15 and Gal. 4:6, both cited by 

                                                           
315 kai. ei=pen ò qeo.j( poih,swmen a;nqrwpon kat’ eivko,na h̀mete,ran kai. kaq’ om̀oi,wsin)  
316 avgaphtoi,( nu/n te,kna qeou/ evsmen( kai. ou;pw evfanerw,qh ti, evso,meqa) oi;damen o[ti eva.n fanerwqh/|( 

o[moioi auvtw/| evso,meqa( o[ti ovyo,meqa auvto.n kaqw,j evstin) kai. pa/j o ̀e;cwn th.n evlpi,da tau,thn evp’ auvtw/| 
àgni,zei eàuto,n( kaqw.j evkei/noj àgno,j evstin)  

317  o[tan ga,r( fhsi,( fanerwqh/|( o[moioi auvtw/| evso,meqa o[moioi dhlono,ti ouv th/| ouvsi,a|( avlla. th/| 
uiò,thti( h-j metalamba,nomen par’ auvtou/)  

318 e.g. CA 1.43 [Metzler 153].   
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Athanasius).319 The idea of God giving us himself either as Son or Holy Spirit is a 

recurring theme in Athanasius, and what he sometimes stresses in speaking about it 

is the biblical motif of exchange expressed especially in 2-Cor. 5:21 and 8:9: ‘God 

made him who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in him we might become the 

righteousness of God’ (NIV),320 and ‘you know the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, 

that though he was rich, yet for your sakes he became poor, so that you through his 

poverty might become rich’ (NIV). 321  Athanasius cites neither of these two 

passages. Yet just like Paul draws a contrast between our old condition apart from 

Christ and our new condition in Christ, so does Athanasius contrast the human 

properties with the properties of Christ. The exchange between the two takes place 

when Christ becomes man by accepting what is ours and giving us what is his. 

Another way the Scripture speaks about our receiving the benefits of salvation is by 

stressing that God gives us ‘the fullness of the Deity’ (to. plh,rwma th/j qeo,thtoj) 

(Jn. 1:16, Eph. 3:19, Col. 2:9; all three are cited by Athanasius).322 Athanasius 

expresses this idea by identifying the gifts with the Giver in his two later writings 

Contra Arianos and Epistulae ad Serapionem (ch. 5). 

             The motif of exchange and human identification with God/Christ is also 

seen in the way the Scripture speaks about baptism and eucharist. Writing about 

being dead to sin and alive in Christ, Paul says in Rom. 6:3-4: ‘Or don’t you know 

that all of us who were baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized into his death? We 

were therefore buried with him through baptism into death in order that, just as 

Christ was raised from the dead through the glory of the Father, we too may live a 

new life’ (NIV). 323  Expressing the same motif of identification with Christ, 

Athanasius speaks of baptism as having a purpose of joining us to the Godhead (i[na 

sunafqw/men th/| qeo,thti)324  and making us one with the Son (i[na ènwqw/men tw/| 

uiẁ/|).325 Its efficacy for Athanasius is grounded on the fact that we are baptized not 

into the name of a creature but into the name of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit 
                                                           

319 e.g. CA 2.59 [Metzler 236] (for Rom. 8:15); ibid. (for Gal. 4:6).  
320 to.n mh. gno,nta àmarti,an ùpe.r h̀mw/n àmarti,an evpoi,hsen( i[na h̀mei/j genw,meqa dikaiosu,nh qeou/ 

evn auvtw/|)  
321 ginw,skete ga.r th.n ca,rin tou/ kuri,ou h̀mw/n ivhsou/ cristou/( o[ti di’ ùma/j evptw,ceusen plou,sioj 

w;n( i[na ùmei/j th/| evkei,nou ptwcei,a| plouth,shte) 
322 e.g. De Inc. 16.11-2 [Thomson172] (for Eph. 3:19); De Sen. Dion. 10 [Opitz 53] (for Jn. 1:16); 

De Syn. 38 [Opitz 265] (for Col. 2:9).  
323 h' avgnoei/te o[ti( o[soi evbapti,sqhmen eivj cristo.n ivhsou/n( eivj to.n qa,naton auvtou/ evbapti,sqhmen* 

suneta,fhmen ou=n auvtw/| dia. tou/ bapti,smatoj eivj to.n qa,naton( i[na w[sper hvge,rqh cristo.j evk nekrw/n 
dia. th/j do,xhj tou/ patro,j( ou[twj kai. h̀mei/j evn kaino,thti zwh/j peripath,swmen)   

324 CA 2.41 [Metzler 217; NPNF² 4:370]. 
325 Ibid. 
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(Mt. 28:19 cited by Athanasius in the context of the anti-Arian polemic).326 Of the 

several eucharistic passages in Scripture (e.g. Mt. 26:26-9; Mk. 14:22-5; Luk. 

22:17-20; Jn. 6:53-6; 1-Cor. 10:16-7; 1-Cor. 11:20-32), Athanasius cites only Jn. 

6:54, that says: ‘Whoever eats my flesh and drinks my blood has eternal life, and I 

will raise him up at the last day’ (NIV).327 Taking the words ‘flesh’ and ‘blood’ as 

‘food for the saints’ (sanctorum alimonia),328 Athanasius interprets this passages as 

speaking about nurturing the soul on Christ. Elsewhere, he identifies the food of the 

soul with virtue that nourishes the righteous and contrasts it with vice that feeds the 

wicked.329    

             As we continue our analysis, I will seek to identify how various aspects of 

deification surveyed above appear in Irenaeus and Origen before they find their way 

into Athanasius’ writings. In what follows, I will examine these two major figures 

in the Greek patristics that precede Athanasius for about a century and form an 

important theological constituent to his background. 

 

2.3 Deification in Irenaeus and Origen: Tension of Emphases 

In the Introduction, I refered quickly to Fairbairn’s article ‘Patristic Soteriology: 

Three trajectories’.330 In this work Fairbairn discusses a tendency of some modern 

scholars to dismiss patristic deification, believing it to place a suspicious emphasis 

on overcoming human mortality and corruption over the more biblical emphasis on 

sin and forgiveness. To illustrate this tendency he refers to Harnack who drew a 

sharp contrast between the Eastern and Western Church fathers in the way they 

taught about salvation. In Harnack’s understanding, the East spoke of salvation in 

physical terms: that which satisfied the problem of death by means of incarnation. If 

one follows this reading, the purpose of deification is to save humanity from death 

by restoring it to the original state of immortality which it lost after the fall. 

Western Christianity, according to Harnack, explained salvation very differently: it 

‘was from the start more biblical and practical, as well as more ecclesiastical, 

because of its less speculative bent’.331 Fairbairn quotes Harnack as saying that ‘the 

                                                           
326 e.g. CA 2.42 [Metzler 219; NPNF² 4:371].  
327 o ̀trw,gwn mou th.n sa,rka kai. pi,nwn mou to. ai-ma e;cei zwh.n aivw,nion( kavgw. avnasth,sw auvto.n 

th/| evsca,th| h̀me,ra|)  
328 Ep. fest. 1.5 [PG 26:1363b-c].  
329 e.g. Ep. fest. 1.5 [PG 26:1363b].   
330 Fairbairn, ‘Patristic Soteriology’, 290-310. 
331 Ibid. 291.  
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West did not fix its attention above all on deification nor, in consequence, on 

asceticism, but kept real life more distinctly in view’.332 Since Harnack’s distinction 

is a generally accepted text-book view, Fairbairn suggests revisiting it by discussing 

two major ways (he calls them trajectories) in which the Eastern fathers spoke of 

deification.333 The first one comes close to what Harnack called physical salvation. 

He criticized it for being an unbiblical concept dressed in the Hellenistic 

preoccupation with immortality. This trajectory tends to explain deification not in 

terms of sin, but primarily in terms of sharing in God’s qualities, or perfections (in 

particular, God’s incorruption and immortality). By partaking in these qualities 

humanity overcomes mortality and achieves the deified state. In this sense Fairbairn 

characterizes such perspective as emphasizing the impersonal aspect of salvation. 

The second major way in which the Church fathers spoke of deification, in 

Fairbairn’s view, is sharing in the personal fellowship with God as Trinity.334 

According to this understanding of deification, salvation is seen as restoration of the 

lost relationship between humanity and God. And it is Christ’s incarnation and his 

death on the cross that makes it possible. This perspective is emphatically personal 

and it speaks of qualities (immortality and sinfulness) in secondary terms. Fairbairn 

further qualifies his suggestion by warning that patristic writers more commonly 

combined elements of these two perspectives. At the same time he argues that one 

or another of these predominated, leading one to focus on either personal or 

impersonal aspects of deification.335 

             In this section on Ireneaus and Origen I will follow Fairbairn’s distinction 

between the personal and impersonal ways of expressing deification. In addition to 

his terminology, I will also use two other words—relational and acquisitional—to 

emphasize the dynamic aspect of both concepts. Since both Irenaeus and Origen 

combine personal and impersonal ways of depicting God and deification, I will 

speak of difference in emphases. Like Fairbairn, I will attempt to illustrate how 

one’s emphasis on either of the two makes one lean either towards the relational or 

the impersonal descriptions of deification. As I do so, I will also seek to observe 

how such descriptions contribute to an understanding of whether the qualities of 

God are the result of salvation or a means to it. In this way, I hope to expose those 
                                                           

332 Quoted from Fairbairn, ‘Patristic Soteriology’, 291, with reference to Harnack, History of 
Dogma, 5.22. 

333 Ibid., 293.  
334 Ibid., 293.  
335 Ibid., 294. 
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issues which I will discuss in more detail in relation to Athanasius’ early double 

treatise Contra Gentes―De Incarnatione Verbi, paying special attention to the 

interaction of emphases between relations and qualities, God’s action and human 

task, personal and impersonal ways of describing God and deification. At this point 

in my survey, I will continue tracing the development of deification, yet my primary 

concern now will be more with the frameworks of deification that Irenaeus and 

Origen create for Athanasius than with the terminology itself. 

 

2.3.1 Irenaeus of Lyon 

2.3.1.1 From God as ‘What’ to God as ‘Who’ 

Irenaeus is most notable for his polemic with the Gnostic, Marcionite, and Ebionite 

groups that sought to undermine the goodness of the divine Creator and who 

radically separated the spiritual realm from the world of matter.336 His response to 

the Gnostic teaching is recorded in his main work Aduersus Haereses (extant in 

Greek and Latin) in which he takes on two tasks that are relevant for my study. On 

the one hand, he wants to defend the good and perfect nature of the divine Creator 

against the Gnostics, and on the other he seeks to assert the meaning of Christian 

salvation. As Irenaeus elaborates the former, he sometimes gets himself occupied 

with the description of God that centers on the divine qualities in order to articulate 

the ‘what’ of the Christian Divinity as opposed to the ‘what’ of Gnostic Deity. 

When he shifts from this task to that of explaining the meaning of Christian 

salvation, his description of God changes too. It is no longer the ‘what’, but rather 

the ‘who’ that is under consideration. In this section I will illustrate the significance 

of this dynamic in the context of my focus on the doctrine of God and deification. 

In Adu. Haer. 4.11.2 [SC 100/2:500], Irenaeus discusses the relation between God 

and creation, and in the process of doing this he explains the goodness of created 

reality by connecting it directly to the perfect being of God. In what can be a 

concise definition of God, Irenaeus declares: ‘God is truly perfect in all things, 

himself equal and similar to himself, as He is all light, and all mind, and all 

substance, and the source of all good’ (Adu. Haer. 4.11.2 [SC 100/2:500; ANF 

1:474, slightly modified]).337 In the same vein, but specifically against the Gnostics, 

                                                           
336 Pétrement, A Separate God. On the complex nature of Gnosticism, see Williams, Rethinking 

‘Gnosticism’. 
337 Deus… totus cum sit lumen et totus mens et totus substantia et fons omnium bonorum, homo 

vero profectum percipiens et augmentum ad Deum. Quemadmodum enim Deus semper idem est. 
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he writes: ‘It is proper, then, that I should begin with the first and most important 

head, that is, God the Creator, who made the heaven and the earth, and all things 

that are therein (whom these men blasphemously style the fruit of a defect), and to 

demonstrate that there is nothing either above him or after him; nor that, influenced 

by any one, but of his own free will, he created all things, since he is the only God, 

the only Lord, the only Creator, the only Father, alone containing all things, and 

himself commanding all things into existence’ (Adu. Haer. 2.1.1 [SC 294:27; ANF 

1:360]).338 In both passages God is said to be the highest reality, and therefore 

everything he creates flows from his perfect Being. Besides the qualities pregnant 

with philosophical meaning (such as ‘perfection’, ‘light’, ‘mind’, ‘goodness’, and 

‘substance’), God is also characterized as Lord, Creator, and Father. Irenaeus’ 

emphasis on the ‘what’ of God, or his perfect qualities, leads him further to 

distinguish between two types of being—the uncreated Being of God and the 

created being of humanity. Thus, immediately after his definition of God in the first 

quotation, he continues: ‘And in this respect God differs from man, that God indeed 

makes, but man is made; and truly, he who makes is always the same; but that 

which is made must receive both beginning, and middle, and addition, and increase’ 

(Adu. Haer. 4.11.2 [SC 100/2:500; ANF 1:474]).339 Finally, this contrast between 

God’s perfect qualities and the derivative character of human nature presses 

Irenaeus to depict salvation as man’s progression to God. At the end of the passage 

I just quoted he concludes: ‘For as God is always the same, so also man, when 

found in God, shall always go on towards God’ (Adu. Haer. 4.11.2 [SC 100/2:500; 

ANF 1:474]).340 In a similar context, but more explicitly, he states: 

 

Man is to make progress day by day, and ascend towards the perfect, that is, approximating to the 

uncreated One. For the Uncreated is perfect, that is, God. Now it was necessary that man should 

in the first instance be created; and having been created, should receive growth; and having 

received growth, should be strengthened; and having been strengthened, should abound; and 

having abounded, should recover [from the disease of sin]; and having recovered, should be 

                                                           
338 Bene igitur habet a primo et maximo capitulo inchoare nos, a Demiurgo Deo, qui fecit caelum 

et terram et omnia quae in eis sunt, quem hi blasphemantes extremitatis fructum dicunt, et ostendere 
quoniam neque super eum neque post eum est aliquid, neque ab aliquo motus sed sua sententia et 
libere fecit omnia, cum sit solus Deus et solus Dominus et solus Conditor et solus Pater et solus 
continens omnia et omnibus ut sint ipse praestans. 

339 Et hoc Deus ab homine differt, quoniam Deus quidem facit, homo autem fit. Et quidem qui 
facit semper idem est, quod autem fit et initium et medietatem et adjectionem et augmentum accipere 
debet. 

340 Quemadmodum enim Deus simper idem est, sic et homo in Deo inventus semper proficiet ad 
Deum.  
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glorified; and being glorified, should see his Lord. For God is he who is yet to be seen, and the 

vision of God is productive of immortality, and it is immortality that renders one close to God 

(Adu. Haer. 4.38.3 [SC 100/2:954-6; ANF 1:522, slightly modified]).341 

 

In light of the pre-Christian background such phrases as being ‘found in God’, 

‘ascend towards the perfect’, ‘approximating to the uncreated One... [who] is 

perfect’, ‘the vision of God’, ‘immortality’, and becoming ‘close to God’, are full of 

allusions to deification. The perfect qualities of God in these texts are exactly what 

humanity is lacking, and therefore encouraged to approximate. The depiction of 

God in Irenaeus changes substantially when he moves toward the discussion of the 

Gnostic problem of separating the spiritual realm from the world of matter. In 

response to this dualistic worldview, he posits the immediacy of God’s presence to 

the world through his personal agents (Christ and Holy Spirit as his two hands)342 

and develops a concept of God in which the emphasis shifts from qualities to 

relations. In doing so, he formulates a view of God that shows a distinctly personal 

perspective. A good example of this comes in his discussion of the differences 

between the Gnostic notion of estranged Pleroma and the Christian idea of God 

who ordains and loves the world:  

 

Who, as regards his greatness, is indeed unknown to all who have been made by him (for no man 

has searched out his height, either among the ancients who have gone to their rest, or any of those 

who are now alive); but as regards his love, he is always known through him by whose means he 

ordained all things. Now this is his Word, our Lord Jesus Christ, who in the last times was made 

a man among men, that he might join (conjungeret) the end to the beginning, that is, man to God 

(Adu. Haer. 4.20.4 [SC 100/2:634; ANF 1:488]).343 

 

                                                           
341 Homine vero paulatim proficiente et perveniente ad perfectum, hoc est proximum infecto fieri: 

perfectus enim est infectus, hic autem est Deus. Oportuerat autem hominem primo fieri, et factum 
augeri, et auctum corroborari, et corroboratum multiplicari, et multiplicatum convalescere, 
convalescentem vero glorificari, et glorificatum videre suum Dominum: Deus enim est qui habet 
videri, visio autem Dei efficax est incorruptelae, incorruptela vero proximum facit esse Deo. Cf. 
Greek variant: kai. avnercome,nou pro.j to. te,leion( plhsi,on toute,sti tou/ avgenh,tou ginome,nou\ te,loj 
ga.r o` avge,nhtoj( ou-toj de, evsti qeo,j) e;dei de. to.n a;nqrwpon prw/ton gene,sqai( kai. geno,menon 
auvxh/sai( kai. auvxh,santa avndrwqh/nai( kai. avndrwqe,nta plhqunqh/nai( kai. plhqunqe,nta evniscu/sai( 
evniscu,santa de. doxasqh/nai( kai. doxasqe,nta ivdei/n to.n èautou/ despo,thn\’ qeo.j ga.r o ̀ me,llwn 
òra/sqai( o[rasij de. qeou/ peripoihtikh. avfqarsi,aj( avfqarsi,a de. evggu.j ei=nai poiei/ qeou/) 

342 e.g. Adu. Haer. 4.praef.4 [SC 100/2:388-90]; 4.20.1 [SC 100/2:624-6]; 5.6.1 [SC 153:72-80].  
343 Qui secundum magnitudinem quidem ignotus est omnibus his qui ab eo facti sunt—nemo 

enim investigavit altitudinem ejus, neque veterum neque eorum qui nunc sunt—secundum autem 
dilectionem cognoscitur semper per eum per quem constituit omnia. Est autem hic Verbum ejus, 
Dominus noster Jesus Christus, qui in novissimis temporibus homo in hominibus factus est, ut finem 
conjungeret principio, hoc est hominem Deo. 
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In this passage God is described both as transcendent (he is great and unknown) and 

involved (he ordains everything by his love and makes himself known through his 

Word). The extent of the later aspect of his being is such that he becomes man in 

order to ‘join... man to God’. In contrast to this relational understanding of God and 

his activity, the Gnostic Deity resembles a non-existent being (qui non est) who is 

absolutely unknown (ut magnum Deum putentur adinuenisse), incommunicable 

(quem nemo possit cognoscere, humano <non> generi communicantem) and 

uninvolved (nec terrena administrantem) (Adu. Haer. 3.24.2 [SC 211:478]). For 

Irenaeus this magne deum is clearly different from the Christian God who 

‘[although being] beyond comprehension, and boundless and invisible, rendered 

himself visible, and comprehensible, and within the capacity of those who believe, 

that he might vivify those who receive and behold him through faith’ (Adu. Haer. 

4.20.5 [SC 100/2:640; ANF 1:489, modified]).344  

             Irenaeus’ description of what happens when God acts towards humanity—

joining it back to himself and making it alive—reflects his hamartiological views. 

For him the main problem of fallen humanity under sin is primarily the separation 

between God and man. Throughout his Aduersus Haereses he explains the 

consequences of the fall in terms of a broken relationship that leads man to death 

and mortality. Hence salvation for Irenaeus includes both restoration of relationship 

with God and immortality, or eternal life. However, in those places of his writing 

where he seeks to refute the Gnostic dualism of spirit and body, he speaks less of 

the former and more of the fact that salvation effects immortality both for the soul 

and the body.345 In fact, his emphasis on immortality and incorruption is so strong 

that some scholars regard his concept of salvation as ‘physical’, and identify it with 

the Hellenistic understanding of what it means to be divine.346 Thus, Gustaf Aulen 

writes that such ‘physical doctrine of salvation’ represents an alien concept of ‘the 

bestowal of “divinity”—that is, of immortality—on human nature’.347For Harnack 

and Wilhelm Bousset Irenaeus’ soteriology in this sense is subverted by the 

Hellenistic concept of deification, and therefore corrupts the Gospel. 348  Other 

scholars object by pointing out that the physical aspect of salvation is one of many 

                                                           
344 Et propter hoc incapabilis et incomprehensibilis <et invisibilis> visibilem se et 

comprehensibilem et capacem hominibus praestat, ut vivificet percipientes et videntes se.  
345 This was drawn to my attention by Fairbairn, ‘Patristic Soteriology’, 294-5.  
346 e.g. Wilson, Deification, 53-4; Kaufman, ‘Becoming Divine’, 232-33. 
347 Aulen, Christus Victor, 34-5.  
348 Harnack, Lehrbuch der Dogmengeschichte, 1:589-90; Bousset, Kyrios Christos, 432.   
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that Irenaeus taught and to approach it as the main one is misleading. 349  In 

particular, Fairbairn contends:  

 

… this way of looking at Irenaeus [i.e. physical salvation] misses the fact that his abundant 

mention of incorruption has to do more with the opponents he is fighting than with the actual 

centrality of that notion to his thought. Rather than being the centerpiece of Irenaeus’s 

soteriology, incorruption is one of the results of salvation. It is a result that suits his purposes 

well, since the Gnostics deny this aspect of salvation, but it is still simply a result. The heart of 

his soteriology is the idea of adoption.350 

 

To gain a more conclusive picture of Irenaeus’ doctrine of God and deification, it 

will be helpful to expand these themes by looking at the specific roles he ascribes to 

the ‘who’ of redemption, namely the persons of the Son and Holy Spirit.  

 

2.3.1.2 The Roles of the Son and Holy Spirit in Deification 

In his study of patristic deification, Norman Russell notes that ‘Irenaeus does not 

use any of the technical terms of deification, and even the word ‘gods’ is applied to 

human beings only within the context of his exegesis of Psalm 81:6 (LXX). But in 

countering Gnostic claims concerning the spirituals he presents a ‘realist’ account 

of salvation which will provide a number of later writers—and Athanasius in 

particular—with the content of their doctrine of deification’.351 While it is true that 

Irenaeus speaks of immortality and incorruption as the realistic aspects of salvation, 

scholars also note that for him to be saved is above all else to be adopted into a filial 

relationship with the Father, which is what deification essentially is. 352  Such 

adoption happens when Christ becomes man in order to join man back to the same 

communion he has with his Father. In doing so, he first gives us himself: ‘the Son 

of God was made the Son of man, so that through him we may receive the 

adoption,—humanity sustaining, and receiving, and embracing the Son of God’ 

(Adu. Haer. 3.16.3 [SC 211:298; ANF 1:441, modified]).353 Having received Christ 

                                                           
349 e.g. Hochban, ‘Irenaeus on the Atonement’, 539-41; Kelly, Early Christian Doctrine, 173; 

Fairbairn, ‘Patristic Soteriology’, 294-7. 
350 Fairbairn, ‘Patristic Soteriology’, 295. 
351 Russell, The Doctrine of Deification, 105. 
352 e.g. Fairbairn, ‘Patristic Soteriology’, 294-7; Hart, ‘Physical Redemption’, 165-6; Behr, The 

Way to Nicaea, 131; Ibid., Asceticism in Irenaeus, 62, 69-70, 127. 
353 Filius Dei hominis Filius factus, ut per eum adoptionem percipiamus, portante homine et 

capiente et complectente Filium Dei. 
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himself, humanity regains an access to the Father and enters into the divine 

fellowship with him. Irenaeus states: 

 

[I]t was incumbent upon the Mediator between God and men, by his relationship to both, to bring 

both to friendship and concord, and present man to God, while he revealed God to man.354 For, in 

what way could we be partaken of the adoption of sons, unless we had received from him 

through the Son that fellowship which refers to himself, unless his Word, having been made 

flesh, had entered into communion with us? Wherefore also he passed through every stage of life, 

restoring to all communion with God (Adu. Haer. 3.18.7 [SC 211:364-6; ANF 1:448]).355 

 

In this passage salvation is expressed in terms of adoption356 and communion357 

with God. Christ, the Son of God, is described as having oivkeio,thtoj/communio 

with his Father, and we are restored into this very communion by being adopted as 

God’s children. The idea of adoption also figures in two of the three occasions 

where Irenaeus refers to Ps. 81:6 [LXX]358 and speaks directly of divinization. In 

the first instance he starts with a reference to Ps. 81:1 [LXX] that says: ‘God stood 

in the congregation of the gods, he judges among the gods’.359 He interprets this 

passage as ‘referring to the Father and the Son, and those who have received the 

adoption... [namely] the Church’ (Adu. Haer. 3.6.1 [SC 211:67-8; ANF 1:419, 

modified]).360 After that he quotes several other biblical texts (including one from 

Ps. 81:6 LXX) and draws the same implications: ‘Speaking of Christ he says, The 

God of gods, the Lord has spoken.... [Ps. 49:1 LXX]. Who is meant by God? He of 

whom he has said, God shall come openly, our God, and shall not keep silence [Ps. 

                                                           
354 Cf. the Latin fragment of this text: Oportuerat enim mediatorem Dei et hominum, per suam ed 

utrosque domesticitatem, in amicitiam et concordiam utrosque reducere, et facere, ut et Deus 
assumeret hominem, et homo se dederet Deo.  

355  Oportuerat enim Mediatorem Dei et hominum per suam ad utrosque domesticitatem in 
amicitiam et concordiam utrosque reducere, et facere ut et Deus adsumeret hominem et homo se 
dederet Deo. Qua enim ratione filiorum adoptionis eius participes esse possemus, nisi per Filium 
eam quae est ad ipsum recepissemus ab eo communionem, nisi uerbum eius communicasset nobis 
caro factum? Quapropter et per omnem uenit aetatem, omnibus restituens eam, quae est ad Deum 
communionem. Cf. Greek fragment:  e;dei ga.r to.n mesi,thn qeou/ te kai. avnqrw,pwn dia. th/j ivdi,aj 
pro.j èkate,rouj oivkeio,thtoj eivj fili,an kai. o`mo,noian tou.j avmfote,rouj sunagagei/n( kai. qew/| me.n 
parasth/sai to.n a;nqrwpon( avnqrw,poij de. gnwri,sai to.n qeo,n. 

356 For other key references to adoption, see e.g. Adu. Haer. 3.6.1 [SC 211:64-8]; 4.praef.4 [SC 
100/2:388-90]; 4.16.4 [SC 100/2:568-70]; 5.12.2 [SC 153:142-8]; 5.18.2 [SC 153:238-44]. 

357 For more examples about the idea of communion, see Adu. Haer. 4.14.2 [SC 100/2:542-4]; 
4.20.5 [SC 100/2:636-42]; 5.14.2-3 [SC 153:186-90]. 

358 This passage will play an important role for deification much beyond Irenaeus. See Nispel, 
‘Christian Deification’, 289-304; Cf. Mosser, ‘Patristic Interpretation of Psalm 82’, 30-74. 

359 Adu. Haer. 3.6.1 [SC 211:66; ANF 1:419]: Deus stetit in synagoga deorum, in medio autem 
deos discernit. 

360 De Patre et Filio et de his qui adoptionem perceperunt dicit; hi auntem sunt Ecclesia.  

http://www.ccel.org/ccel/schaff/anf01.ix.iv.vii.html
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49:3 LXX]; that is, the Son, who came manifested to men who said, I have openly 

appeared to those who seek me not [Is. 65:1]. But of what gods [does he speak]? 

[Of those] to whom he says, I have said, you are gods, and all sons of the Most 

High [Ps. 81:6 LXX]. To those, no doubt, who have received the grace of the 

adoption, by which we cry, Abba Father [Rom. 8:15]’ (Adu. Haer. 3.6.1 [SC 

211:68; ANF 1:419, modified]).361 In the second instance where Irenaeus refers to 

Ps. 81:6, he fights the christological heresy that considered Christ to be a mere man. 

In response, he says that such people become ‘deprived of His gift, which is eternal 

life... and adoption’ because they ‘despise the incarnation of the pure generation of 

the Word of God. Of them it is written: I said, you are all the sons of the Highest, 

and gods; but you shall die like men [Ps. 81:6 LXX]’ (Adu. Haer. 3.19.1 [SC 

211:372; ANF 1:448, modified]).362 He concludes his discussion with the so-called 

formula of exchange:  

 

For it was for this end that the Word of God was made man, and he who was the Son of God 

became the Son of man, that man, having been taken into the Word, and receiving the adoption, 

might become the son of God. For by no other means could we have attained to incorruptibility 

and immortality, unless we had been united to incorruptibility and immortality. But how could 

we be joined to incorruptibility and immortality, unless, first, incorruptibility and immortality had 

become that which we also are, so that the corruptible might be swallowed up by incorruptibility, 

and the mortal by immortality, that we might receive the adoption of sons? (Adu. Haer. 3.19.1 

[SC 211:374; ANF 1:448]).363 

 

According to this statement deification includes two major elements: (1) receiving 

the adoption, or becoming the sons of God; and (2) attaining to incorruptibility and 

                                                           
361 De quo iterum dicit: Deus deorum Dominus locutus est et uocauit terram. Quis Deus? De quo 

dixit: Deus manifeste ueniet, Deus noster, et non silebit, hoc est Filius, qui secundum 
manifestationem hominibus aduenit, qui dicit: Palam apparui his qui me non quaerunt. Quorum 
autem deorum? Quibus dicit: Ego dixi: Dii estis et filii Altissimi omnes, his scilicet qui adoptionis 
gratiam adepti sunt, per quam clamamus: Abba Pater.  

362 Priuantur munere eius quod est uita aeterna… et adoptione…. Ad quos Verbum ait, suum 
munus gratiae narrans: Ego dixi: Dii estis et filii Altissimi omnes; uos autem sicut homines 
moriemini. 

363 Propter hoc enim Verbum Dei homo, et qui Filius Dei est Filius hominis factus est <ut homo>, 
commixtus Verbo Dei et adoptionem percipiens, fiat filius Dei. Non enim poteramus aliter percipere 
incorruptelam et immortalitatem nisi aduniti fuissemus incorruptelae et immortalitati. 
Quemadmodum autem adunari possemus incorruptelae et immortalitati nisi prius incorruptela et 
immortalitas facta fuisset id quod et nos, ut absorberetur quod erat corruptibile ab incorruptela et 
quod erat mortale ab immortalitate, uti filiorum adoptionem perciperemus? The general idea of this 
passage is quite evident despite the poor preservation of the Latin text. Cf. Greek variant: eivj tou/to 
ga.r o` lo,goj a;nqrwpoj kai. ui`o.j avnqrw,pou ò uiò.j tou/ qeou/( i[na ò a;nqrwpoj cwrh,saj to.n lo,gon kai. 
th.n uiòqesi,an labw.n ge,nhtai uiò.j tou/ qeou/. 
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immortality. While it is a question of interpretation which of these elements is 

primary, it is clear that deification for Irenaeus is not limited with the physical 

aspect—immortality is not the end in itself. Ultimately deification leads to the 

restoration of the broken relationship with God and revolves around the ‘who’ of 

salvation (the persons of the Trinity) rather than the ‘what’ (immortality and 

incorruption). The passage also gives a downward perspective with regard to God’s 

action. Humanity is not expected to acquire the divine qualities. Instead, God gives 

incorruptibility and immortality to man by joining him to his own fellowship. It 

happens through the incarnation of Christ but also with the help of the Holy Spirit 

as can be seen from another passage:  

 

Since the Lord thus has redeemed us through his own blood, giving his soul for our souls, and his 

flesh for our flesh, and has also poured out the Spirit of the Father for the union and communion 

of God and man, imparting indeed God to men by means of the Spirit, and, on the other hand, 

attaching man to God by his own incarnation, and bestowing upon us at his coming immortality 

durably and truly, by means of communion with God,—all the doctrines of the heretics fall to 

ruin (Adu. Haer. 5.1.1 [SC 151:20; ANF 1:527]).364 

 

In this trinitarian text the primary aspect of salvation is relational. The fellowship 

with God includes ‘the Spirit of the Father for the union and communion of God 

and man’. The acquisitional perspective is absent (man is not expected to acquire 

divine qualities to be able to share in God’s relationship) and God himself comes 

down into man. The Spirit’s role in this event is to attach man to God, his 

incarnation, fellowship, and immortality. In other texts Irenaeus asserts that the 

coming of the Holy Spirit into the believer effects the restoration of the image 

(eivkw,n) and likeness of God (òmoi,wsij) in man.365  Elsewhere, he continues his 

                                                           
364 Suo igitur sanguine redimente nos Domino, et dante animam suam pro nostra anima et carnem 

suam pro nostris carnibus, et effundente Spiritum Patris in adunitionem et communionem Dei et 
hominum, ad homines quidem deponente Deum per Spiritum, ad Deum autem rursus imponente 
hominem per suam incarnationem, et firme et vere in adventu suo donante nobis incorruptelam per 
communionem quae est ad eum, perierunt omnes haereticorum doctrinae. 

365 Dem. Praed. 97 [SC 406:215-6]. Blackwell, Christosis, 67, argues that ‘[d]eification then is 
the process of restoration of the image and likeness through a restored relationship with God’. The 
theme of image and likeness in Irenaeus and especially its relation to each other is complex and 
debatable. Thus, Andia, Homo vivens, 68, argues for a dynamic connection from image to likeness in 
man: ‘Le terme eivkw,n ou imago semble toujours garder la note d’extériorité ou de visibilité chez 
Irénée, á l’inverse de la ressemblance (o`moi,wsij—similitudo) qui implique, comme nous le verrons, 
un élément dynamique, nécessairement requis pour une assimilation spirituelle’. In contrast, Finch, 
‘Irenaeus on Human Divinization’, 88, argues that Irenaeus’ ‘interchangeable use of “image” and 
“likeness” as well as his concept that the only true and full Image of God is the Son, “after whose 
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practice of personalizing the gifts of salvation by identifying them repeatedly with 

both Christ and the Holy Spirit.366 The relational aspect of deification is also present 

in his later work Demonstratio praedicationis apostolicae. One good example of 

such understanding appears in his doctrine of recapitulatio,367 where he writes that 

the Son ‘in the last times, to recapitulate all things [recapitulanda-et-

instauranda/avnakefalaio,omai], became a man amongst men, visible and palpable, in 

order to abolish death, to demonstrate life, and to effect communion [koinwni,a] 

between God and man’ (Dem. Praed. 6 [SC 406:92; Behr 43-4]).368 As in the earlier 

passage Christ takes the initiative of reconstituting the human nature 

(replasmari/avnaplasqh/nai) and in doing this he gives it a new source of life in 

himself, or under his ‘headship’.369 

 

Scholars note that Irenaeus’ use of personal language for the description of 

deification connects him back with the theology of Ignatius of Antioch.370 The latter 

spoke of the unity among believers as the image of union in God and called 

Christians to be carriers of Christ (cristofo,roi), and of God (qeofo,roi).371 Irenaeus 

speaks of the same motifs, elaborating them in his own context. His terminology 

broadly reflects some Platonic themes and the common ancient emphasis on 

immortality, but his overall theological framework gives it a more personal 

meaning. His understanding of God as communion of trinitarian persons and 

deification as restoration of the broken relationship leads him to a soteriology in 

which the downward act of God becomes central. On the other hand, his emphasis 

on the ‘what’ of God (his qualities) portrays him in a less personal way and creates 

a sense of need for human action as a vehicle of salvation. If this later perspective is 

the primary aspect of Ireneaus’ theology—and therefore qualities are the means to 

salvation—then it is important to explain how it relates to the personal nature of 

                                                                                                                                                                                                    
image man was made”, would seem to weigh against finding in Irenaeus any decisive differentiation 
between a natural image and a supernatural likeness’. 

366 e.g. Adu. Haer. 3.24.1 [SC 211:472-4]; 4.38.1 [SC 100/2:944-6].  
367 For a more detailed description of this idea, see Lawson, The Theology of Irenaeus. 
368 Qui et in fine temporum ad recapitulanda-et-instauranda (avnakefalaio,omai) omnia homo in 

hominibus factus (est) visibilis et palpabilis, ad destruendam mortem et ostendendam vitam et 
comunionem-concordiae (koinwni,a) Dei et hominis operandam. 

369 For similar ideas, see e.g. Adu. Haer. 3.19.1 [SC 211:370-4], 3.21.10-22.4 [SC 211:426-444]. 
370 e.g. Torrance, The Doctrine of Grace, 76, n. 4; Hill, The Three Personed God, 33; Loewe, 

‘Irenaeus’ Story of Salvation’, 39; Grillmeier, Christ in Christian Tradition, 119; Behr, The Way to 
Nicaea, 114, 117. 

371 Eph. 9 [Holmes 190]. For more examples, see Eph. 5 [Holmes 186]; Tral. 11 [Holmes 220-2]; 
Phil. 5 [Holmes 238-40].  
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God and deification. However, if the primary aspect of Irenaeus’ theology is his 

relational perspective—and therefore qualities are the results of salvation—then 

human action follows the prior action of God. In either case deification according to 

Irenaeus is derivative: whatever quality or relation man is given, he remains a 

created and imperfect being in contrast to the uncreated and perfect nature of God 

who deifies humanity. Therefore, one never becomes god in the same sense that the 

true God is. Finally, both themes—immortality and relations (in the sense of 

adoption)—have a biblical base and Irenaeus’ use of them is sometimes 

interpreted372 as an attempt to integrate two Pauline passages: 1 Cor. 15:53-4 (on 

immortality)373 and Gal. 4:4-7 (on adoption).374 

 

2.3.2 Origen of Alexandria 

2.3.2.1 Relations and Qualities: Posing the Question 

Besides being a theologian, Origen is also known as a biblical scholar, philosopher, 

and Christian mystic. It is sometimes noted that Origen’s emphasis on the relational 

aspect of God and deification is best seen in his role of the Scriptural exegete, 

pastor, and mystic, while the impersonal language appears in his theological and 

philosophical writings.375 Expressing the former, he can speak of deification as 

sonship or adoption,376 and distinguish the roles of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit 

as the personal agents of salvation.377 Thus, he can say that God can make men gods 

by dwelling in them to the point that they become adopted brethren ‘christs’ and 

saintly ‘holy spirits’.378 The relationship of the Son to the Father is such that the 

Son is intimately present with his Father and contemplates him unceasingly.379 

Origen connects immortality closely to the person of the Logos380 and underlines 

                                                           
372 e.g. Blackwell, Christosis, 47-9; Andia, Homo vivens, 176-7; Noormann, Irenäus, 149. 
373 dei/ ga.r to. fqarto.n tou/to evndu,sasqai avfqarsi,an kai. to. qnhto.n tou/to evndu,sasqai avqanasi,an) 

o[tan de. to. fqarto.n tou/to evndu,shtai avfqarsi,an kai. to. qnhto.n tou/to evndu,shtai avqanasi,an)  
374  o[te de. h=lqen to. plh,rwma tou/ cro,nou( evxape,steilen o ̀ qeo.j to.n uiò.n auvtou/( geno,menon evk 

gunaiko,j( geno,menon ùpo. no,mon( i[na tou.j ùpo. no,mon evxagora,sh|( i[na th.n uiòqesi,an avpola,bwmen) o[ti 
de, evste uiòi,( evxape,steilen o ̀qeo.j to. pneu/ma tou/ uiòu/ auvtou/ eivj ta.j kardi,aj h̀mw/n kra/zon( avbba o` 
path,r) w[ste ouvke,ti ei= dou/loj avlla. uiò,j\ eiv de. uiò,j( kai. klhrono,moj dia. qeou/) 

375 This distinction was pointed out to me in my conversations with Dr. Lenka Karfiková. 
376 Com. Mt. 16.29; Orat. 27.12 [PG 11:505a-522a]. 
377 Orat. 25.2 [PG 11:495b-9a], De Prin. 1.3.5 [SC 252:152-4]. Cf. Com. Rom. 4.9 [SC 539:337-

47]. 
378 Fragm. in Is. [PG 13:217a–218a]; Com. Ioh. 6.3 [SC 157:130]. 
379 Com. Ioh. 2.18 [SC 120:218].  
380 Orat. 27.9 [PG 11:505a-522a]. 
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that it is by feeding on him that man is deified.381 It is also significant that Origen 

uses the technical vocabulary of deification (avpoqeo,w( evkqeo,w( evkqeia,zw( and qeoi, in 

connection with Ps. 81:6 [LXX])382 mostly in his exegetical texts, which probably 

means that he did not intend it to be a philosophical term.383  In most of the 

occasions where he refers to Ps. 81:6 [LXX], his interpretation of the phrase ‘You 

are “gods”; you are all sons of the Most High’, has a practical implication of living 

a life of the Spirit and putting to death the deeds of the flesh.384 In his observation 

of Origen’s doctrine of deification Russell concludes that it makes Origen different 

from his predecessor, Clement of Alexandria, whose thought is ‘close to that of 

Plato and Philo’ in that ‘[i]t expresses the way in which creatures come to possess 

attributes which belong properly to a higher level of being. Participation in the 

attributes of God is the means by which likeness to God is brought about’.385 In 

contrast, Origen, according to Russell, ‘uses participation in a more dynamic way to 

signify ‘living with the life of God... making them spirits, christs, and gods’.386 In a 

similar way, Henri Crouzel asserts: ‘Les “dieux” ne reçoivent pas seulement en eux 

quelque chose de la réalité du Père et du Verbe, les fils et les logika ne sont pas 

seulement les reflets du Fils Unique et du Logos; mais ils sont faits dieux, fils et 

logika par l’action volontaire des deux Personnes divines’.387 

             At the same time, scholars note that Origen placed a considerable emphasis 

on the importance of qualities for deification. Rebecca Lyman identifies them as the 

evpi,noiai—aspects, or characteristics, which Origen ascribed to Christ—‘that 

correspond to the hierarchy of being and the spiritual growth of the Christian’.388 

By using these evpi,noiai of Christ ‘one grows in faith... [and] is able to move beyond 

physical appearances and moral discipline to full participation in the Son and, 

through him, the Father’.389 Lawrence Hennessey, ties these evpi,noiai primarily with 

such qualities as immortality and incorriptibility as the main attributes that 

humanity receives by participation in God. He explains that for Origen ‘the primary 
                                                           

381  Ibid. 27.13 [PG 11:505a-522a]: trefo,menoi tw/| ‘evn avrch/|’ ‘pro.j qeo.j’ qew/| lo,gw| 
qeopoihqw/men) 

382 For an overview of Origen’s use of technical terminology of deification with references to 
specific texts, see Russell, The Doctrine of Deification, 142, nn. 41-4. 

383 Ibid., 144. 
384 Ibid. For other instances of Ps. 81:6 [LXX] in Origen’s writings, see Hom. Ex. 6.5 [SC 

321:164-8], 8.2 [SC 321:244-50]; Hom. Ez. 1.9 [SC 352:74-6].0 
385 Ibid., 155. 
386 Ibid. 
387 Crouzel, De l’image de Dieu, 173. 
388 Lyman, Christology and Cosmology, 72.  
389 Ibid.  
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ground of the soul’s unity with the Father or with the divine Logos is the real 

participation in their divine perfections, the epinoiai.... By his incarnation into this 

world, Christ makes it possible for us to share in his epinoiai (attributes), which he, 

in turn, receives from the Father, who is the ultimate source of immortality’.390 

Another scholar, Williamina Macaulay groups the qualities of Christ around three 

categories based on Origen’s Commentarii in Ioannem: (1) What he is ‘to himself 

and others’ (aùtw/| avll’ ète,roij); (2) What he is ‘not to himself but others’ (ouvc 

aùtw/| kai. ète,roij); and (3) What he is ‘to no one but himself’ (èautw/| kai. ouvdeni,).391 

After a long list of specific qualities for each of this group, Macaulay notes that the 

task of humanity is to start with the more visible characteristics of Christ (e.g. his 

manhood and crucified appearance) as ‘First Steps in Divinity’, and progress 

towards knowing him in his other aspects (such as wisdom and power of God) as a 

higher stage leading to a fuller participation. 392  More broadly, José Alviar 

distinguishes between the entitative qualities (such as God’s incorporeity, 

spirituality, and rational nature),393 and operative qualities (such as his wisdom, 

goodness, righteousness, and holiness). 394  He suggests that for Origen man’s 

vocation ultimately means to become as much as possible like God in his 

perfections.395 Scholars debate this aspect of Origen’s thought (and especially its 

cosmological context, to be considered below) and some regard it as rather 

problematic for his doctrine of God and deification.396 I would like to examine 

briefly why and in what ways it creates a problem. 

             Perhaps one of the most controversial (and debatable as to its 

genuineness)397 passages in Origen’s writings is his trinitarian account of God in the 

first book of De Principiis. In De Princ. 1.3.5 [SC 252:152; Dillon, ‘Origen’s 

Trinity’, 19-20, modified], he points out that ‘God the Father... holds the universe 

together, reaches each being and, taking His own nature as a starting point, imparts 

                                                           
390  Hennessey, ‘The Fate of the Soul’, 168, 173. The same point is made by Lieske, Die 

Theologie der Logosmystik, 54. 
391 Com. Ioh. 2.12 [SC 120:214]. 
392 Macaulay, The Nature of Christ, 180.  
393 e.g. De Princ. 1.2.6 [SC 252:120-4]; 1.2.2-3 [SC 252:112-6]. 
394 e.g. Ibid. 1.2.2 [SC 252:112-4]; 1.2.13 [SC 252:140-2]. 
395 Alviar, Klesis, 28-37. 
396 e.g. Fairbairn, ‘Patristic Soteriology’, 297-300; Louth, The Mystical Tradition, 65.  
397 This passage comes as a fragment from an anti-Origenistic florilegium. The emperor Justinian 

inserted it his Epistula ad Memnam, and it has been included in the critical editions of GCS and SC. 
For the arguments on the authenticity of this passage, see Lilla, ‘Christian Trinity’, 139. Cf. Crouzel, 
‘Les personnes de la Trinité’, 109-23. Because of the textual differences, I quote both Latin and 
Greek passages: the former (with a longer text) from SC, and the latter (with a shorter text) from PG. 
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to each being the gift of existence; in a lesser degree with respect to the Father, the 

Son, being the second after Him, reaches only the rational beings; and in an even 

lesser degree the Holy Spirit reaches only the saints’.398 In a similar passage from 

Cont. Cels. 8.15 [CS 150:206-8; Lilla, ‘Christian Trinity’, 140], he states:  

 

We say in fact quite clearly... that the Son is not stronger than the Father but inferior to Him. We 

say this obeying him who said, the Father who sent me is greater than I am [Jn. 14:28]. None of 

us is so silly as to say ‘the son of man is the Lord of God’. We say that the Saviour dominates all 

those beings which are subject to him especially when we conceive him as God, as logos, as 

wisdom, as justice and as truth; but this does not mean that he dominates his Father and God, 

who on the contrary dominates him.399 

 

In both passages, the terms evlatto,nwj( h`tto,nwj( mei,zwn( plei,wn( ouvk ivscuro,teron( 

ùpodee,steron( kratou/ntoj, emphasize the subordinate position of the Son and Holy 

Spirit with respect to God the Father. 400  Salvatore Lilla argues that such a 

description of God reflects the Neoplatonic concept of being, in which ‘the more 

general principles embracing a greater number of beings are higher than the more 

particular principles concerned with a narrower number of realities’. 401  And 

Ziebritzki draws the analogy between Origen’s God and Plotinus’ Intellect (nou/j): 

‘der Gottesbegriff des Origenes steht grundsätzlich auf einer Stufe mit Plotins 

Intellektenbegriff, trägt aber auch Merkmale von Plotins Begriff des Einen’.402 

Generally, scholars note that Origen’s depiction of God in such terms accords with 

his view of Christian life as a progressive contemplation from one person of the 

                                                           
398 Arbitror igitur operationem quidem esse patris et filii tam in sanctis quam in peccatoribus, in 

hominibus rationabilibus et in mutis animalibus, sed et in his, quae sine anima sunt, et in omnibus 
omnino quae sunt; operationem uero spiritus sancti nequaquam prorsus incidere uel in ea, quae sine 
anima sunt, uel in ea, quae animantia quidem sed muta sunt, sed ne in illis quidem inueniri, qui 
rationabiles quidem sunt sed in malitia positi nec omnino ad meliora conuersi. Cf. the Greek text 
from PG [11:148c]: o ̀ me.n qeo.j kai. path.r sune,cwn ta. pa,nta fqa,nei eivj e[kaston tw/n o;ntwn 
metadidou.j èka,stw| avpo. tou/ ivdi,ou to. ei;nai\ w'n ga,r evstin\ ela,ttwn de. pro.j to.n pate,ra o ̀ uiò.j 
fqa,nwn evpi. mo,na ta. logika,\ deu,teroj ga,r evsti tou/ patro,j\ e;ti de. h=tton to. pneu/ma to. a[gion evpi. 
mo,nouj tou.j àgi,ouj dei/knou,menon\ 

399  kai. tou/to le,gomen))) eivpo,nti to,\ ò path.r o` pe,myaj me mei,zwn mou evsti,) kai. ouvdei.j h̀mw/n 
ou[twj evmbro,nthto,j evstin( wj̀ le,gein\ ku,rio,j evstin tou/ qeou/ o ̀uiò.j tou/ avnqrw,pou) kratei/n de, famen 
to.n swth/ra ma,lista( o[te noou/men auvto.n qeo.n lo,gon kai. sofi,an kai. dikaiosu,nhn kai. avlh,qeian( 
pa,ntwn me.n tw/n ùpotetagme,nwn auvtw/|( kaqo. tau/ta, evstin( avll’ ouvci. kai. tou/ kratou/ntoj auvto.n 
patro.j kai. qeou/) 

400 Of course the subordinate position of Christ and Holy Sprit did not preclude their (perhaps 
gradated) divinity. For an analysis of Origen’s defence of Christ’s divinity and its meaning with 
respect to his humanity, see Gamble, ‘Euhemerism and Christology’, 15-29; Frede, ‘Celsus’ Attack 
on the Christians’, 230-1, 235-6. 

401 Lilla, ‘Chrsitian Trinity’, 139. 
402 Ziebritzki, Heiliger Geist und Welseele, 140. Cf. ibid., 143. 
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Trinity to another.403  Thus, in Com. Ioh. 19.37-8 [SC 290:68; Lilla, ‘Christian 

Trinity’, 140], he explains the movement from the Son to the Father by using the 

image of the Holy of Holies and the Temples’ steps: 

 

It is not possible to conceive or to contemplate first God and then the truth; one must first 

conceive and contemplate the truth, as to reach the contemplation either of the essence of God or 

of his power and nature, lying above essence (evpi. to. evnidei/n th/| ouvsi,a| h' th/| ùpere,keina th/j 

ouvsi,aj) [Cf. Plato, Rep. 509b (LCL 276:106)].404 As in a temple there is a flight of steps through 

which it is possible to enter the Holy of Holies, in the same way our flight of steps (avnabaqmoi,) is 

represented by the only-begotten Son of God.405 

 

In this passage the ascent to God is described as a progress from the only-begotten 

Son of God to the first God. The former is the truth and the first object of 

contemplation. The latter is the ultimate goal of this ascent. The image of flight 

reflects the general Platonic idea of the soul’s alertness for becoming like God (e.g. 

Theaet. 176b [LCL 123:128]), and the analogy to Origen’s avnabaqmoi, can be found 

in Plotinus’ krhpi/doj in Enn. 5.5.3.6 [LCL 444:162]. The image of the Holy of 

Holies (ta. a[gia tw/n àgi,,wn), or sanctuary, is also used by Philo (Somn. 2.189 [LCL 

275:528]) and Plotinus (Enn. 6.9.11.16-30 [LCL 468:342])406 in similar contexts of 

one’s advance to God. In his philosophical writing, De Pincipiis, Origen explains 

this laddered progress in terms of receiving three major qualities: existence from the 

Father, rationality from the Logos, and its holiness from the Spirit.407 Clarifying the 

role of Christ in this movement to God with the help of the biblical imagery, Origen 

writes: 

 

As we cannot be in the Father or with the Father except by ascending from below upwards and 

coming first to the divinity of the Son (ka,twqen avnabai,nonta evpi. th.n tou/ uiòu/ qeo,thta), through 

which one may be led by the hand and brought to the blessedness of the Father himself, so the 

Saviour has the inscription ‘the Door’. And as he is a lover of men, and approves the impulse of 

                                                           
403 e.g. Macaulay, The Nature of Christ, 180; Lilla, ‘Christian Trinity’, 139-40; Russell, The 

Doctrine of Deification, 152; Balás, METOUSIA THEOU, 9-10. 
404 It does not seem that Origen was conclusive about whether God is essence’ or ‘beyond 

essence’. For a detailed discussion on this subject, see Lilla, ‘Christian Trinity’, 141-2. 
405 ouv ga.r noei/ tij to.n qeo.n h' qewrei/ auvto,n( kai. meta. tau/ta th.n avlh,qeian( avlla. pro,teron th.n 

avlh,qeian( i[n’ ou[twj e;lqh| evpi. to. evnidei/n th/| ouvsi,a| h' th/| ùpere,keina th/j ouvsi,aj duna,mei kai. fu,sei 
tou/ qeou/) kai. ta,ca ge w[sper kata. to.n nao.n avnabaqmoi, tinej h=san( di’ w-n eivsh,|ei tij eivj ta. a[gia 
tw/n ag̀i,,wn( ou[twj oi ̀pa,ntej h̀mw/n avnabaqmoi. ò monogenh,j evstin tou/ qeou/) 

406 For an analysis of this analogy, see Simmonetti, ‘Note sulla teologia trinitaria’, 284. 
407 De Prin. 1.3.8 [SC 252:162-4].  
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human souls to better things, even of those who do not hasten to the Logos, but like sheep have a 

weakness and gentleness apart from all accuracy and reason, so he is the Shepherd (Com. Ioh. 

1.188 [SC 120bis:152-4; ANF 10:313]).408 

 

Various qualities that describe Christ in this passage—‘divinity’, ‘Son’, Saviour’, 

‘Door’, ‘Logos’, and ‘Shepherd’—are given a metaphysical rationale by Origen. 

Slightly later in the same writing, he explains that Christ’s assisting role towards 

humanity derives from the fact that the Father is auvto,qeoj (the source of divinity), 

while the Son is qeopoiou,menoj (the one who participates in the divine source).409 

The former is ò qeo,j with the article, while the latter is qeo,j without the article. Just 

as the Son receives his divinity from the Father, so do men become deified by the 

Son ‘who has drawn from God the power that enables them to become gods’ (eivj to. 

qeopoihqh/nai auvtou,j) (Com. Ioh. 2.17 [SC 120:218; ANF 10:323, modified]).410 In 

relation to this aspect of Origen’s thought, scholars note that even if he did not 

intend to subordinate the trinitarian persons to each other, his strong emphasis on 

the metaphysical role of Christ for deification does tend to diminish the importance 

of his bodily incarnation.411 Louth demonstrates this by referring to a series of 

passages412 where Origen speaks of incarnation as a preliminary stage in which 

Christ (according to flesh) is to give way to Christ (according to spirit). He remarks 

that in such cases (though not in all of Origen’s writings) incarnation is understood 

as something to be surpassed, or transcended, by the cosmic role of the eternal 

Logos.413 Likewise, Russell points out that for Origen ‘there is thus a hierarchy of 

elements even within Christ. The Logos remains dominant, for the lower reality 

participates in the higher, acquiring its attributes. The soul is deified by the Logos, 

just as the Logos himself is deified by the Father’.414 He concludes that ‘Origen 

does not succeed in establishing a real ontic unity—there is a defective sense of the 

                                                           
408  kai. evpei. evn tw/| patri. ouvk e;sti gene,sqai h' para. tw/| patri. mh. fqa,santa prw/ton ka,twqen 

avnabai,nonta evpi. th.n tou/ uiòu/ qeo,thta( di’ h-j tij ceiragwghqh/nai du,natai kai. evpi. th.n patrikh.n 
makario,thta( “qu,ra” o ̀swth.r avnage,graptai) fila,nqrwpoj de. w'n kai. th.n o[pwj pote. evpi. to. be,ltion 
avpodeco,menoj tw/n yucw/n ròph.n tw/n evpi. to.n lo,gon mh. speudo,ntwn avlla. di,khn proba,twn ouvk 
evxhtasme,non avlla. a;logon to. h[meron kai. pra/|on evco,ntwn poimh.n gi,netai) 

409 Com. Ioh. 2.17 [SC 120:218]. 
410 avpo. tou/ qeou/ avrusa,<menoj> eivj to. qeopoihqh/nai auvtou,j)  
411 On the problem of the minimized role of incarnation in Origen, see Rowe, ‘Origen’s Doctrine 

of Subordination’, esp. 31-51. 
412 Com. Cant. 3.5 [SC 136:20-4]; 6.14 [SC 147:212-4]; Com. Ioh. 2.8 [SC 120:212]; Hom. Ex. 

12.4 [SC 321]. Cf. also Con. Cels. 3.41 [136:94-8]; Com. Mt. Ser. 33. 
413 Louth, The Mystical Tradition, 64-6.  
414 Russell, The Doctrine of Deification, 152. 
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person of Christ’.415  Perhaps one of the most graphic ways in which Origen’s 

emphases on what it means ‘to acquire the Logos attributes’ (as Russell puts it) 416 

displays itself is his vision of Christian life as a movement from the image to 

likeness. 

 

2.3.2.2 From the Image to Likeness 

Arguing against the deterministic view of Gnostic dualism that divided people into 

different classes, Origen postulated his famous theory of the cosmic fall in which 

the spirits became souls, and formed the existing diversities.417  In light of this 

theory the human task, according to Origen, is to regain the initial state of equality 

(as opposed to diversity) through union with God. Towards this end, he 

distinguishes between the image418 of God as an in-built characteristic, and the 

divine likeness which humanity is called to achieve. Explaining this dynamic view 

of human nature, he writes:  

 
Now the fact that he said, he made him in the image of God, and was silent about the likeness, 

points to nothing else but this, that man received the honour of God’s image in his first creation, 

whereas the perfection of God’s likeness was reserved for him at the consummation. The purpose 

of this was that man should acquire it for himself by his own earnest efforts to imitate God, so 

that while the possibility of attaining perfection was given to him in the beginning through the 

honour of the image, he should in the end through the accomplishment of these works obtain for 

himself the perfect likeness (De Princ. 3.6.1 [SC 268:236; Butterworth 245]).419 

 

On the cosmic scale such distinction between image and likeness in man goes 

together with Origen’s concept of freedom which he emphasized against Marcion, 

                                                           
415 Ibid. Cf. the same point of criticism in Grillmeier, Christ in Christian Tradition, 146.  
416 Russell, The Doctrine of Deification, 152. 
417 De Princ. 1.8.1 [SC 252:220-3]; 2.8.3 [SC 252:342-8]. 
418 Origen locates the image of God in the soul rather than entire man and understands it as 

consisting of the divine qualities: ‘It is our inner man, invisible, incorporeal, incorruptible, and 
immortal which is made according to the image of God. For it is in such qualities as these that the 
image of God is more correctly understood’ (Ist autem, qui ad imaginem Dei factus est, interior 
homo noster est, inuisibilis et incorporalis et incorruptus atque immortalis. In his enim talibus Dei 
imago rectius intelligitur) (Hom. Gen. 1.13 [SC 7:56-8; FCh 63]). Origen also believes that human 
being consists of a rational spirit, soul and body, while the soul has rational and irrational parts. Cf. 
e.g. De Princ. 3.4.1 [SC 268:198-200]. 

419 Hoc ergo quod dixit ad imaginem dei fecit eum et de similitudine siluit, non aliud indicat nisi 
quod imaginis quidem dignitatem in prima conditione percepit, similitudinis uero ei perfectio in 
consummatione seruata est: scilicet ut ipse sibi eam propriae industriae studiis ex dei imitatione 
conscisceret, quo possibilitatem sibi perfectionis in initiis datam per imaginis dignitatem, in fine 
demum per operum expletionem perfectam sibi ipse similitudinem consummaret. 
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Valentinus, and Basilides who denied it.420 In his understanding, free will is the 

principle of movement that led rational beings from the original state of equality to 

diversity, and it also gives a possibility of return to that original state.421 He affirms 

that unlike God, who is essentially (ouvsiwdw,j) good, rational creatures possess their 

goodness accidentally (kata. sumbebhko,j).422 Therefore, to achieve likeness to God 

requires that we freely choose to continue in the good. Throughout his writings, 

Origen describes this in terms of gradual ascent to union with God that proceeds by 

imitating Christ,423 who is God’s very image (eivkw.n eivko,noj in contrast to man who 

is kat’ eivko,na in relation to him).424 In the general sense this means to develop the 

same characteristics that Christ has, such as love,425  sinfulness,426  obedience,427 

meekness,428 and other qualities.429 In the more specific sense, Origen distinguishes 

three basic stages of progress to God in which Christ’s role is integrated according 

to the various aspects of his being. According to Karen Torjesen, they can be 

classified as purification, knowledge, and perfection.430 She reconstructs them in the 

way Origen specifically interprets the book of Numbers, Psalm 37, Song of Songs, 

Jeremiah and the Gospels.431  

             The first stage, or moral purification, begins with the recognition of one’s 

sin. This happens as the soul acquires self-knowledge (‘scito te ipsum’ vel 

‘cognosce teipsum’).432 In the process, it realizes where it came from, or its original 

                                                           
420 Origen’s concept of freedom is a hotly debated subject among scholars. He is often discussed 

against the Stoics who tended to identify everything with the natural order of the Universe, and 
Plotinus who thought that action was free only when it was directed towards the good. For Origen, 
free will was of indifferent character and implied a real choice between the good and evil. See De 
Princ. 2.8.4 [SC 252:348]; Com. Ioh. 32.18 [SC 385:194]. Cf. Frede, A free Will, 102-24; 
Tzamalikos, Origen, 313-6, 321-4; Jackson, ‘Sources of Origen’s Freedom’, 13-23. 

421 De Princ. 1.8.4 [SC 252:228-32]. 
422 Cont. Cels. 6.44 [SC 147:286]. 
423 De Princ. 3.6.1 [SC 268:234-8]. Cf. De Princ. 4.4.9-10 [SC 268:422-8]. 
424 Orat. 22.4 [PG 11:482c-486c]. For the use of kat’ eivko,na, see e.g. Con. Cels. 6.63 [SC 

147:338]; Com. Ioh. 6.49 [SC 157:320]; Hom. Gen. 1.13 [SC 7bis:56-64]). Cf. Crouzel, De l’image 
de Dieu, 107, 125-6. 

425 e.g. Exh. ad Mart. 43. 
426 e.g. Com. Ioh. 19.86 [SC 290:98-100]. 
427 e.g. Ibid. 28.14-22 [SC 385:66-8]. 
428 e.g. Fragm. in Mt. 81. 
429 On the topic of imitation in Origen, see Crouzel, De l’image de Dieu, 222-32; Bertrand, 

Mystique de Jésus, 106-20; Wiles, The Divine Apostle, 117. 
430 Torjesen, Origen’s Exegesis, 72. Cf. Louth, The Mystical Tradition, 58, who characterizes 

these three stages in Origen as ethike (learning virtue), physike (adopting a right attitude to natural 
things), and enoptike (ascending to contemplation of God) with the corresponding counterparts in the 
Scripture: Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, and the Song of Songs. Cf. a more recent study on the Scripture’s 
role in the mystical theology of Origen in Martens, Origen and Scripture, 206-9, 221-5. 

431 Ibid., 22-35; 85-107. 
432 e.g. Com. Cant. 2.5.1 [SC 375:354].  
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divine nature as logiko,n, and its tendency to live in sin (esp. passions). On this level 

Christ enlightens433 the soul and gives it grace434 of cooperation according to the 

progress it makes in understanding itself. 435  By practicing good deeds such as 

giving alms, or exercising love to others,436 the soul purifies itself of evil. In this 

sense, good deeds ‘lead toward perfection in so far as they are an imitation of the 

goodness of God. In doing good works the soul becomes progressively more like 

God through imitation’.437 It thus becomes prepared for the higher stage—to receive 

the wisdom and knowledge of Christ. This type of knowledge consists of knowing 

the logos of things, or that which causes them to be.438 By studying the logoi of 

things one gains partial knowledge of the Logos-Christ himself.439 Torjesen remarks 

that, [t]his progressive knowledge of the intelligibles is as well a progressive 

assimilation of the soul to the Logos. This is because knowledge which has its roots 

in the natural affinity of rational things to each other leads to union with the thing 

known’.440 This second stage ends with what Origen calls ‘theoria et intellectuas 

dei’, the original state of contemplation of God. He also speaks of it as a mystical 

union with God441 charecterizing it as the absence of variety442 and the restoration 

of the perfection of God’s likeness.443 In his chapter on Origen in the Mystical 

Tradition, Louth observes that this final stage of one’s ascent to God is 

characterized by the presence of grace, or God’s mercy. He writes: ‘This... links up 

with Plato’s idea that at the summit of the mystic ascent the soul passes beyond 

what it can achieve by its own efforts. The final vision appears suddenly, exaiphnes, 

and this implies... both that the soul can do nothing to elicit this final theoria, and 

                                                           
433 e.g. Cont. Cels. 7.33 [SC 150:88-90]. 
434 e.g. De Princ. 2.3.3 [SC 252:256-8]. For more on the role and meaning of grace in Origen, see 

Drewery, Doctrine of Grace, 205-6.   
435 e.g. Com. Ioh. 2.8 [SC 120:212]. 
436 e.g. Hom. Lev. 2.4 [SC 286:106-12]. 
437 Torjesen, Origen’s Exegesis, 81. 
438 e.g. Com. Ioh. 1.34 [SC 120:78]. 
439 e.g. De Princ. 1.1.7 [SC 252:104-6]. 
440 Torjesen, Origen’s Exegesis, 83.  
441 e.g. Com. Cant. 1.7 [SC 375:254].   
442 e.g. De Princ. 3.6.4 [SC 268:242-4].  
443 e.g. Ibid. 3.6.1 [SC 268:234-8]. For the analysis of Origen’s lanugage of ecstacy, see Völker, 

Das Vollkommenheitsideal des Origenes, 124, 139. Scholars disagree on the nature of Origen’s 
mysticism. Some claim that it has every evidence for being a personal encounter with God (e.g. 
Louth, The Mystical Tradition, 70-1), while others are hesitant to say so (e.g. Dodds, Age of Anxiety, 
70). Perhaps, such ambivalent attitude among scholars has to do with Origen’s description of God 
that vacilates from being relational to quite impersonal.  
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also that in this final vision the soul is immediately present to the Supreme 

Beauty’.444  

 

It would be anachronistic to judge Origen by the standards of Nicene Orthodoxy,445 

and surely there is a lot for which he could be appreciated. His influence continues 

far beyond his own life, and throughout Athanasius’ writings one can sense a 

respectful attitude toward him (he also mentions Origen by name on several 

occasions). 446  When compared with Irenaeus, Origen’s language does look 

different, but as I have tried to show both of them can speak of God and deification 

by combining the relational and impersonal aspects. There is a sense, however, in 

which the combination of these two aspects (as seen in both authors) creates a 

tension of emphases between God’s action (when his personal role is stressed) and 

the human task (when the divine qualities are accentuated in such a way that they 

are more a means to becoming like God rather than the results of deification). In my 

next chapter, I would like to show how this tension finds its expression in an 

elaborated form in Athanasius. To explain the nature of this tension and the manner 

in which Athanasius deals with it, I would like to turn now to his double treatise 

Contra Gentes and De Incarnatione Verbi, proceeding in the context of the 

background I have examined thus far. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
444 Louth, The Mystical Tradition, 70.  
445 A suggestion made by Scott, Origen on the Problem of Evil, 6, n. 33. Often times scholar’s 

evaluation of Origen’s theology depends on the way they interpret his dependence on, or 
appropriation of, the Greek philosophy. On this, more generally, see Ivánka, Plato Christianus, 101-
42. Cf. more specifically in the context of this study, O’Cleirigh, ‘Theology in Origen and Plotinus’, 
19-28, who argues that Origen’s theology is philosophical (and more specifically Platonic) even 
though the bulk of his writings is exegetical. Tripolitis, ‘Return to the Divine’, 171-8, on the other 
hand, attempts to show that Origen’s religious orientation made him adapt the Platonism in such a 
way that his thought was more biblical than Platonic.   

446 Athanasius’ direct references to Origen appear in his De Decretis, where the latter is called a 
‘labour-loving Origen’ (filo,ponoj wvrige,noj) in De Decr. 27 [Opitz 23]. He also refers to Origen by 
name (four times) in support of his arguments about the divinity of the Holy Spirit in Ep. Ser. 4.2-3, 
4 [Savvidis 581-3].  
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CHAPTER THREE 

God, Man, and Deification 
in the Contra Gentes and De Incarnatione Verbi 

 

 

Athanasius’ early treatise is the only writing where he adds a significant 

anthropological focus to his otherwise dominant topics of God and salvation. 

Scholars have noticed that the way he integrates this focus connects him closely to 

the Hellenistic mode of thinking. In fact, it is often argued that besides being a 

theological treatise, this is one of the most consice pieces of philosophical work in 

the early history of the Christian thought. Furthermore, it is sometimes claimed that 

of the two parts of Athanasius’ double treatise, the first one, Contra Gentes, is the 

most impacted by Platonism. This is especially contended on the basis of the way 

Athanasius describes the nature of the human being and its vocation to become 

divine. The other part of the treatise, De Incarnatione, is governed by a very 

different christological concern and is much less impacted by the common Greek 

ideas. Therefore, it is not uncommon to see scholars use such qualifiers as ‘tension’, 

‘conflict’, ‘inconsistency’, or ‘Athanasius’ over-dependence on the Greek 

worldview in the Contra Gentes versus the christologically informed theology in 

the De Incarnatione’ to describe the nature of the differences between the two parts 

of Athanasius’ treatise. The way Athanasius structures this work has been a matter 

of lively discussions, and I will attempt to show that major confusions could be 

most effectively resolved when seen from the perspective of the (philosophical and 

theological) background and the inner consistency of the treatise. In this chapter, I 

will examine the issue of consistency and how it contributes to Athanasius’ method 

of conceptualizing God and salvation in distinctly relational terms, as well as 

expressing various aspects of salvation by giving them their proper place. I will 

begin this chapter with the analysis of the Contra Gentes, and then move to the 

exegesis of the De Incarnatione Verbi. More immediately, I will consider the issue 

of consistency in light of my own terminological framework. 

 

3.1 Deification and the Issue of Inconsistency in the Double Treatise 

While there is a disagreement as to whether deification is central to Athanasius’ 

thought, commentators commonly recognize that it is an undoubtedly essential and 
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vital motif. 447  In his chapter on Athanasius Gross observes that for him ‘la 

divinisation du chrétien n’est pas, comme chez la plupart des Pères antérieurs, un 

élément plus ou moins secondaire et adventice, mais l’idée centrale de sa 

théologie’.448 In the same way, Lossky remarks that the very core of the Christian 

life according to Athanasius was expressed in terms of ‘participation in the 

incarnated Word, Christ’.449 As with Ireneaus and Origen, one can find both the 

relational (personal) and acquisitional (impersonal) aspects in Athanasius’ theology, 

and scholars emphasize one or the other depending on which one of them they 

consider to be primary. Thus, stressing the importance of the latter aspect, Lyman 

points out that ‘soteriology in Athanasius centers on the communication of the 

qualities of transcendent divine nature to mutable humanity through the incarnation 

of the Son’.450  More commonly, scholars identify this emphasis as a ‘physical 

salvation’ and seek to align it with the corresponding concept of God as a largely 

substantial Deity. In his study of patristic deification, Ivan Popov (a Russian 

Orthodox scholar who studied under Harnack in 1901-2) asserts that ‘the main 

characteristic of the religious aspirations based on Athanasius’ soteriology is the 

craving for a physical renewal through the communion with the divine nature’.451 

He also speaks of deification as a ‘physical union with God’ (emphasizing 

immortality) and ‘participation in his substantial life’.452 Likewise, Wilson remarks 

that ‘[b]oth Irenaeus and Athanasius are well known for presenting the “physical” 

theory of atonement, which specifically involves the physical union of God and 

humanity’.453 

                                                           
447 The significance of deification in Athanasius’ writings has been noted by many scholars. See 

e.g. Sträter, Die Erlösungslehre des hl. Athanasius; Bornhäuser, Die Vergottungslehre des 
Athanasius, 13-48; Gross, The Divinization of the Christian, 163-75; Bernard, L’Image de Dieu 
d’après Athanase; Demetropoulos, h ̀ avnqropologi,a tou/ mega,lou avqanasi,ou, 116-23; Dalmais, 
‘Divinisation―patristique grecque’, 1380-1; Roldanus, Le Christ et I’homme, 162-70, 192-5; 
Bilaniuk, ‘The Mystery of Theosis’; Skurat, Ucheniye o Spasenii; Stǎniloae, ‘La Doctrine de saint 
Athanase sur le salut’; Kolp, ‘Partakers of the Divine Nature’; Strange, ‘Athanasius on Deification’; 
Norman, ‘Deification: The Content of Athanasian Soteriology’; Russell, The Doctrine of Deification, 
166-88; Finlan, ‘Athanasius on the Deifying Work’, 104-121. Among the recent works, Hess, ‘The 
Place of Divinization in Athanasius’, argues against the centrality of deification in Athanasius’ 
thought, while Fairbairn, Life in the Trinity, emphasizes the importance of interpreting deification in 
connection with Athanasius’ doctrine of God. 

448 Gross, La Divinisation du Chrétien, 202. 
449 Lossky, Bogovideniye, 368: ‘приобщениe к Богу в воплотившемся Слове, Христе’. 
450 Lyman, Christology and Cosmology, 158. 
451  Popov, Trudy po Patrologii, 18: ‘Основной чертой религиозных упований, 

выстраивавшихся в сотериологии Афанасия, служит жажда физического обновления через 
общение с Божественной природой’.   

452 Ibid., 24: ‘Физическое соединение с Богом’, and ‘причастие субстанциальной жизни’.  
453 Wilson, Deification, 53-4. 



 100

             Other scholars highlight the role of the relational aspect as opposed to the 

physical one. Sometimes this is done to underline the contrast between the physical 

and relational concepts as in Fairbairn, Life in the Trinity.454 According to this 

interpretation, Athanasius’ relational vision drives him to stress the importance of 

God’s primary action in Christ as opposed to emphasizing the human effort in 

acquiring the divine qualities (such as immortality and perfection) as the main 

soteriological factor. Other times, scholars approach the relational aspect as being 

merely a positive qualifier; it helps to add a personal dimension to the otherwise 

rudely physical deification. Thus, even Harnack, who consistently accusses 

Athanasius for advocating a physical soteriology, admits: ‘Heidenthum und 

Judenthum haben die Menschen nicht in die Gemeinschaft mit Gott gebracht, auf 

die Alles ankommt. Durch Christus sind wir in diese Gemeinschaft versetzt worden; 

er ist gekommen, um uns zu vergӧttlichen, d. h. uns per adoptionem zu 

Gottessӧhnen und Gӧttern zu machen. 455 This ambivalence in identifying the 

primary aspect of Athanasius’ thought has contributed to a tendency that 

approaches his early work—Contra Gentes-De Incarnatione Verbi—as consisting 

of two different (if not opposite) theological writings. Scholars who support this 

position usually point out the tension between the anthropological perspective in the 

Contra Gentes (with the emphasis on the human role in salvation) and the 

incarnational perspective in the De Incarnatione Verbi (with the emphasis on 

Christ’s saving work). Recognizing this tension, I will argue here that Athanasius’ 

doctrine of God and deification is best considered within the overall apologetic 

structure and purpose of his double treatise. When examined from this standpoint, 

Athanasius’ soteriology appears consistent throughout his early work. It is not about 

motivating people to attain salvation, but rather about demonstrating (in an 

apologetic manner) that they failed to do so, and therefore God’s Son comes down 

to save them. To describe this idea I will use the word ‘tension’ as a way of 

showing that Athanasius deliberately chooses to map the history of salvation by 

bringing together something of both Irenaeus and Origen. At the same time, his way 

of integrating different aspects of God and deification is perhaps more intentional 

than what we find in either of them. In this sense, Athanasius is of special interest 

                                                           
454 Fairbairn, Life in the Trinity, e.g. 6-7, 30-35. I follow this line of interpretation in my article 

Lytvynenko, ‘Theosis in Athanasius and Lossky’, 9-18.  
455 Harnack, Lehrbuch der Dogmengeschichte, 2:203. 
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for the paradigm he provides here, and it is the same paradigm that drives his major 

later writings.  

             Examining Athanasius’ double treatise is an excellent way to introduce his 

theology in a nutshell. Behr remarks that it represents ‘a clear exposition of 

Athanasius’ theological vision, one which is based on key intuitions that he had 

learnt from Alexander and that had been upheld at Nicaea, and which continued 

thereafter to drive his struggle to give fuller expression to Nicene theology’.456 

However, it remains unclear as to when this work was written, and for this reason 

scholars debate which phase of Athanasius’ career it represents. Lately, 

commentators have leaned toward a later date (as opposed to an earlier time around 

318-23),457 when Athanasius was already fighting the Arian heresy. This can be 

either the time before his first exile to Trier between 328 and 335,458 or during his 

first exile from 335 to 337.459 As important as this discussion is, it has little bearing 

on this study as long as it is maintained that the double treatise was written after 

Athanasius’ two other works―Orationes Contra Arianos and Epistula ad 

Serapionem―which is rarely questioned. 460  Since the treatise gives no direct 

reference to the anti-Arian polemic, it will be convenient to discuss Arius in the 

next chapter, while focusing on Athanasius in the remaining part of this one.  

 

3.2 Man and Deification in the Contra Gentes 

3.2.1 The Original Relationship with God and the Fall 

It has been noted461 that throughout the Contra Gentes Athanasius describes two 

types of relationship with God―one before and one after the fall. In the first one, 

humanity is described in its original state of union with God. In the second 

humanity turns away from God, substituting falsely deified idols. The most detailed 

depiction of the former is given in the preface to the main body of the treatise and is 

worth being quoted in full: 

 

                                                           
456 Behr, The Nicene Faith, 2/1:168. 
457 e.g. Meijering, Orthodoxy and Platonism, 108-13. 
458 Anatolios, Athanasius: Coherence, 26-9.  
459 Barnes, Constantine and Eusebius, 206. For a detailed analysis of dating, see Kannengiesser, 

‘La date de l’apologie d’Athanase’, 383-428, and more recently, Ernest, Bible in Athanasius of 
Alexandria, 423-4.  

460 Nordberg, ‘A Reconsideration of the Date’, 262-6, who dates the double treatise around 361-3. 
461  e.g. Anatolios, Athanasius: Coherence, esp. 32-5; Behr, The Nicene Faith, 2/1:171-3; 

Meijering, ‘Struktur und Zusammenhang’, 316. 
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For God, the creator of the universe and king of all, who is beyond all being and human thought, 

since he [God] is good and bountiful (avgaqo.j kai. upe,rkaloj w;n), [he] has made mankind in his 

own image (kat’ ivdi,an eivko,na) through his own Word, our Saviour Jesus Christ; and he also 

made man perceptive and understanding of reality through his similarity to him (pro.j auvto.n 

o`moiw,sewj), giving him also a conception and knowledge of his own eternity, so that as long as 

he kept this likeness (tauto,thta) he might never abandon his concept of God or leave the 

company of the saints, but retaining the grace of him who bestowed it on him, and also the 

special power (du,namin) given him by the Father’s Word, he might rejoice and converse with God 

(avga,llhtai kai. sunomilh/| tw/| qei,w), living an idyllic and truly blessed and immortal life. For 

having no obstacle to the knowledge of the divine, he continuously contemplates (qewrei/) by his 

purity (kaqaro,thtoj) the image of the Father, God the Word, in whose image (kat’ eivko,na) he 

was made, and is filled with admiration when he grasps his providence towards the universe. He 

is superior to sensual things and all bodily impressions, and by the power of his mind clings (th/| 

duna,mei tou/ nou/ sunapto,menoj) to the divine and intelligible realities in heaven. For when men’s 

mind has no intercourse with the body (sunomilei/ toi/j sw,masin ò nou/j), and has nothing of the 

latter’s desires mingled with it from outside but is entirely superior to them, being self-sufficient 

as it was created in the beginning (o[loj evsti.n a;nw èautw/| sunw.n wj̀ ge,gonen evx avrch/j), then it 

transcends the senses and all human things and it rises high above the world, and beholding the 

Word sees in him also the Father of the Word (lo,gon ivdw,n( or̀a/| evn auvtw/| kai. to.n tou/ lo,gou 

pate,ra). It rejoices in contemplating him (h̀do,menoj evpi. th/| tou,tou qewri,a) and is renewed by its 

desire for him (avnakainou,menoj evpi. tw|/ pro.j tou/ton po,qw), just as the holy Scriptures say that the 

first man to be created, who was called Adam in Hebrew, had his mind fixed on God in 

unembarrassed frankness, and lived with the saints (sundiaita/sqai toi/j àgi,oij) in the 

contemplation of intelligible reality, which he enjoyed in that place which the holy Moses 

figuratively called Paradise. Indeed the purity of the soul make it able to contemplate even God 

by itself, as the Lord himself said: Blessed are the pure in heart, for they shall see God (CG 2.5-

35 [Thomson 6-8; ibid. 7-9]).462 

                                                           
462  w ̀ me.n ga.r tou/ panto.j dhmiourgo.j kai. pambasileu.j qeo,j( o` ùpere,keina pas,hj ouvsi,aj kai. 

avnqrwpi,nhj evpinoi,aj ùpa,rcwn( a[te dh. avgaqo.j kai. upe,rkaloj w;n( dia. tou/ ivdi,ou lo,gou tou/ swth/roj 
h̀mw/n ivhsou/ cristou/ to. avnqrw,pinon ge,noj kat’ ivdi,an eivko,na pepoi,hke\ kai. tw/n o;ntwn auvto.n 
qewrhth.n kai. evpisth,mona dia. th/j pro.j auvto.n om̀oiw,sewj kateskeu,ase( dou.j auvtw/| kai. th/j ivdi,aj 
avi?dio,thtoj e;nnoian kai. gnw/sin( i[na( th.n tauto,thta sw,zwn( mh,te th/j peri. qeou/ fantasi,aj pote. 
avposth/|( mh,te th/j tw/n àgi,wn suzh,sewj avpophdh,sh|( avll’( e;cwn th.n tou/ dedwko,toj ca,rin( e;cwn kai. 
th.n ivdi,an evk tou/ patrikou/ lo,gou du,namin( avga,llhtai kai. sunomilh/| tw/| qei,w|( zw/n to.n avph,mona kai. 
maka,rion o;ntwj avqa,naton bi,on) ouvde.n ga.r e;cwn evmpo,dion eivj th.n peri. tou/ qei,ou gnw/sin( qewrei/ 
me.n avei. dia. th/j auvtou/ kaqaro,thtoj th.n tou/ patro.j eivko,na( to.n qeo.n lo,gon( ou- kai. kat’ eivko,na 
ge,gonen\ ùperekplh,ttetai de. katanow/n th.n di’ auvtou/ eivj to. pa/n pro,noian) ùpera,nw me.n tw/n 
aivsqhtw/n kai. pa,shj swmatikh/j fantasi,aj gino,menoj( pro.j de. ta. evn ouvranoi/j qei/a kai. nohta. th/| 
duna,mei tou/ nou/ sunapto,menoj) o[te ga.r ouv sunomilei/ toi/j sw,masin o ̀nou/j o ̀tw/n avnqrw,pwn( ouvde, 
ti th/j evk tou,twn evpiqumi,aj memigme,non e;xwqen e;cei( avll’ o[loj evsti.n a;nw èautw/| sunw.n wj̀ ge,gonen 
evx avrch/j\ to,te dh,( ta. aivsqhta. kai. pa,nta ta. avnqrw,pina diaba,j( a;nw meta,rsioj gi,netai( kai. to.n 
lo,gon ivdw,n( or̀a/| evn auvtw/| kai. to.n tou/ lo,gou pate,ra( h̀do,menoj evpi. th/| tou,tou qewri,a|( kai. 
avnakainou,menoj evpi. tw|/ pro.j tou/ton po,qw\ w[sper ou=n to.n prw/ton tw/n avnqrw,pwn geno,menon( o]j 
kai. kata. th.n èbrai,wn glw/ttan avda.m wvnoma,sqh( le,gousin ai ̀ ièrai. grafai. kata. th.n avrch.n 
avnepaiscu,ntw| parrhsi,a| to.n nou/n evschke,nai pro.j to.n qeo,n( kai. sundiaita/sqai toi/j àgi,oij evn th/| 
tw/n nohtw/n qewri,a|( h]n ei=cen evn evkei,nw| tw/| to,pw|( o]n kai. ò a[gioj mwu?sh/j tropikw/j para,deison 
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As seen from this passage the original relationship of man with God included a 

number of important elements. Perhaps the most significant relational element is 

described in the way the original man enjoyed a close communion with God. More 

specifically, it is said that he contemplated him in such a way that ‘seeing the Logos 

he was able to behold the Father in him’ (lo,gon ivdw,n( òra/| evn auvtw/| kai. to.n tou/ 

lo,gou pate,ra). Being placed in the relationship with God in Paradise (which is not 

understood literally in this passage), Adam ‘rejoiced and conversed with the 

Divine’ (avga,llhtai kai. sunomilh/| tw|/ qei,w|).463  The same word sunomilh/| is used 

here to describe the closeness of the mind to the body in the phrase ‘when men’s 

mind (ò nou/j) has no intercourse (sunomilei/) with the body (toi/j sw,masin)’. 

Apparently, man’s closeness to God is understood as being akin to that of his 

mind’s closeness to the body. The intensity of the relationship with God is also 

underscored by the fact that the first man ‘was rejoicing’ (hd̀o,menoj) as he 

contemplated God and grew in his desire (po,qoj) for him. Whatever is the intended 

meaning of the phrase sundiaita/qai toi/j àgi,oij, it indicates that the original state of 

human beings was marked by fellowship. Khale Anatolios argues that according to 

Athanasius, man’s ability to be in communion with God implied a possibility of 

apprehending him consciously, or personally, in virtue of man being created ‘in the 

image of God’ (kat’ ivdi,an eivko,na) and retaining the godlikeness (dia. th/j pro.j 

auvto.n [sc. to.n qeo.n] òmoiw,sewj). Quoting from the same passage I have cited 

above, he states: ‘Thus humanity was made “perceptive (qewrhth,n) and 

understanding (evpisth,mona) of reality through its similarity with God”.… In this 

way, the relation between humanity and God is consciously apprehended by the 

latter with an attendant joy, desire, and blessedness’.464 I will return to this idea in 

sec. 3.2.2.3, but for now it is worth noting that the same closeness and warmth that 

characterized man’s original relationship with God is also characteristic of the 

relationship between the Father and the Logos. Since I will spend more time 

examining it later, I will only point out several key facts now. 

             One of the special traits of the divine relationship, according to Athanasius, 

is that one person of the Trinity belongs to the other. This is evident from the fact 

                                                                                                                                                                                                    
wvno,masen) ik̀anh. de. h̀ th/j yuch/j kaqaro,thj evsti. kai. to.n qeo.n di’ èauth/j katoptri,zesqai( kaqa,per 
kai. o` ku,rio,j fhsi\ maka,rioi oi kaqaroi. th/| kardi,a|( o[ti auvtoi. to.n qeo.n o;yontai) 

463 CG 2.14 [Thomson 6; ibid. 7].  
464 Anatolios, Athanasius: Coherence, 58. 
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that the Logos is consistently described as being the Father’s ‘own Word’ (i;dioj 

lo,goj). In his later writing Contra Arianos, Athanasius will use this term as the 

technical expression to describe the Son’s substantial equality with God the Father. 

It will also be used (both in this treatise and in the Contra Arianos) to describe the 

way the Logos owned his body after he became man. Although it is not clear 

whether Athanasius intended it as a technical term in this treatise, it fits well in the 

context of his description of the nature of relationship between the divine persons. 

To characterize them, he asserts towards the end of the Contra Gentes that the 

Logos was near to the Father (ẁj plhsi,on), and he employs the same word ‘to 

converse with’ (sunomile,w|) which he used to describe the first man’s relationship 

with God. Thus, interpreting the plural occurrence in the Genesis account when 

God creates man, he suggests: ‘He... commanded in these words: Let us make man, 

and let plants come forth [allusion to Gen. 1:26], whereby God is shown to be 

speaking (dialego,menoj) about these things to someone ‘near by’ (ẁj plhsi,on). So 

there was necessarily someone with him (avna,gkh sunei/nai tina tou,tw|), to whom he 

spoke (òmilw/n) when making the universe. Who then could it be except his Word, 

for to whom could one say God speaks (om̀ilei/n) except to his own Word? And who 

was with him (sunh/n) when he was making all created being except his wisdom?’ 

(CG 46.38-44 [Thomson 128; ibid. 129]).465 To seal his argument, Athanasius refers 

to John 5:19 concluding that ‘being the power of the Father (di,namij de. w'n tou/ 

patro,j), he [Logos] gave all things the strength to come into existence (eivj to. 

ei=nai), as the Saviour says: All that I see the Father doing, I also do likewise’ (CG 

46.48-50 [Thomson 130; ibid. 131]).466 The Logos is referred to here as the Saviour, 

which points to the fact that he is the same person in both parts of the treatise―the 

Contra Gentes and De Incarnatione. In other words, he enjoys a close fellowship 

with the Father before the creation of the world, and he remains in the same 

fellowship even when he comes as man. This statement is a little too comprehensive 

for this context, and I will spend more time later explaining what it means. 

             The account of the primordial state of humanity also includes important 

elements of a less personal nature such as ‘immortal life’ (avqa,natoj bi,oj), ‘purity’ 

                                                           
465 nu/n))) prosta,ttei de. le,gwn\ poih,swmen a;nqrwpon( kai. evxelqe,tw bota,nh\ avf' w-n dei,knutai ò 

qeo.j wj̀ plhsi,on tini. dialego,menoj peri. tou,twn\ ouvkou/n avna,gkh sunei/nai, tina tou,tw|( w-| kai. 
òmilw/n evpoi,ei ta. o[la) ti,j ou=n a'n ei;h eiv mh. o` tou,tou lo,goj* ti,ni ga.r a;n tij fai,h qeo..n om̀ilei/n h' 
tw/| eàutou/ lo,gw|* h' ti,j tou,tw| sunh/n poiou/nti th.n genhth.n pa/san ouvsi,an h' h̀ tou,tou sofi,a)  

466 du,namij de. w'n tou/ patro,j( ta. o[la eivj to. ei=nai evscuropoi,ei( h|- fhsi kai. o` swth,r\ pa,nta o[sa 
ble,pw to.n pate,ra poiou/nta) 
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(kaqaro,thtoj), ‘special power’ (ivdi.a du,namij), ‘self-sufficiency’ (o[loj evsti.n a;nw 

èautw/| sunw.n ẁj ge,gonen evx avrch/j), and ‘intelligible reality’ (ta. o;nta). The original 

man is portrayed as being wholly attached to the ‘divine and intelligible realities in 

heaven’ (ta. evn ouvranoi/j qei/a kai. nohta,), and detached from ‘the sensual things and 

all bodily impressions’ (ta. aivsqhta. kai. pa,nta ta. avnqrw,pina diaba,j). He is said to 

have had a pure soul (h̀ yuch, kaqaro,th), and to remain in that state he, as a rational 

being, had to cleave to God with his mind and feed on the divine knowledge. By 

doing that, he was able to enjoy ‘an idyllic and truly blessed and immortal life’ (zw/n 

to.n avph,mona kai. maka,rion o;ntwj avqa,naton bi,on). This exalted depiction of the first 

man corresponds to the equally sublime picture of God who is called the Creator 

and King of the Universe and is ‘beyond all being and human thought’ (ùpere,keina 

pa,shj ouvsi,aj kai. avnqrwpi,nhj evpinoi,aj up̀a,rcwn). While scholars disagree as to 

whether this clause implies the Neoplatonic concept of God who transcends Being 

and Intellect,467 Athanasius does speak about God’s relation to man as a Platonist 

would speak about ko,smoj nohto,j and ko,smoj aivsqhto,j. 468  It is in this Platonic 

schema (rather than in terms of the historical event)469 that he portrays the human 

fall as a turning to the non-being of evil. This is clearly reflected in the next three 

chapters of the Contra Gentes (chs. 3-5 [Thomson 9-4]), where he switches the 

subject in order to discuss the fall. One of the key passages comes in CG 4.1, 9-14, 

18-20, 31-5 [Thomson 10-1 ibid. 11-2]): 

 

Abandoning the contemplation of intelligible reality (th/j tw/n nohtw/n qewri,aj)... it [the soul] 

moves (kinei/tai) no longer on the path of virtue, nor with a view to seeing God (to.n qeo.n òra/|n), 

but reflecting on unreality it alters its own abilities (to. èauth/j dunato.n metapoiei/), abusing them 

for the desires it has thought up, since it had been created with free will (auvtexou,sioj ge,gone). For 

it can just as well incline to the good (pro.j ta. kala. neu,ein) as turn away from the good (ta. kala. 

avpostre,fesqai); but when it abandons the good it considers things which are completely the 

opposite.... Now reality is the good, unreality what is evil (ouvk o;nta de. ta. fau/la). I call reality 

                                                           
467 Meijering, Orthodoxy and Platonism, 7, suggests that ‘this phrase should not be interpreted in 

a Neo-Platonic way, meaning that God transcends Being and thinking, but as a polemical remark 
against idolatry: the true God is above every creature and above the perverted imagination of men, 
whilst the gods of the Pagans are no more than creatures, deified by the perverted imagination of 
men’. For a more detailed discussion of this clause, see Whittaker, ‘EPEKEINA NOU KAI 
OUSIAS’, 91-104. 

468 Meijering, Orthodoxy and Platonism, 9. Cf. Plato, Theaet. 157d [LCL 123:60]; Rep. 508d 
[LCL 276:102]. 

469 Cf. Louth, ‘The Soul in Athanasius’, 228-9, who argues that the timeless description of the fall 
is not typical for Athanasius, but is typical for the Alexandrian theology as whole. 
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what is good because it has its examplar in God who is real (evk tou/ o;ntoj qeou/ ta. paradei,gmata 

e;cei); and I call unreality what is evil (ouvk o;nta de. ta. kaka.) because what has no real existence 

has been invented by the conceits of men.... And it thought that provided it was in motion it 

would preserve its own integrity (a[pax kinoume,nh, sw,zei th.n èauth/j avxi,an) and would not be at 

fault in exercising its capabilities, not realizing that it had been created not simply for movement, 

but for movement towards the right objective (ouvc àplw/j kinei/sqai( avll’ eivj a] dei/ kinei/sqai 

ge,gone). For that reason the Apostle’s saying gives warning: All things are allowed, but not all 

things are expedient.470 

 

According to this passage, man’s exercise of freedom in the wrong way (or towards 

the wrong objective) resulted in his inability to continue seeing God (to.n qeo.n 

òra/|n). Having focused on what is not real, and therefore evil (as opposed to God 

who is true reality, and therefore true good), man became self-centered failing to 

sustain himself. Elsewhere, Athanasius continues speaking of man’s deviation from 

the proper, original or primary, relationship with God in terms of timeless account. 

He describes the fallen man with such phrases as ‘abandoning his thinking of 

God’, 471  ‘falling into fleshly desires’, 472  ‘turning his attention to the direction 

opposite of divine things’, 473  ‘becoming focused on thoughts of mortality’, 474 

‘turning aside his eyes’, 475 etc. In this condition human being is very much like a 

drunk man who purposelessly wonders around,476 or like a horse rider who has lost 

his goal (skopo,j) and risks running into a crowd of people. 477  Athanasius 

accentuates two major consequences that followed man’s fall: evil deeds and 

idolatry. Considering the first consequence, he enumerates multiple sins to which 

humanity became prone including murder, disobedience, adultery, blasphemies, 

                                                           
470 avposta/sa th/j tw/n nohtw/n qewri,aj))) kinei/tai ou=n ouvk e;ti me.n kata. avreth,n( ouvde. w[ste to.n 

qeo.n or̀a/|n\ avlla. ta. mh. o;nta logizome,nh( to. eàuth/j dunato.n metapoiei/( katacrwme,nh tou,tw| eivj a]j 
evpeno,hsen evpiqumi,aj( evpei. kai. auvtexou,sioj ge,gone) du,natai ga.r w[sper pro.j ta. kala. neu,ein( ou[tw 
kai. ta. kala. avpostre,fesqai\ avpostrefome,nh de. to. kalo,n( pa,ntwj ta. evnanti,a logi,zetai)))) o;nta de, 
evsti ta. kala,( ouvk o;nta de. ta. fau/la) o;nta de, fhmi ta. kala,( kaqo,ti evk tou/ o;ntoj qeou/ ta. 
paradei,gmata e;cei\ ouvk o;nta de. ta. kaka. le,gw( kaqo,ti evpinoi,aij avnqrw,pwn ouvk o;nta 
avnape,plastai)))) kai. nomi,zousa o[ti( a[pax kinoume,nh( sw,zei th.n èauth/j avxi,an( kai. ouvc àmarta,nei 
poiou/sa o] du,natai\ ouvk eivdui/a o[ti ouvc àplw/j kinei/sqai( avll’ eivj a] dei/ kinei/sqai ge,gone\ tou,tou 
ga.r ca,rin kai. avpostolikh. pareggua/| fwnh,\ pa,nta e;xestin( avll’ ouv pa,nta sumfe,rei) 

471 CG 3.18 [Thomson 8; ibid. 9]:  avpe,sth me.n th/j pro.j to.n qeo.n dianoi,aj) 
472 Ibid. 3.19 [Thomson 8; ibid. 9]: eivj evpiqumi,an tou/ sw,matoj e;pesan)   
473 Ibid. 3.22 [Thomson 8; ibid. 9]: pro.j ta. evnanti,a th.n dia,noian meth,negkan) 
474 Ibid. 3.28-29 [Thomson 10; ibid. 11]: qnhta. fronei/n th/| yuch/| prosge,gonen)  
475 Ibid. 4.30 [Thomson 12; ibid. 13]: to.n ofqalmo.n avpostre,fei)   
476 Ibid. 23.39-47 [Thomson 64].  
477 Ibid. 5.11-26 [Thomson 12-4]. This image reappears in CG 32.24-6 [Thomson 88]. Cf. Plato, 

Tim. 69c [LCL 234:178] and Phaedr. 246-7 [LCL 36:470-6]. 



 107

abuse, perjury, stealing, drunkenness, gluttony, etc.478 He concludes that ‘all these 

things are evil and sins of the soul, but they have no other cause save the turning 

away from better things’ (CG 5.10-11 [Thomson 12; ibid. 13]). 479  Making a 

comment on this instance, Mejering argues that it is incorrect to think that 

Athanasius regarded human sins as the result of the material existence. Rather the 

material existence was now affected by the sins that followed man’s fall. He points 

out that Athanasius initial account ‘describes how man forsook his original 

relationship to God, how he forgot his original destination and turned his attention 

to the material world. The result was that man became a sinner. It should be noted, 

however, that Athanasius describes the fall of man, who was already created.... [In 

this sense] he sharply differs from the Platonists who regard material existence 

itself already as the fall of man’.480  

             Another consequence of the fall, according to Athanasius, is the perversion 

of the concept of God that led people to idolatry. He devotes to this analysis twenty 

two chapters of the Contra Gentes (chs. 7-29), in which he traces the history and 

motives of the pagan divinization. He points out that people’s deviation from the 

Creator resulted in them deifying the created things. They began to ascribe divine 

status to the visible phenomena ‘applying the divine and transcendental title of God 

to stone and wood, and reptiles in the sea or on land, and to irraitional wild beasts, 

paying them full divine honours and rejecting the true and real God, the Father of 

Christ’ (CG 9.16-9 [Thomson 24, ibid. 25]).481 They also divinized themselves. To 

illustrate this point Athanasius refers to the Roman governor Adrian as an example 

of the imperial cult.482 On this occasion Russell makes an important observation 

that Athanasius’ ‘objection to the cult is specifically that the senate has no authority 

to deify when its members are merely human: “those who make gods should 

themselves be gods”…. By dying they prove their decrees of deification to be false. 

Here we have a foreshadowing of the argument which was to be advanced by 

Athanasius to prove the true deification of the Christian, for the Son can deify 

                                                           
478 Ibid. 5.4-10 [Thomson 12]. 
479 a[per pa,nta kaki,a kai. àmarti,a yuch/j evstin) aivti,a de. tou,twn ouvdemi,a( avllV h̀ tw/n kreitto,nwn 

avpostrofh,)  
480 Meijering, Orthodoxy and Platonism, 9-10.  
481 eivj ta. tw/n avlo,gwn avnh,mera zw/a( th.n qei,an kai. ùperko,smion tou/ qeou/ proshgori,an 

meth,negkan( pa/san timh.n auvtoi/j qeou/ avpone,montej( kai. to.n avlhqino.n kai. o;ntwj o;nta qeo..n to.n tou/ 
cristou/ pate,ra avpostrefo,menoi)  

482 CG 9.34-48 [Thomson 24-6].  
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precisely because he is God’.483 Besides deifying themselves, people also divinized 

invisible things such as qualities of the human body and character, and devised 

nonexistant gods including all the major male and female Greek deities. He refers to 

such inventions as non-real things and calls them evil in contrast to those things 

which have their ‘examplar in God who is real’ (evk tou/ o;ntoj qeou/ ta. 

paradei,gmata e;cei).484 It surprises him that even the wisest men of Greece, such as 

Socrates and Plato (renowned for meditating on God), did not recognize this and 

went on practicing idol worship.485 In contrast to these deified non-real beings, the 

true God for Athanasius is ‘incorporeal, incorruptible and immortal, lacking nothing 

whatever’.486 He alone is the Creator who gives life and sustains everything.487 

Other gods cannot meet this criterion, and therefore they are proved to be false.  

 

3.2.2 Pagan Deification: Texts and Analysis 

When describing the ‘divine’ status of idols, Athanasius uses several words for 

deification. 488  They include two verbs (qeopoie,w and evkqeia,zw) and one noun 

(qeopoii?,a). Below I have identified 22 instances where they are used (all deification 

terms are underlined) and have put them into short passages (henceforth, I will 

abbreviate ‘passage’ as ‘pass.’) that could be examined brieifly. I will first cite the 

texts and then offer a quick analysis. 

 

3.2.2.1 Texts 

qeopoie,w (17 occurrences): 
 

                                                           
483 Russell, The Doctrine of Deification, 169.  
484 CG 4.19 [Thomson 10; ibid. 11]. This remark shows that Athanasius was fairly acquainted 

both with Platonism (Cf. Plato, Tim. 28a and 37c [LCL 234:48-9 and 74]) and Middle-Platonism 
(Cf. Albinus, Epit. 9.1). It is also possible that his source for this idea was a text from Hippolytus 
(Cf. Ref. 1.19), or Irenaeus (Cf. Adu. Haer. 2.18.3 [SC 294:176-8]). 

485 CG 10.35-7 [Thomson 30]. 
486  Ibid. 22.26 [Thomson 60]: avsw,mato,j evsti kai. a;fqartoj kai. avqa,natoj( ouvdeno.j eivj òtiou/n 

deo,menoj) 
487 Ibid. 28.4-6 [Thomson 76]. 
488  The tree words which Athanasius uses for deification (qeopoie,w, evkqeia,zw, and qeopoii?,a) 

embrace a range of meanings beginning with a simple act of identifying a certain object (person, 
entity, or concept) as a god by a person or wider community to a more developed practice of 
worshiping it as part of the established cult. The words qeopoie,w and qeopoii?,a are generally used 
with regard to the Christian deification, and the term evkqeia,zw is more often applied to the pagan 
divinization. Cf. Lampe, 427, 630-31; LSJ, 506, 791. 
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(1) For some have so degraded their understanding and darkened their mind that they have 

invented and deified (qeopoih/sai) things which do not exist at all nor can be seen in the created 

world (CG 9.21-4 [Thomson 24]).489  

 

(2) And others have extended their impiety to the point of deifying (qeopoih,santej) and 

worshipping the excuse for their inventions and wickedness―pleasure and desire (CG 9.31-3 

[Thomson 24]).490  

 

(3) But those they hate they call men, regarding them as enemies and admitting their human 

nature, whereas those they admire they decree to be worshipped for their virtue, as if they had the 

authority to deify (to. qeopoiei/n) when they are merely men and do not deny that they are mortal 

(CG 9.53-8 [Thomson 26]).491  

 

(4) But those who make gods (qeopoiou/ntaj) should themselves be gods, for the maker must be 

better than what he makes, and the judge necessarily has jurisdiction over the judged, and the 

giver has to bestow what is in his possession (CG 9.58-61 [Thomson 26]).492 

 

(5) But the remarkable thing is that by dying like men they prove their decree concerning those 

they deified (qeopoihqe,ntwn) to be false (CG 9.64-6 [Thomson 26]).493 

 

(6) Not only did he commit adultery, but he even deified (qeopoih,saj) the children born to him 

from his adultery, devising the cheat of deification (qeopoii,aj) as a cover for his crime: among 

these are Dionysos, Heracles, the Dioscuri, Hermes, Perseus and Soteira (CG 12.6-10 [Thomson 

34]).494  

 

                                                           
489 tosou/ton ga,r tinej katapeptw,kasi th/| dianoi,a| kai. evskoti,sqhsan to.n nou/n( w[ste kai. ta. mhd’ 

o[lwj mhdamw/j ùpa,rconta( mhde. evn toi/j genome,noij faino,mena( o[mwj èautoi/j evpinoh/sai kai. 
qeopoih/sai)  

490  evpitei,nontej de. th.n avse,beian e[teroi( th.n pro,fasin th/j tou,twn eur̀e,sewj kai. th/j èautw/n 
kaki,aj th.n h̀donh.n kai. th.n evpiqumi,an qeopoih,santej proskunou/sin)  

491  oi-j me.n ga.r avpecqa,nontai( tou,touj wj̀ polemi,ouj th.n fu,sin om̀ologou/si( kai. avnqrw,pouj 
ovnoma,zousin\ ou]j de. kataqumi,ouj e;cousi( tou,touj di’ avndragaqi,an qrhskeu,esqai prosta,ttousin( 
w[sper evp’ evxousi,aj e;contej to. qeopoiei/n( auvtoi. a;nqrwpoi tugca,nontej( kai. ei=nai qnhtoi. mh. 
avrnou,menoi)   

492  e;dei de. qeopoiou/ntaj auvtou.j ma/llon auvtou.j ei=nai qeou,j\ to. ga.r poiou/n tou/ poioume,nou 
krei/tton ei=nai dei/( kai. ò kri,nwn tou/ krinome,nou evx avna,gkhj a;rcei( kai. o` didou.j pa,ntwj o] e;cei 
cari,zetai)  

493 avlla. to. qaumasto,n evsti tou/to( o[ti auvtoi. avpoqnh,skontej w`j a;nqrwpoi evle,gcousi th.n èautw/n 
peri. tw/n qeopoihqe,ntwn ùp’ auvtw/n yh/fon ei=nai yeudh/)  

494 o[ti mh. mo,non evmoi,ceusen( avlla. kai. tou.j evk th/j moicei,aj genome,nouj avtw/| pai/daj qeopoih,saj 
avne,qhken( evpika,lumma th/j paranomi,aj auvtou/ th.n th/j qeopoii,aj fantasi,an kataskeua,zwn\ w-n eivsi 
dio,nusoj kai. h̀raklh/j kai. dio,skouroi kai. h̀rmh/j kai. perseu.j kai. sw,teira) 
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(7) For those who hate the adulterer who assaults their own wives are not ashamed to deify 

(qeopoiou/ntej) the exponents of adultery; and although they do not have intercourse with their 

sisters, they worship those who do (CG 12.34-7 [Thomson 34]).495 

 

(8) If these were really to be admired, it would be essential to acknowledge the artist’s skill but 

not to put a higher estimate on his products than on their creator. For it is not the matter that has 

adorned and deified (evqeopoi,hse) his art, but his art the matter (CG 13.15-8 [Thomson 36]).496 

 

(9) So if skills deify (qeopoiou/si), and it is on their account that statues are carved of the gods, 

then those who invented other subsequent skills must, in their view, also be gods (CG 18.32-5 

[Thomson 50]).497 

 

(10) For although they abominate actual animals, beasts and birds and reptiles, and avoid them 

either because of their savagery or because of their filth, yet they deify (qeopoiou/sin) their 

images, making statues of them in stone and wood and gold (CG 20.14-7 [Thomson 56]).498 

 

(11) But then so much the more should the man who sculpted and cast them, I mean the artist, be 

deified (qeopoihqh/nai), as being more powerful and divine than these images, inasmuch as they 

were carved and formed according to his will (CG 21.24-7 [Thomson 58]).499 

 

(12) Practically all the material of which the Egyptians’ idols are made is sacrificed to other 

peoples’ gods; so the Egyptians are ridiculed by the latter for deifying (qeopoiou/sin) not gods but 

what are for others and even themselves propitiatory offerings and sacrifices (CG 24.17-20 

[Thomson 66]).500 

 

                                                           
495  th/| ga.r èautw/n gunaiki. misou/ntej to.n evpibai,nonta moico,n( tou/j th/j moicei,aj didaska,louj 

qeopoiou/ntej ouvk aivscu,nontai\ kai. tai/j avdelfai/j auvtoi. ouvk evpimisgo,menoi tou.j tou/to poih,santaj 
proskunou/si)   

496 e;dei de,( ei;per h=n qauma,zein tau/ta( th.n tou/ evpisth,monoj te,cnhn avpode,cesqai( kai. mh. ta. ùp’ 
auvtou/ plasqe,nta tou/ pepoihko,toj protima/|n) ouv ga.r h̀ u[lh th.n te,cnhn( avll’ h̀ te,cnh th.n u[lhn 
evko,smhse kai. evqeopoi,hse)  

497  ei;per ou=n ai ̀ evpisth/mai qeopoiou/si( kai. dia. tau,taj eivsi. qeoi. gluptoi,( avna,gkh kai. tou.j 
u[steron evkei,nwn evfeureta.j tw/n a;llwn genome,nouj ei=nai kat’ auvtou.j qeou,j)  

498 ta. ga.r fu,sei zw/a tetra,poda, te kai. peteina. kai. èrpeta. bdelutto,menoi kai. avpostrefo,menoi h' 
dia. th.n avgrio,thta h' dia. th.n r̀upari,an( o[mwj tou.j tou,twn tu,pouj evn li,qoij kai. xu,loij kai. crusw/| 
glu,yantej qeopoiou/sin) 

499 avlla. gou/n to.n tau/ta glu,yanta kai. cara,xanta( fhmi. dh. pa,lin to.n tecni,thn( pollw/| ple,on 
e;dei qeopoihqh/nai( wj̀ ma/llon evkei,nwn dunatw,teron kai. qeio,teron up̀a,rconta( o[sw| kavkei/na kata. 
th.n auvtou/ bou,lhsin evxe,sqh kai. tetu,pwtai)  

500  scedo.n de. pa//sa h̀ tw/n aivgupti,wn eivdwlopoii,a tw/n par’ a;lloij qew/n evsti qusi,a’ w[st’ a'n 
auvtou.j kai. par’ auvtw/n evkei,nwn cleua,zesqai( o[ti mh. qeou,j( avlla. ta. tw/n a;llwn e;ti te kai. par’ 
auvtoi/j avpotropia,smata kai. qusi,aj o;nta qeopoiou/sin) 
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(13) The spurious sages reject him, yet worship and deify (qeopoiou/si) his creation, although the 

latter itself worships and confesses the Lord whom they deny it its favour (CG 27.19-22 

[Thomson 72]).501 

 

(14) Or again, if we accept the view about God that he is all-powerful, that nothing dominates 

him but that he dominates and rules the universe, how can those who deify (qeopoiou/ntej) 

creation not see that it does not fall within such a definition of God? (CG 29.5-8 [Thomson 

78]).502 

 

(15) For if our argument has shown that those called gods by the poets are not gods at all, and has 

refuted those who deify (qeopoiou/ntaj) creation as being in error, and has proved that the idolatry 

of the Gentiles is complete godlessness and impiety, then as these have been overthrown, the 

orthodox religion must needs be ours, and the only true God he whom we worship and preach, 

the Lord of creation and demiurge of all existence (CG 40.6 [Thomson 110]).503 

 

(16) It is not as if there were other gods that Scripture forbids men to have them, but lest anyone, 

turning away from the true God, should begin to deify (qeopoiei/n) for himself non-existent things, 

such as are the spurious gods mentioned and indicated by the prophets and historians (CG 45.40-

4 [Thomson 126]).504 

 

(17) And in place of the truly existent God they have deified (evqeopoi,hsan) unrealities, 

worshipping creation instead of the creator [Rom. 1:25], which is foolish and impious behaviour 

(47.18 [Thomson 132]).505 

 

evkqeia,zw and qeopoii?,a (5 occurrences): 

 

(18) In similar fashion men of old foolishly sank to the desires and fantasies of the body and, 

forgetting their conception and idea of God, with feeble reasoning or rather 

irrationally―represented phenomena as gods and glorified creation instead of the creator, 

                                                           
501 o]n avpostre,fontai me.n oi` dokhsi,sofoi( th.n de. par’ auvtou/ genome,nhn kti,sin proskunou/si kai. 

qeopoiou/si( kai,toi proskunou/san kai. auvth.n kai. om̀ologou/san o]n evkei/noi di’ auvth.n avrnou/ntai 
ku,rion)  

502  kai. pa,lin( eiv o` peri. qeou/ kratei/ lo,goj( dunato.n auvto.n ei=nai kata. pa,nta( kai. mhde.n me.n 
auvtou/ kratei/n( avuto.n de. tw/n pa,ntwn kratei/n kai. despo,zein\ pw/j oi ̀th.n kti,sin qeopoiou/ntej ouvc 
òrw/sin auvth.n evkto.j ou=san tou/ toiou,tou peri. qeou/ o[rou*  

503 eiv ga.r dh. tou.j para. poihtai/j legome,nouj qeou.j ouvk ei=nai qeou.j ò lo,goj e;deixe( kai. tou.j th.n 
kti,sin qeopoiou/ntaj h;legxe planwme,nouj( kai. kaqo,lou th.n tw/n evqnw/n eivdwlolatrei,an avqeo,thta kai. 
avse,beian ou=san avpe,deixen\ avna,gkh pa/sa tou,twn avnairoume,nwn( loipo.n par’ h̀mi/n ei=nai th.n euvsebh/ 
qrhskei,an( kai. to.n par’ h̀mw/n proskunou,menon( kai. khrutto,menon tou/ton mo,non ei=nai qeo.n avlhqh/( 
to.n kai. th/j kti,sewj ku,rion kai. pa,shj ùposta,sewj dhmiourgo,n)   

504 ouvc wj̀ o;ntwn de. qew/n a;llwn kwlu,ei tou,touj auvtou.j e;cein( avll’ i[na mh, tij( to.n avlhqino.n 
avpostrafei.j qeo,n( èautw/| ta. mh. o;nta qeopoiei/n a;rxhtai( òpoi/oi, eivsin oi ̀ para. poihtai/j kai. 
suggrafeu/sin ovnomasqe,ntej kai. deicqe,ntej ouvk o;ntej qeoi,)    

505  kai. avnti. tou/ o;ntwj o;ntoj qeou/ ta. mh. o;nta evqeopoi,hsan( th/| kti,sei para. to.n kti,santa 
latreu,ontej( pra/gma pa,scontej avno,hton kai. dussebe,j) 
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deifying (evkqeia,zontej) its works rather than their cause and fashioner and Lord, God (CG 8.26-

31 [Thomson 22]).506 

 

(19) Others have distinguished individual parts of the body―the head or shoulder or hand or 

foot―and exalted them as gods and deified (evxeqei,asan) them, as if they were not satisfied with 

the worship of the body as a whole (CG 9.28-31 [Thomson 24]).507 

 

(20) Not only did he [Zeus] commit adultery, but he even deified (qeopoih,saj) the children born 

to him from his adultery, devising the cheat of deification (qeopoii,aj) as a cover for his crime: 

among these are Dionysos, Heracles, the Dioscuri, Hermes, Perseus and Soteira (CG 12.6-10 

[Thomson 34]).508  

 

(21) And so if you too had sane reasoning you would not have transferred to matter so great an 

indication of divinity, nor would you have exalted the statue over the sculptor. For if like letters 

they really indicate the manifestation of God, on that account as signs of God they are worthy of 

deification (qeopoii,aj) (CG 21.19-23 [Thomson 58]).509 

 

(22) Therefore their worship and deification (qeopoii,a) is the beginning not of piety, but of 

godlessness and all impiety, and proof of great deviation from the knowledge of the one and only 

true God, I mean the Father of Christ (CG 29.38 [Thomson 80]).510 

   

 3.2.2.2 Analysis 

Terminology. Of the 3 words that Athanasius uses to describe the pagan deification 

in the Contra Gentes, the most frequent one is qeopoie,w. It occurs 17 times.511 The 

only other time when it occurs within the double treatise is in the De 

                                                           
506 ou[tw kai. oi ̀pa,lai tw/n avnqrw,pwn para,fronej( katadu,ntej eivj ta.j tw/n sa,rkwn evpiqumi,aj kai. 

fantasi,aj( kai. evpilaqo,menoi th/j peri. qeou/ evnnoi,aj kai. do,xhj( avmudrw/| tw| logismw|/( ma/llon de. 
avlogi,a| crhsa,menoi( ta. faino,mena qeou.j avnetupw,santo( th.n kti,sin para. to.n kti,santa doxa,zontej( 
kai. ta. e;rga ma/llon evkqeia,zontej h;per to.n tou,twn ai;;tion kai. dhmiourgo.n despo,thn qeo,n) 

507 a;lloi de. ta. me,rh tw/n swma,twn( kefalh.n kai. w=mon kai. cei/ra kai. po,da kaq’ èauta. dielo,ntej( 
e[kaston eivj qeou.j avne,qhkan kai. evxeqei,asan( w[sper ouvk avrkou,menoi evx o`loklh,rou tou/ o[lou sw,matoj 
e;cein th.n qrhskei,an)  

508 o[ti mh. mo,non evmoi,ceusen( avlla. kai. tou.j evk th/j moicei,aj genome,nouj avtw/| pai/daj qeopoih,saj 
avne,qhken( evpika,lumma th/j paranomi,aj auvtou/ th.n th/j qeopoii,aj fantasi,an kataskeua,zwn\ w-n eivsi 
dio,nusoj kai. h̀raklh/j kai. dio,skouroi kai. h̀rmh/j kai. perseu.j kai. sw,teira) 

509 ou[tw kai. ùmei/j( ei;per evrrwme,non ei;cete to.n logismo,n( ouvk a'n to. thlikou/ton th/j qeo,thtoj 
gnw,risma eivj u[lhn katefe,rete\ avlla. kai. to. glu,mma ouvk a'n proetimh,sate tou/ glu,yantoj avnqrw,pou) 
eiv ga.r kai. o[lwj wj̀ gra,mmata shmai,nousi th.n tou/ qeou/ evpifa,neian( kai. dia. tou/to wj̀ qeo.n 
shmai,nonta( qeopoii,aj eivsi.n a;xia)  

510  dio. kai. h̀ peri. tau/ta qrhskei,a kai. qeopoii,a ouvk euvsebei,aj( avlla. avqeo,thtoj kai. pa,shj 
avsebei,aj evsti.n eivsh,ghsij( kai. mega,lhj pla,nhj e;legcoj avpo. th/j pro.j to.n e[na kai. mo,non avlhqino.n 
qeo.n gnw,sewj( le,gw dh. to.n tou/ cristou/ pate,ra)  

511 CG 9.24, 33, 57, 58, 65 [Thomson 24-6]; 12.7, 36 [Thomson 34]; 13.18 [Thomson 36]; 18.33 
[Thomson 50]; 20.17 [Thomson 56]; 21.25 [Thomson 58]; 24.20 [Thomson 66]; 27.21 [Thomson 
72]; 29.7 [Thomson 78]; 40.6 [Thomson 110]; 45.42 [Thomson 126]; 47.18 [Thomson 132].  
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Incarnatione.512 On that occasion it is used to describe the deification of believers 

and I will examine this particular instance later in this chapter. It is not clear why 

Athanasius has such a disbalance of occurrence, but one reason may have to do with 

his fear that the true and false types of deification might become mingled by the 

reader. Therefore, he spares this term with regard to the deification of believers by 

using it only once in the Christian context. As we will see in chapter 5, the word 

group qeopoie,w is used 32 times in 6 later writings of Athanasius and I will examine 

all these instances at the appropriate time. Two other words that express the false 

type of deification in the Contra Gentes are evkqeia,zw and qeopoii?,a. They occur only 

5 times altogether (the former 2 times513 and the latter 3 times514) exclusively in the 

context of Athanasius’ discussion of making false gods. Neither of these two words 

appear anywhere else in Athanasius’ works perhaps because nowhere else does he 

deal with the pagan deification as extensively as he does in the Contra Gentes. 

Interestingly, there are 5 occasions when Athanasius uses deification with another 

term in the same word form. Again, it is not clear why he does this, but perhaps by 

using the additional terms he sought to give a more definite meaning of deification. 

In any way, the list is quite revealing; it includes such pairs of words as ‘invented 

and deified’―evpinoh/sai kai. qeopoih/sai (pass. 1); ‘deifying and 

worshipping’―qeopoih,santej proskunou/sin (pass. 2); ‘adorned and 

deified’―evko,smhse kai. evqeopoi,hse (pass. 8); ‘worship and deify’―proskunou/si kai. 

qeopoiou/si (pass. 13); ‘exalted them as gods and deified’―e[kaston eivj qeou.j 

avne,qhkan kai. evxeqei,asan (pass. 19); ‘worship and deification’―qrhskei,a kai. 

qeopoii,a (pass. 22).  

             The objects of deification. Athanasius highlights 4 types of objects that are 

deified by the pagans. The first one has to do with ‘non-existent things’ (pass. 16, 

17), or ‘things that do not exist nor can be seen in the created world’ (pass. 1). In 

pass. (16), he relates them to ‘the spurious gods mentioned and indicated by the 

prophets and historians’. In the context, this means inventions of deities by 

‘irrational imagination’ of which the Scripture says: you will have no other gods 

except me [Ex. 20:3]’ (CG 45.40 [Thomson 124]). 515  This type of deification 

includes pagan gods, such as Zeus and other deities (pass. 6, 7) carved in statues 

                                                           
512 De Inc. 49.5 [Thomson 256]. 
513 CG 8.30 [Thomson 22]; 9.29 [Thomson 24].  
514 Ibid. 12.8 [Thomson 34]; 21.23 [Thomson 58]; 29.38 [Thomson 80].    
515 ouvk e;sontai, soi qeoi. e[teroi plh.n evmou/)  
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(pass. 9). Several times (pass. 10, 13, 14) the object of deification is identified with 

creation, and more specifically with animals, such as beasts, birds, and reptiles 

(pass. 10). Their images are said to be made of stone, wood, or gold (pass. 10). The 

third object of deification is human beings (pass. 3, 5, 6). Their deification involves 

divinizing either man as a whole (pass. 10, 19) or certain parts of his body such as 

head, shoulder, hand, or foot (pass. 19). The fourth object of deification is art (pass. 

8), the artist’s skills (pass. 9), or the artist himself (11). Since Athanasius denies that 

deification of these 4 types involves a real change of one into god, it can be 

assumed that he seeks to speak of deification by name or status rather than of one 

by nature or being. 

             Factors leading to deification. There are a number of factors that led people 

to deify all these objects. First, deification occurred as a result of man’s ‘turning 

away from the true God’ (pass. 16) and ‘forgetting his conception and idea of God’ 

(pass. 18). Closely related to this factor is another one: man’s degraded 

understanding (pass. 1), darkened mind (pass. 1), insane and feeble reasoning (pass. 

18, 21), irrationality (18), and foolish surrender to the desires and fantasies of the 

body (pass. 18). The invention of gods further served the purposes of worship (pass. 

2, 3, 7, 13, 17, 19, 22) and propitiatory offerings and sacrifice (pass. 12). On one 

occasion, deification is said to be devised as a cheat, which Zeus used to cover his 

crime (pass. 6). Both in this case and in other ones when deification took place, it is 

characterized with epithets of religious, moral, and epistemological deviation: 

impiety (pass. 2), pleasure and desire (pass. 2), error committed by pagan poets 

(pass. 14), ‘foolish and impious behaviour’ (17). 

             Deification and the Deifier. Several times Athanasius draws a connection 

between deification and the deifier. In pass. (4), he sets a principle that ‘those who 

make gods should themselves be gods’. In a number of other passages, he further 

uses it to discredit the pagan practice of deification. Thus, he argues that the creator 

is to be more esteemed than his products, ‘for it is not the matter that has adorned 

and deified his art, but his art the matter’ (pass. 8). The same argument is made in 

pass. (9) and (11). In the first one, he contends that the faulty logic of pagan 

deification should lead to the conclusion that ‘skills deify’, and therefore ‘those who 

invented other subsequent skills must also be gods’. In the second one, he criticizes 

the wrong relation between images of art and the artist himself. The latter is more 
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‘powerful and divine’ than things which he ‘carved and formed according to his 

will’. Therefore, he must be god.  

             Deified idols and the True God. However, the fact that a certain object is 

deified does not make him the same as the true God. Athanasius emphasizes this by 

drawing a series of contrasts between deified deities and the true God. The contrast 

is made between the deified creation and all-powerful God ‘whom nothing 

dominates’ but who ‘dominates and rules the universe’ (pass. 14); between the 

deified idols of the Gentiles and ‘the only true God whom Christians worship and 

preach, the Lord of creation and demiurge of all existence’ (pass. 15); between the 

‘unrealities’ and ‘the truly existent God’ (pass. 17); between the glorified creation 

and the creator, cause, fashioner and Lord, God (pass. 18). A contrast is also drawn 

between ‘godlessness and impiety on the one hand, and Orthodox religion on the 

other (pass 15), as well as between the Christian worship of the only true God who 

is ‘the Father of Christ’ and the pagan practice of deification which demonstrates no 

knowledge of him’ (pass. 22). 

 

In contrast to the deified gods of pagan tradition, the true God for Athanasius (on 

three specific occasions where he attempts to define him)516 includes such qualities 

as ‘incorporeal’ (avsw,matoj), ‘immortal’ (avqa,natoj), ‘untouchable’ (a;yaustoj th|/ 

fu,sei), ‘incorruptible’ (a;fqartoj), ‘invisible’ (avo,ratoj), ‘uncompound’ (ouv me,rh), 

‘whole’ (o[lon), ‘self-sufficient’ (ouvdeno.j eivj ot̀iou/n deo,menoj), and ‘all-powerful’ 

(dunato,j esti,n kata. pa,nta).517 Pagan gods do not possess such characteristics, and 

therefore they are proved to be false. Neither do these characteristics exhaust 

Athanasius’ understanding of God, for he is not only the transcendent being but also 

a distinctly relational one, as we saw earlier. Therefore, we might expect that the 

relational aspect in Athanasius’ thought would lead him to develop a downward 

perspective similar to those parts of Irenaeus and Origen where God and salvation 

are described in more personal terms. Yet, what Athanasius does in the rest of the 

Contra Gentes is offer quite an upward perspective. He becomes preoccupied with 

the aquisitional aspect of deification (explaining how one is to acquire immortality) 

rather than the relational one (how God brings one back to his divine fellowship). In 

what follows, I will attempt to show that Athanasius does this for a special reason. 

                                                           
516 CG 22.26 [Thomson 60]; 28.19-20 [Thomson 76]; 29.2-3, 5-6 [Thomson 78].  
517 Ibid.  
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By emphasizing man’s action over the action of God, he wants to demonstrate that 

humanity failed to achieve what it needed. Scholars generally recognize this 

deliberate strategy, and I will elaborate on this point by arguing that the whole 

treatise is structured in such a way as to show that the incarnation happened 

precisely because humanity was not able to achieve salvation on its own. To bring 

more substance to this argument, I would like to examine three fundamental ways, 

or means (prior to the incarnation) which, according to Athanasius, God used to 

redirect the fallen humans back to himself. In the process, I will show that 

Athanasius’ heavy emphasis on both man and God’s transcendence is, nevertheless, 

mitigated by a relational perspective in which God appears to be involved on behalf 

of the created Universe and humanity.  

 

3.2.3 Three Primary Ways of Redirecting Man to God 

3.2.3.1 The Soul 

The redirection of man to God proceeds first by means of man himself—by his 

soul, or reason. The second redirection is through the order of creation. The third 

and final means of redirection is through Scripture.518 Athanasius first goes through 

each of these ways in the Contra Gentes, and then specifically summarizes them in 

one extended passage in De Inc. ch. 12 [Thomson 163-5]. To explain the first 

means, man’s soul, or reason, Athanasius spends four chapters (chs. 30-34) proving 

that man has a rational and immortal soul that links him to God in the sense of 

kinship and conscious awareness of him. In the process he (much like Origen)519 

defines the soul as a self-moving organ responsible for its own actions and choices. 

He starts with a simple argument: ‘Further, if the soul moves the body, as has been 

shown, without being moved itself by other forces, then it follows that the soul is 

self-moving’ (CG 33.9 [Thomson 90; ibid. 91]).520 In this position the soul can 

move either to good (true being) or to evil (non-being). However, once man 

misused his free will, the soul constantly concentrates on the bodily desires instead 

of being focused on God. As a result, people are overcome by suffering and death in 

their mortal bodies. Nevertheless, this condition is not fatal since God has endowed 

                                                           
518 This scheme of Athanasius’ first treatise is traced carefully in the exegetical study of the 

Contra Gentes by Meijering, Athanasius: Contra Gentes. 
519 Cf. e.g. De Princ. 2.8.4 [SC 252:348]. 
520  kai. pa,lin eiv h̀ yuch. to. sw/ma kinei/( wj̀ de,deiktai( kai. ouvci. ùpo. a;llwn auvth. kinei/tai( 

avko,louqo,n evstin ùf’ èauth/j kinoume,nhn th.n yuch,n. 
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people with the power of mind, or the rational soul. By using it, they can redirect 

themselves back to God: 

 

Or why, as they have abandoned God, do they not similarly turn back to him again for refuge? 

For just as they turned away from God with their mind (avpestra,fhsan th/| dianoi,a| to.n qeo,n) and 

invented gods from non-existent entities, so they can rise towards God with the mind of their soul 

(avnabh/nai tw/| nw|/ th/j yuch,j) and again turn back towards him. They can turn back if they cast off 

the stain of all desire which they have put on, and wash themselves until they have eliminated 

every addition foreign to the soul and show it unadulterated, as it was made, in order that in this 

way they may be able to contemplate therewith the Word of the Father (evn auvth/| qewrh/sai to.n 

tou/ patro.j lo,gon), in whose image they were made in the beginning (CG 34.11-9 [Thomson 92-

4; ibid. 93-5]).521 

 

Therefore, it follows that the wrong movements of the soul can be corrected by the 

mental power of redirection. In another passage, Athanasius adds that ‘the soul has 

an idea of the contemplation of God, and is its own path (auvth. èauth/j gi,netai òdo,j), 

taking the knowledge and understanding of God the Word not from outside but 

from itself (ouvk e;xwqen( avll’ evx èauth/j)’ (CG 33.40-3 [Thomson 33; ibid. 34]).522 

To function in this way man needs to elevate himself from the material realm and 

purify his soul from fleshly desires.523 Illustrating this idea, Athanasius refers to the 

analogy of the mirror. In the same way as a clean mirror is able to make a good 

reflection of external objects, so the soul can have a clear vision of God when it is 

pure. 524  Contemplating God within his soul, man becomes godlike. 525  In this 

perspective one finds the way to God by turning inward. 

 

3.2.3.2 The Creation 

If humanity neglects the soul, God provides a second option—creation. This takes 

the largest part of Athanasius’ discussion on the redirection of man to God (CG chs. 
                                                           

521  h' dia. ti( w[sper avpe,sthsan avpo. tou/ qeou/( ou[twj ouv katafeu,gousi pa,lin pro.j auvto,n* 
du,nantai ga,r( w[sper avpestra,fhsan th/| dianoi,a| to.n qeo.n kai. ta. ouvk o;nta avnepla,santo eivj qeou,j( 
ou[twj avnabh/nai tw/| nw|/ th/j yuch,j( kai. pa,lin evpistre,yai pro.j to.n qeo,n) evpistre,yai de. du,nantai( 
eva.n o]]n evnedu,santo r̀u,pon pa,shj evpiqumi,aj avpo,qwntai( kai. tosou/ton avponi,ywntai( e[wj a'n 
avpo,qwntai pa/n to. sumbebhko.j avllo,trion th/| yuch/|( kai. mo,nhn auvth.n w[sper ge,gonen avpodei,xwsin( 
i[n’ ou[twj evn auvth/| qewrh/sai to.n tou/ patro.j lo,gon( kaq’ o]n kai. gego,nasin evx avrch/j( dunhqw/si. 

522 th/j peri. qeou/ qewri,aj e;cei th.n e;nnoian( auvth. èauth/j [sc. yuch,] gi,netai o`do,j( ouvk e;xwqen( 
avll’ evx èauth/j lamba,nousa th.n tou/ qeou/ lo,gou gnw/sin kai. kata,lhyin. Cf. CG 30.4-7 [Thomson 
82]. 

523 CG 33.41-3 [Thomson 33; ibid. 34].  
524 Ibid. 34.22-6 [Thomson 94]. For a discussion of similar allusions to the image of the mirror in 

the classical philosophy and the Apologists, see Meijering, Orthodoxy and Platonism, 30-1. 
525 Ibid. 33.33-5 [Thomson 92] and 33.38-40 [Thomson 92]. 
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35-45a [Thomson 94-124]). It begins with the consideration of the harmony and 

order in the created Universe. Athanasius argues that cosmic regular motions point 

to at least two things. First, they prove the existence of the divine Creator who binds 

and holds everything in a harmonious whole. He asks rhetorically: ‘Who would not 

think that there was one power ordering and managing them [earthly objects] as it 

chose, itself remaining still? These could never coexist by themselves because of 

their mutual difference of nature’ (CG 36.21-23 [Thomson 98; ibid. 99]).526 On 

several occasions, he identifies the Creator with the Logos527 and argues that the 

world is one because God is one.528 Elsewhere he ascribes God’s creative activity to 

the Father through the Logos. He explains: ‘Who then is he, if not the all-holy 

Father of Christ, beyond all created being, who as supreme steersman, through his 

own wisdom and his own Word, our Lord and Saviour Christ, guides and orders the 

universise for our salvation, and acts as seems best to him?’ (CG 40.11-6 [Thomson 

104; ibid. 105]). Being the Creator of the Universe, Logos ‘remains unmoved with 

the Father’, while at the same time ‘moving everything as seems good to the Father’ 

(CG 42.28-9 [Thomson 116; ibid. 117, slightly modified]). In this context, 

Athanasius presents an upward model of a laddered contemplation from the creation 

to the Logos and to the Father: ‘As by looking up to heaven and seeing its order and 

the light of the stars one can form an idea of the Word who sets their order, so when 

thinking of the Word of God one must also think of his Father, God’ (CG 45.1-4 

[Thomson 122; ibid. 123]).529 The second thing to which the cosmic order points is 

that the Universe has a created nature. Toward that purpose, Athanasius uses the 

expression ‘out of nothing’ (evk tou/ mh. o;ntoj) in order to stress the derived nature of 

this world.530 Contrasting the Creator and the created Universe, Athanasius states: 

‘For the nature of created things, having come into being from nothing, is unstable, 

and is weak and mortal when considered by itself; but the God of all is good and 

                                                           
526 ouvk a'n evnqumhqei,h o[ti evsti. mi,a du,namij h̀ tau/ta diakosmhsame,nh kai. die,pousa( wj̀ a;n auvth|/ 

dokh/|( me,nousa kalw/j) auvta. me,n ga.r kaq’ èauta. ouvk a;n sustai,h kai. fanh/nai, pote dunhqei,h dia. th.n 
pro,j a;llhla th/j fu,sewj evnantio,thta. Logos is also called avki,nhtoj in CG 42.28 [Thomson 116], 
but not in the sense that he is uninvolved; rather he is unmoved in contrast to the moving and 
unstable order of the created world. 

527 CG 38.25-6 [Thomson 104]; 40.11-34 [Thomson 110]. 
528 Ibid. 39.4-6 [Thomson 107]. 
529 avnable,yentaj eivj to.n ouvrano.n kai. ivdo,ntaj to.n ko,smon auvtou/ kai. to. tw/n avstrwn fw/j( e;stin 

evnqumei/sqai to.n tau/ta diakosmou/nta lo,gon\ ou[tw noou/ntaj lo,gon qeou/( noei/n evstin avna,gkh kai. 
to.n tou,tou pate,ra qeo,n. 

530 Cf. CG 41.11 [Thomson 112]. For a discussion of Athanasius’ concept of ex nihilo, see 
Florovsky, ‘The Concept of Creation in Athanasius’, 36-57. 
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excellent by nature’ (CG 41.10-3 [Thomson 112; ibid. 113]).531 Specifically of the 

human beings, he writes that ‘men are composed of parts and created from 

nothing... compound and dissolvable’ (CG 41.3-5 [Thomson 112; ibid. 113]).532  

             Having made this distinction between God and created beings, Athanasius 

shows that the divine care of man, his philanthropy, is specifically seen in the way 

that ‘the Word of God came to created beings’ (o ̀tou/ qeou/ lo,goj toi/j genome,noij 

evpibe,bhken). 533  In this role he is characterized as ‘living’ (zw/n) 534 and ‘active’ 

(evnergh,j)535 within creation, which makes him radically different from the false 

gods who are ‘inanimate’ (a;yucoi)536 and ‘immobile’ (avkinoume,nouj).537 Hence the 

Logos vivifies and illumines (fwti,zwn kai. zwopoiw/n) that which he creates.538 

Another way the Logos demonstrates his immediacy to the world is through his 

special powers. Athanasius calls them (in plural) ‘invisible powers’ (ta.j avora,touj 

duna,meij), while referring to the Logos (in the singular) as ‘the power of the Word’ 

(tou/ lo,gou th.n du,namin),539 ‘Logos’ own power’ (th/| eàutou/ duna,mei),540  or ‘the 

power of the Father’ (du,namij w'n tou/ patro,j). 541  Being the divine power, the 

Logos’ role is ultimately to point to the Father: ‘The Word of God by a single mere 

act of will through his own power moves and supports both the visible world and 

the invisible powers.... When we see the power of the Word we form an idea of his 

good Father, as the Saviour himself says: Who has seen me, has seen the Father’ 

(CG 44.26-7, 45.9-11 [Thomson 122; ibid. 123]).542 In this sense, whether humanity 

starts from itself, or from the created order sustained by the divine power, it is 

always propelled upward to the Logos and further to the Father. If, however, man 

takes little or no advantage of the self and creation, there is still a third way: the 

possibility to know God through the revelation of the Scriptures. 

                                                           
531 tw/n me.n ga.r genhtw/n evstin h̀ fu,sij( a[te dh. evx ouvk o;ntwn ùposta/sa( r̀eusth, tij kai. avsqenh.j 

kai. qnhth. kaq’ èauth.n sugkrinome,nh tuigca,nei\ o` de. tw/n o[lwn qeo.j avgaqo.j kai. ùpe,rkaloj th.n 
fu,sin evsti,)  

532 a;nqrwpoi me.n ga.r evk merw/n sugkei,menoi( kai. evk tou/ mh. o;ntoj geno,menoi( sugkei,menon e;cousi 
kai. dialuo,menon) 

533 CG 41.8-9 [Thomson 112; ibid. 113].   
534 Ibid. 40.29 [Thomson 110]. 
535 Ibid. 
536 Ibid. 15.10 [Thomson 42].   
537 Ibid. 15.5 [Thomson 42].  
538 Ibid. 44.17-8 [Thomson 120].  
539 Ibid. 45.9 [Thomson 122]. 
540 Ibid. 44.26 [Thomson 122]. 
541 Ibid. 46.48-9 [Thomson 130].   
542 auvto.j o ̀tou/ qeou/ lo,goj èni. kai. àplw/| neu,mati( th/| èautou/ duna,mei to,n te or̀ato.n ko,smon kai. 

ta.j avora,touj duna,meij kinei/ kai. sune,cei)  
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3.2.3.3 The Scriptures 

In CG 45-7 [Thomson 122-132], Athanasius ask the rhetorical question: ‘Did then 

the inspired teaching remain silent after confuting the godlessness of the Gentiles 

and idolatry, and simply leave the human race to drift deprived of any knowledge of 

the Deity?’ (CG 46.1-3 [Thomson 126; ibid. 127]).543 To this he responds with an 

exegesis of some biblical texts―interpreting most of them christologically―that 

rebuke idolatry and reveal the knowledge of God.544 On one occasion he makes it 

clear that Scriptures (referred to as inspired―qeopneu,sth grafh,)545 contain a fuller 

revelation of God (kata. plei/on) than the works of creation, which probably 

suggests that it is a more efficient means of redirecting people to God than the two 

previous ones. 546  Going through the various passages of the Old Testament, 

Athanasius seeks to show that correct (christological) interpretation of the Scripture 

reveals that the Logos is the divine Creator (he is the Word and Wisdom by which 

the Father made the world),547 and that he and the Father are the true God as 

opposed to the pagan idols. In the process of doing this, he places the Logos on the 

same level with the Father by describing him with the terminology of closeness 

such as ẁj plhsi,on, avna,gkh sunei/nai tina tou,tw|, and sunh/n.548 As I mentioned 

briefly earlier, Athanasius deduces this idea of closeness between the Logos and the 

Father from the plural occurrence of Genesis 1:26 that says: ‘Let us make man’ 

(poih,swmen a;nqrwpon).549Exploring the implications of this passage, he makes a 

trinitarian/binitarian argument that there were two subjects who created the 

Universe, and he describes them as intimately speaking to each other. In fact, he 

uses four different verbs (a total of 10 times) to express this intimacy between the 

Logos and the Father in the one short text that I quoted earlier: le,gw (2),550 diale,gw 

(1),551 om̀ile,w (4),552 lale,w (3).553 He deepens the meaning of this relationship by 

                                                           
543 a=r’ ou=n( avnelw.n th.n tw/n evqnw/n h' eivdw,lwn avqeo,thata( sesiw,phken h ̀e;nqeoj didaskali,a kai. 

àplw/j avfh/ke to. tw/n avnqrw,pwn ge,noj a;moiron th/j tou/ qei,ou gnw,sewj fe,resqai* 
544 For a comment on the specific way Athanasius interprets Scripture, see Ernest, The Bible in 

Athanasius of Alexandria, 104. 
545 CG 46.10 [Thomson 126]. In De Inc. 4.31 [Thomson 144], he refers to the Scriptures as 

divine―qei,a grafh,. 
546 Ibid. 45.36-8 [Thomson 124]. 
547 Ibid. 46.48-47 [Thomson 130]. 
548 Ibid. 46.38-44 [Thomson 128; ibid. 129].  
549 Ibid. 46.39 [Thomson 128]. 
550 Ibid. 46.35, 44 [Thomson 128].  
551 Ibid. 46.40 [Thomson 128].  
552 Ibid. 46.32, 34, 41, 43 [Thomson 128].  
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referring to John 14:10 and explains it in an ontological sense evokative of the 

language he will use in his later writing, Orationes Contra Arianos. Emphasizing 

the economic function of the Father’s Logos toward the world, he states: ‘Having 

such a good Son and creator as his offspring, the Father did not hide him away from 

created beings, but reveals him to all every day through the subsistence and life of 

the universe which he brings about. In him and through him (evn auvtw/| de. kai. di’ 

auvtou) he reveals himself, as the Saviour says: I am in the Father, and the Father is 

in me. So of necessity (evx avna,gkhj) the Word is in his begetter and the begotten 

coexist eternally with the Father (evn tw/| gennh,santi( kai. to.n gennhqe,nta su.n tw/| 

patri. diaiwni,zein)’ (CG 46.6-13 [Thomson 130; ibid. 131]).554 In a similar way, 

bringing together such titles as the Logos, Power, and Wisdom, Athanasius writes: 

‘Being with him [the Father] as wisdom, and as Word seeing the Father, he created 

the universe, formed it and ordered it; being the power of the Father (di,namij de. w'n 

tou/ patro,j), he [Logos] gave all things the strength to come into existence (eivj to. 

ei=nai), as the Saviour says: All that I see the Father doing, I also do likewise’ (CG 

46.47-50 [Thomson 128-30; ibid. 129-31]).555  

             To further clarify the way the creation is related to the Logos, Athanasius 

affirms that it ‘shares (metalamba,nousa) in the Word who is truly from the Father’ 

(CG 41.24-5 [Thomson 114; ibid. 115]). 556  Immediately after that he draws a 

distinction between the created souls that participate (tou.j auvtou/ mete,contaj) 557 in 

the Logos, and the Logos who ‘is not so by participation’ (ouv kata. metoch.n tau/ta 

w;n). 558  This implies at least several things. In the first place, the idea of 

participation provides an additional insight into the meaning of man’s relationship 

to God as being marked with a conscious, or personal, apprehension. Here it is 

illustrated with two types of participatory models. According to the first one, the 

main reason the creation is able to resemble the Creator is because it participates 

                                                                                                                                                                                                    
553 Ibid. 46.33, 35, 36 [Thomson 128]. 
554 toiou/ton a;ra avgaqo.n kai. dhmiourgo.n uiò.n e;cwn evx èautou/ ò path,r( ouvk avfanh/ auvto.n toi/j 

genhtoi/j avpe,kruyen\ avlla. kai. os̀hme,rai tou/ton avpokalu,ptei toi/j pa/si dia. th/j tw/n pa,ntwn di’ 
auvtou/ susta,sewj kai. zwh/j) evn auvtw/| de. kai. di’ auvtou/( kai. èauto.n evmfai,nei( kaqw.j o ̀swth,r fhsin\  
evgw. evn tw/| patri. kai. ò path.r evn evmoi,\ w[ste evx avna,gkhj ei=nai to.n lo,gon evn tw/| gennh,santi( kai. to.n 
gennhqe,nta su.n tw/| patri. diaiwni,zein)  

555 sunw.n de. wj̀ sofi,a( kai. wj̀ lo,goj to.n pate,ra ble,pwn( evdhmiou,rgei to. pa/n kai. suni,sth kai. 
dieko,smei\ du,namij de. w'n tou/ patro,j( ta. o[la eivj to. ei=nai evscuropoi,ei( h|- fhsi kai. o ̀swth,r\ pa,nta 
o[sa ble,pw to.n pate,ra poiou/nta) 

556 a[te dh. tou/ o;ntwj o;ntoj evk patro.j lo,gou metalamba,nousa) 
557 CG 46.55 [Thomson 130].  
558 Ibid. 46.54 [Thomson 130; ibid. 131]. 
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(metalamba,nw) in the power (du,namij) of the Logos. However, as Anatolios, remarks 

‘in humanity the reflection achieves an altogether different level, and it is this 

qualitative difference that is articulated in terms of humanity’s being kat’ 

eivko,na’559. Therefore, the way humanity participates in God is different from that of 

creation. According to this type of participation the ontological link to the Logos is 

more personal and conscious. On this point, Régis Bernard remarks: ‘la 

participation à l’Image de Dieu est, sinon le fruit d’une action tout autre, du moins 

d’une tout autre intensité et d’une tout autre valeur que la participation du cosmos 

au Logos: par la connaissance de Dieu, elle est intime et personelle’.560 Moreover, 

Athanasius does not distinguish between the image and the likeness in the same 

way Origen did. Instead of conceptualizing the likeness as something to be attained, 

both the image and likeness are part of the original human state in which God’s 

closeness to man was already a given.561 In the second place, participation for 

Athanasius means that such properties as ‘Logos’ and ‘Wisdom’ do not ‘accrue to 

him from outside in the way of those who participate in him’ (ouvde. e;xwqen 

evpigenome,nwn tou,twn auvtw/| kata. tou.j auvtou/ mete,contaj) (CG 46.54-5 [Thomson 

130; ibid. 131]). Instead, he has ‘power’ and ‘reason’ in himself (evn auvtw/|), and 

everything he possesses he does so in the absolute sense.562 He is ‘absolute wisdom, 

very Word, and himself the Fathers’ own power, absolute light, absolute truth, 

absolute justice, absolute virtue, and indeed stamp, effulgence, and image. In short, 

he is the supremely perfect issue of the Father, and is alone Son, the express image 

of the Father’ (CG 46.56-61 [Thomson 130; ibid. 131]).563 In this position of being 

distinct and transcendent over the created souls, the Logos, nevertheless, makes 

himself accessible to the created beings, for they participate in him. In CG 47.2-6 

[Thomson 130; ibid. 131], Athanasius extrapolates this point when he says: ‘For he 

is the Word and wisdom of the Father, and at the same time condescends to created 

beings; to give them knowledge and an idea of his begetter, he is absolute holiness 

                                                           
559Anatolios, Athanasius: Coherence, 56. Cf. the same point in his more recent work Retrieving 

Nicaea, 148-50.   
560 Bernard, L’Image de Dieu, 45.   
561 On Athanasius’ use of the ‘image and likeness’, see e.g. De Inc. 11.14-20 [Thomson 160]. Cf. 

Anatolios, Athanasius: Coherence, 57. 
562 CG 46.56 [Thomson 130].  
563 auvtosofi,a( auvtolo,goj( auvtodu,namij ivdi,a tou/ patro,j evstin( auvtofw/j( auvtoalh,qeia( 

auvtodikaiosu,nh( auvtoareth,( kai. mh.n kai. carakth.r kai. avpau,gasma kai. eivkw,n) kai. sunelo,nti fra,sai( 
karpo.j pante,leioj tou/ patro.j ùpa,rcei( kai. mo,noj evsti.n uiò,j( eivkw.n avpara,llaktoj tou/ patro,j. This 
language comes close to Origen’s terminology, e.g. Cont. Cels. 3.41 [SC 136:94-8]; 5.39 [SC 
147:116-20]. Cf. Gruber, ZWH, 104. 
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and absolute life, he is door, shepherd, and way, king, guide, and Saviour for all, 

life-giver and light and universal providence’.564 The idea of God’s condescension 

brings us to the final and most extreme way of his manifestation―the incarnation of 

Christ. 

 

3.3 Christ and Deification in the De Incarnatione Verbi 

3.3.1 From the Process of Redirection to its Accomplishment 

At the very end of the Contra Gentes Athanasius declares that through Christ the 

true gnw/sij and qeose,beia are displayed again in the world. The highest peak of this 

manifestation is Christ’s incarnation. According to Athanasius’ flow of argument it 

is the fourth and superior means of God’s redirecting people to relationship with 

himself. He devotes the rest of his double treatise De Incarnatione Verbi to this 

subject. In this writing, he makes a visible transition from the expectation that 

humanity will use God’s tools of redirection―the soul, creation, and Scripture―to 

the actual accomplishment of redirection in and through Christ. As I mentioned 

previously, this shift of emphasis has led some scholars to question the consistency 

of Athanasius’ theology in his early writing. They observe that once Athanasius 

comes to the second part of his treatise, he leaves behind his optimistic expectations 

toward man and paints quite a pessimistic picture. Thus, of all the parts from the 

Contra Gentes that he chooses to reiterate in the first chapters of the De 

Incarnatione, he decides to focus on CG chs. 2-29 that speak more of the fact that 

original humanity declined toward non-existence rather than of its task to ascend 

back to God. Likewise, even when describing the immortal and godlike state of 

humanity, he uses conditional conjunctions and emphasizes the fact that it did not 

remain (e;meinen) in that state. In a more or less balanced description of humanity, he 

first writes:     

 

For man is by nature mortal (kata. fu,sin a;nqrwpoj qnhto,j) in that he was created from nothing 

(evx ouvk o;ntwn). But because of his likeness to him (pro.j to.n o;nta om̀oio,thta) who exists, if he 

had kept this through contemplating God, he would have blunted his natural corruption and 

would have remained incorruptible (e;meinen a;fqartoj), as the book of Wisdom says: The keeping 

of the law is the assurance of incorruptibility [Wisd. 6:18]. But being incorruptible (a;fqartoj de. 

                                                           
564 e;sti ga.r w[sper tou/ patro.j lo,goj kai. sofi,a( ou[tw kai. toi/j genhtoi/j sugkatabai,nwn( gi,netai 

pro.j th.n tou/ gennh,toroj gnw/sin kai. e;nnoian auvtoagiasmo.j kai. auvtozwh. kai. qu,ra kai. poimh.n kai. 
òdo,j( kai. basileu.j kai. h̀gemw.n kai. evpi. pa/si swth,r( kai. zwopoio.j kai. fw/j( kai. pro,noia tw/n 
pa,ntwn. 
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w;n) he would thenceforth have lived as God (wj̀ qeo,j), as also somewhere the Divine Scripture 

declares, saying: I said that you are gods and all sons of the Highest: but you die like men and 

fall as one of the prices [Ps 81:6-7, LXX] (De Inc. 4.26-33 [Thomson 144]).565 

 

However, immediately after these words, he continues:  

 

But men, turning away from things eternal (avpostrafe,ntej ta. aivw,nia) and by the counsel of the 

devil turning towards things corruptible (eivj ta. th/j fqora/j evpistrafe,ntej), were themselves the 

cause of the corruption (fqora/j) in death…. Since this happened, men died, and corruption 

(fqora,) thenceforth took a strong hold on them, and was more powerful than the force of nature 

over the whole race, the more so as it had taken up against them the threat of God concerning the 

transgression of the law. For in their trespasses men had not stopped at the set limits, but 

gradually moving forward (ovli,gon evpekteino,menoi loipo,n), at length had advanced beyond all 

measure…. For these reasons death held greater sway and corruption (fqora/j) stood firm against 

men; the race of men was being destroyed (evfqei,reto), and man who was rational and who had 

been made in the image was being obliterated (hvfani,zeto); and the word created by God was 

perishing (parapw,lluto) (De Inc. 5.2-5, 11-7; 6.1-4 [Thomson 144]).566 

 

Such words as evfqei,reto( hvfani,zeto( and parapw,lluto with regard to the fallen 

situation of humanity make an undoubtedly tragic sound, and Athanasius retains 

this gloomy picture till he comes to the subject of the incarnation. He makes it clear 

that even having been ‘bestowed with an extra grace’ (ple,on ti carizo,menoj 

auvtoi/j)567 (which is another way of saying that humanity was endowed with the 

power of the rational soul), people could not achieve the original state of purity, and 

were overcome by the mortality of their own corrupted bodies. Observing such 

pessimism, Louth argues that in the De Incarnatione ‘even at its first creation 

                                                           
565 e;sti me.n ga.r kata. fu,sin a;nqrwpoj qnhto,j( a[te dh. evx ouvk o;ntwn gegonw,j) dia. de. th.n pro.j 

to.n o;nta om̀oio,thta( h]n eiv evfu,latte dia. th/j pro.j auvto.n katanoh,sewj( h;mblunen ἂn th.n kata. fu,sin 
fqora,n( kai. e;meinen a;fqartoj\ kaqa,per h̀ sofi,a fhsi,n\ prosoch. no,mwn( bebai,wsij avfqarsi,aj\ 
a;fqartoj de. w;n( e;zh loipo.n wj̀ qeo,j( w[j pou kai. h̀ qei,a grafh. tou/to semai,nei le,gousa\  evgw. ei=pa 
qeoi, evste( kai. uiòi. ùyi,stou pa,ntej\ ùmei/j de. wj̀ a;nqrwpoi avpoqnh,skete( kai. wj̀ ei-j tw/n avrco,ntwn 
pi,ptete) 

566  oi ̀ de. a;nqrwpoi( avpostrafe,ntej ta. aivw,nia( kai. sumboulia| tou/ diabo,lou eivj ta. th/j fqora/j 
evpistrafe,ntej( èautoi/j ai;tioi th/j evn tw/| qana,tw| fqora/j gego,nasin)))) tou,tou de. genome,nou oi ̀me.n 
a;nqrwpoi avpe,qnhskon( h̀ de. fqora. loipo.n kat’ auvtw/n h;kmaze( kai. plei/on tou/ kata. fusin ivscu,ousa 
kaq’ o[lou tou/ ge,nouj( o[sw| kai. th.n avpeilh.n tou/ qei,ou dia. th.n para,basin th/j evntolh/j kat’ auvtw/n 
proeilh,fei) kai. ga.r kai. evn toi/j plhmmelh,masin oi ̀ a;nqrwpoi ouvk a;crij o[rwn wr̀isme,nwn 
eis̀th,keisan\ avlla. kat’ ovli,gon evpekteino,menoi loipo.n kai. eivj a;metron evlhlu,qasin)))) dia. dh. tau/ta 
plei/on tou/ qana,tou krath,santoj( kai. th/j fqora/j paramenou,shj kata. tw/n avnqrw,pwn( to. me.n tw/n 
avnqrw,pwn ge,noj evfqei,reto\ o` de. logiko.j kai. kat’ eivko,na geno,menoj a;nqrwpoj hvfani,zeto\ kai. to. 
ùpo. tou/ qeou/ geno,menon e;rgon parapw,lluto) 

567 De Inc. 3.19 [Thomson 140]. 
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human nature is weak and unstable (3.3-4), needs divine pity (ibid.), is subject not 

only to corruption but to total destruction, the “second death” (3.5). As it is, the 

logikoi, are corrupted (6.7, 8.2), the soul defiled (11.4) and deceived (14.4 etc.). The 

consequences of the fall are fqora,, and death, and man can be saved from this 

plight only by the intervention of the Incarnate Word. Contra Gentes presents a 

rather different picture’.568 These and other findings lead Louth further to a view of 

Athanasius in which the latter is described as going through a career from a young 

Origenist to an independent thinker.569 It has also been suggested by other scholars 

that Athanasius offers dissimilar anthropologies and different views of 

redemption. 570  Still other scholars argue that despite the contrast between the 

Contra Gentes and De Incarnatione, Athanasius offers a consistent narrative. Thus, 

Alvyn Pettersen remarks that ‘while there are different emphases in the Contra 

Gentes and the De Incarnatione, there are not different conceptions of mankind’s 

redemption’. 571  In the same vein, Anatolios contends that the seeming tension 

between the two parts of the double treatise disappears once we realize that ‘the 

whole work is structured to dramatize the point that humanity failed to repair its 

breach with God apart from the incarnation’.572 He also points out that the treatise 

has a clearly apologetic strategy. It is presented as ‘a defence against the accusation 

that faith in Christ is irrational, a;logon [CG 1.17, Thomson 2]’.573 In the process 

Athanasius shows ‘the consistency between the order of creation, the Christian 

message of redemption, and the  course of history itself as all testifying that the one 

who died on the cross is really the Lord and God of creation and the history, the 

Word who is one with the Father’.574 Anatolios concludes that ‘[t]his apologetic 

strategy accounts for the systematic nature of this treatise, its character as a fairly 

comprehensive little catechesis’. 575  Likewise, Meijering, who also stresses the 

                                                           
568 Louth, ‘Soul in Athanasius’, 227. Cf. Roldanus, Le Christ et l’homme, 23. 
569 Louth, The Mystical Tradition, 77-80. 
570 More on this in Pettersen, Athanasius and the Human Body, 14-20. Cf. more generally on 

other points of tension in the double treatise in Widdicombe, The Fatherhood of God, 147-8; 
Robertson, Christ as Mediator, 148-151. Stead, ‘Knowledge of God’; Haarlem, Incarnatie en 
Verlossing, 58; Roldanus, Le Christ et l’Homme, 11-123.  

571 Pettersen, Human Body, 16. Cf. Anatolios, Athanasius, 31, who makes a similar statement 
arguing that the variance in Athanasius’ works has to do with a difference in emphases: ‘he 
[Athanasius] maintains a remarkable consistency in his theological vision and even vocabulary, 
albeit with some notable developments and variance of emphases’.  

572 Anatolios, Athanasius: Coherence, 216, n. 25.  
573 Ibid., 38.  
574 Ibid., 30.  
575 Ibid.  
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apologetic structure of the treatise and recognizes four different means (or ‘die 

Wege’) of the restoration of humanity, explains:  

 
Als der Mensch über diese drei Wege [namely, the soul, creation and the Scriptures] die 

Gotteserkenntnis nicht erlangen konnte, erschien das Wort, das ihn im Anfang erschuf, in einem 

menschlichen Körper, um so das Bild Gottes und damit die Gotteserkenntnis im Menschen zu 

erneuern…. Somit stellt sich der globale Aufbau des Doppelwerkes so dar, als dass von den vier 

Wegen der Gottesoffenbarung drei in CG behandelt warden und der vierte in DI. In den 

Hauptsacchen kann sich keine Veränderung in den Ansichten des Athanasius vollzogen haben, 

etwa in dem Sinne, dass in CG den Heiden aufgrund einer ‘natürlichen Theologie’ weiter 

entgegen käme als in DI, das ‘christozentrische Theologie’ bietet. Die Feststellung in DI 12, dass 

der Mensch über die ersten drei Wege Gotteserkenntnis hättte erlangen können, er sie aber wegen 

seiner Sünde eben faktisch nicht erlangte, war auch bereits in CG getroffen worden.576 

 

In De Inc. 4.1-11 [Thomson 142; ibid. 143], just before Athanasius turns to the 

discussion of incarnation, he himself offers a provisory explanation of why he 

structured the treatise in such a way. Speaking to his addressee he points out:  

 

Perhaps you are wondering why, when we proposed to speak about the incarnation of the Word, 

we are now treating of the beginning of mankind. But this is not irrelevant to the purpose of our 

exposition. For we must, when speaking of the manifestation of the Saviour to us, speak also of 

the beginning of mankind, in order that you may know that our own cause (h̀ h̀mw/n aivti,a) was 

the reason of his coming, and that our own transgression called forth the mercy of the Word (h ̀

h̀mw/n para,basij tou/ lo,gou th.n filanqrwpi,an evxekale,sato), so that the Lord came even to us and 

appeared among men. For we were the cause (ùpo,qesij) of his incarnation, and for our salvation 

he had compassion to the extent of being born and revealed in a body (evfilanqrwpeu,sato kai. evn 

avnqrwpi,nw| gene,sqai kai. fanh/nai sw,mati).577 

 

This is far from being the only instance where Athanasius purports to explain the 

reason for the incarnation of Christ, but what is remarkable here is that we find a 

                                                           
576 Meijering, ‘Struktur und Zusammenhang’, 316. The apologetic structure of the double treatise 

is also seen in the fact that Athanasius spends most of his time in Contra Gentes (chs. 4-29 
[Thomson 11-82]) exposing and refuting the deception of paganism and only then he begins to 
formulate the essence of the Christian worldview in the remaining chapters of the Contra Gentes 
(chs. 30-47 [Thomson 82-132]) and the De Incarnatione.  

577 i;swj qauma,zeij ti, dh,pote peri. th/j evnanqrwph,sewj tou/ lo,gou proqe,menoi le,gein( nu/n peri. 
th/j avrch/j tw/n avnqrw,pwn dihgou,meqa) avlla. kai. tou/to ouvk avllo,trio,n evsti tou/ skopou/ th/j 
dihgh,sewj) avna,gkh ga.r h̀ma/j le,gontaj peri. th/j eivj h̀ma/j evpifanei,aj tou/ swth/roj( le,gein kai. peri. 
th/j tw/n avnqrw,pwn avrch/j( i[na ginw,skh|j o[ti h̀ h̀mw/n aivti,a evkei,nw| ge,gone pro,fasij th/j kaqo,dou( 
kai. h̀ h̀mw/n para,basij tou/ lo,gou th.n filanqrwpi,an evxekale,sato( w[ste kai. eivj h̀ma/j fqa,sai kai. 
fanh/nai to.n ku,rion evn avnqrw,poij) th/j ga.r evkei,nou evnswmatw,sewj h̀mei/j gego,namen ùpo,qesij( kai. 
dia. th.n hmw/n swthri,an evfilanqrwpeu,sato kai. evn avnqrwpi,nw| gene,sqai kai. fanh/nai sw,mati)  
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methodological formulation of motifs for why Christ came. What is overtly stated is 

the fact that incarnation was needed because of man’s fall, but what is also implied 

is that the human situation required nothing less than the incarnation of Christ for 

the main problem to be solved. Based on our analysis of the Contra Gentes this 

problem is twofold. It has to do both with the fact that man is separated from God 

(he turned away from his original relationship), and that he is devoid of 

immortality, or eternal life (which is the main consequence of being disjoined from 

God). Therefore, for the incarnation of Christ to be effective, it should be able to 

deal with both of these aspects of the human problem: it should join humanity back 

to God, and render it immortal. Another major result of the human fall in the Contra 

Gentes is sin, and it is important to ask in what way it is dealt with in the De 

Incarnatione, and how it is related to other aspects of God’s restoration of man. As 

I begin to examine the second part of Athanasius’ treatise, I will seek to clarify 

these points by dividing my discussion into three parts: the divinity of Christ, 

incarnation, and the fruits of salvation.  

 

3.3.2 Christ’s Divinity 

Arguing for the coherence of Athanasius’ thought, Anatolios remarks that ‘[t]he 

treatise is conceived and designed with a view to defending the Christian faith that 

the one who was crucified on the cross is really God’.578 This becomes especially 

obvious when we approach the De Incarnatione where Athanasius contends that it 

takes God to save humanity. In De Inc. 41.1-16 [Thomson 234-6; ibid. 235-7], 

Athanasius reflects on the difficulty of such an argument from the apologetic 

standpoint: 

 

As for the Greeks, one is most amazed that they laugh at things which are not to be mocked, and 

are blind in their shamelessness which they do not perceive, having devoted themselves to stones 

and wood. But since our exposition is not deficient in proofs, let us then put them also to shame 

with reasonable arguments and especially but what we ourselves see. For what is unfitting or 

ridiculous in our position, except that we claim that the Word was revealed in the body? Yet even 

they would admit that it was not unsuitable for this to occur, if they were friends for the truth. So 

if they completely deny that there is a Word of God, they are acting foolishly in mocking at what 

they do not know. But if they confess that there is a Word of God and that by his providence all 

things take light and life and being, and that he reigns over all, so that by the works of his 

                                                           
578 Anatolios, Athanasius: Coherence, 67.   
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providence he is known and through him the Father―consider, I beg you, if it does not escape 

their attention that they are bringing their ridicule upon themselves.579 

 

Athanasius’ desire to provide the proofs (avpodei,xej) against the mocking of the 

gentiles leads him to develop his argumentation in two directions. First, he seeks to 

prove the divinity of the Logos by placing him alongside the Father, ascribing to 

him the divine characteristics, and arguing that Christ must be God based on the 

works he has accomplished. Second, he spends a great deal of time showing that it 

was fitting (a;xion( eu;logon( preph,j) for the Logos to become incarnate and 

clarifying the way he as the Saviour was related to his assumed body. I will 

consider the first point in this section, and then turn to the second one in the section 

that follows. 

             One of the ways in which Athanasius attempts to prove the divinity of the 

Logos is by placing him alongside the Father. In this position, the Logos is 

characterized with such expressions as ‘being in union with his Father’ (auvto.j 

sunw.n tw/| èautou/ patri,),580 being ‘the beloved Son of the Father’ (ò avgaphto.j tou/ 

patro.j uìo,j),581 being ‘the true Son and only begotten Word of God’ (qeou/ uìo.n 

avlhqino.n monogenh/ lo,gon),582 who is seated in the glory of the Father at his right 

hand.583 While the relation of the second person of the Trinity to the world is that of 

the Logos who gives life, his relation to the Father is rather personal, as that of the 

Son: ‘as the Word, he gave life to everything, and as the Son, he was with the 

Father’ (ẁj lo,goj ta. pa,nta evzwogo,nei( kai. ẁj uiò.j tw/| patri. sunh/n) (De Inc. 

17.25-6 [Thomson 174; ibid. 175, slightly modified]). To stress the intimate nature 

of this relation, Athanasius refers to John 10:37-8 that says, the Father is in me and 

                                                           
579  e[llhnaj de. kai. pa,nu tij qauma,seie gelw/ntaj me.n ta. avcleu,asta( pephrwme,nouj de. evpi. th/| 

èautw/n aivscu,,nh|( h]n evn li,qoij kai. xu,loij avnaqe,ntej ouvc or̀w/si) plh.n ouvk avporou/ntoj evn avpodei,xesi 
tou/ par’ h̀mi/n lo,gou( fe,re kai. tou,touj evk tw/n euvlo,gwn duswph,swmen( ma,lista avf’ w-n kai. auvtoi. 
h̀mei/j or̀w/men) ti, ga.r a;topon( h' ti, cleu,hj par’ h̀mi/n a;xion* h' pa,ntwj o[ti to.n lo,gon evn sw,mati 
pefanerw/sqai le,gomen* avlla. tou/to kai. auvtoi. sunomologh,sousi mh. avto,pwj gegenh/sqai( eva,nper th/j 
avlhqei,aj ge,nwntai fi,loi) eiv me.n ou=n o[lwj avrnou/ntai lo,gon ei=nai qeou/( perittw/j poiou/si( peri. ou- 
mh. i;sasi cleua,zontej) eiv de. o`mologou/sin ei=nai lo,gon qeou/( kai. tou/ton h̀gemo,na tou/ panto,j( kai. evn 
auvtw/| to.n pate,ra dedhmiourghke,nai th.n kti,sin( kai. th/| tou,tou pronoi,a| ta. o[la fwti,zesqai kai. 
zwogonei/sqai kai. ei=nai( kai. evpi. pa,ntwn auvto.n basileu,ein( wj̀ evk tw/n e;rgwn th/j pronoi,aj 
ginw,skesqai auvto.n kai. di’ auvtou/ to.n pate,ra\ sko,pei( parakalw/( eiv mh. th.n clue,hn kaq’ èautw/n 
kinou/ntej avgnoou/si) 

580 De Inc. 8.4 [Thomson 150].  
581 Ibid. 52.2 [Thomson 264].  
582 Ibid. 56.36 [Thomson 272].  
583 Ibid. 57.19-21 [Thomson 274] with the reference to Mt. 26:64.  
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I am in the Father (evn evmoi. ò path.r kavgw. evn tw|/ patri,).584 He claims that Christ 

‘proceeds as very Word from the Father and Wisdom and Power’ (evx auvtou/ oi-a dh. 

evk patro.j i;dioj lo,goj kai. sofi,a kai. du,namij ùpa,rcwn), 585  and calls him God 

throughout the De Incarnatione. It should be noted, however, that due to the 

apologetic nature of the treatise, Athanasius does not seem to be much concerned 

about elaborating on the intimacy of relationship between the Father and Son. 

Instead, he takes the task of showing how the divinity of the Logos helps to prove 

rationally the existence of God the Father. Yet, even doing so, he retains the 

binitarian background in which the Father and the Son are two distinct but 

intimately related personal subjects, and therefore to recognize the Son is to come 

to know the Father. Thus, he writes that since ‘the divinity of the Word (th.n tou/ 

lo,gou qeio,thta) extended over the world, [man] is no longer mistaken about God 

but worships him only, and through him recognizes well the Father’ (De Inc. 45.28-

31 (Thomson 248; ibid 249).586 Another way to recognize the Father is through the 

deeds of his Son. In De Inc. 46.29-32 [Thomson 250; ibid. 251], Athanasius asserts 

that what ‘Christ has done, has persuaded not only those near by but the entire 

world to worship one and the same Lord and through him God his Father’.587 In 

both passages the recognition of Christ (whether by the proofs of his divinity or by 

the proofs of his divine works) leads to the right worship in which both persons are 

given the equal honour.  

             The idea of divine deeds is a constantly recurring motif throughout the De 

Incarnatione, and Athanasius often uses it as proof that Christ is God. His deeds are 

superior both to those of mere men and to those of pagan deities. Of the former he 

writes: ‘So if the Saviour is not a mere man, nor a magician nor a demon, but by his 

divinity (th/| eàutou/ qeio,thti) has destroyed and eclipsed the suppositions of the 

poets and the illusions of the demons and the wisdom of the Greeks, it should be 

clear and will be admitted by all that he is truly the Son of God (avlhqw/j qeou/ uìo,j 

evsti,), being the Word and Wisdom and Power of the Father. For this reason his 

works are not human but superhuman (up̀e.r a;nqrwpon), and they are recognized as 

truly of God (qeou/ tw|/ o;nti), both by the events themselves and by comparison with 
                                                           

584 Ibid. 17.15 [Thomson 176].  
585 Ibid. 32.27-8 [Thomson 212].  
586 evpi. gh/j h̀plwme,nhn th.n tou/ lo,gou qeio,thta ble,pwn( ouvk e;ti me.n avpata/tai peri. qeou/( mo,non 

de. tou/ton proskunei/( kai. di’ auvtou/ kalw/j to.n pate,ra ginw,skei)   
587 tou/to o` cristo.j pepoi,hken( ouv mo,non tou.j plhsi,on avlla. kai. pa/san àplw/j th.n oivkoume,nhn 

pei,saj e[na kai. to.n auvto.n ku,rion se,bein( kai. di’ auvtou/ qeo.n to.n auvtou/ pate,ra)  
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men’s’ (De Inc. 48.36-44 [Thomson 256; ibid. 257]).588 In the same way, Christ’s 

deeds are superior to those of pagan deities:  

 

For what man who ever existed formed for himself a body from a virgin only? Or what man ever 

healed such diseases as the Lord common to all? And who restored what was lacking to nature 

and caused the man blind from birth to see? Asclepios was made a god (evqeopoih,qh) by them 

because he practiced healing and discovered herbs for bodily sufferings, not fashioning them 

himself from the earth but discovering them through his natural wisdom. But what was that 

compared to what was done by the Saviour, who did not heal a wound but fashioned existence 

and restored humanity? Heracles was worshipped as a god (wj̀ qeo.j proskunei/tai) by the Greeks 

because he fought with men equal to himself and killed wild beasts by trickery. What was that 

compared to what was accomplished by the Word, who banished illnesses and demons and death 

itself from men? Dionysos was worshipped (qrhskeu,etai) by them because he taught men 

intoxication. But the real Saviour and Lord of all who taught sobriety is mocked by them (De Inc. 

49.1-15 [Thomson 256-8; ibid. 257-9]).589 

 

To reinforce his arguments about the divinity of Christ, Athanasius applies special 

names and expressions that depict him as the true God. Some of them relate him to 

the Father in ways not possible for anyone else, others show him as possessing the 

same divine attributes that God the Father possesses, and still others show him in 

the unique position of the one whose works of creation and salvation prove him to 

be God. Thus, some of the most significant references applied to Christ in relation 

to the Father are as follows: 

  

(1) The Son of the Father: 

                                                           
588 ouvkou/n eiv mh,te a;nqrwpoj àplw/j mh,te ma,goj mh,te dai,mwn tij evstin o` swth,r( avlla. kai. th.n 

para. poihtai/j ùpo,noian kai. daimo,nwn fantasi,an kai. èllh,nwn sofi,an th/| èautou/ qeio,thti 
kath,rghse kai. evpeski,ase( fanero.n a'n ei;h kai. para.  pa/sin om̀ologhqh,setai o[ti ou-toj avlhqw/j qeou/ 
uiò,j evsti( lo,goj kai. sofi,a kai. du,namij tou/ patro.j ùpa,rcwn) dia. tou/to ga.r ouvde. avnqrw,pina, evstin 
auvtou/ ta. e;rga( avll’ ùpe.r a;nqrwpon( kai. qeou/ tw/| o;nti ginw,sketai tau/ta kai. avp’ auvtw/n tw/n 
fainome,nwn kai. avpo. th/j pro.j avnqrw,pouj sugkri,sewj)  

589 ti,j ga.r tw/n pw,pote genome,nwn avnqrw,pwn evk parqe,nou mo,nhj èautw/| sunesth,sato sw/ma* h' 
ti,j pw,pote avnqrw,pwn toiau,taj no,souj evqera,peusen( oi[aj ò koino.j pa,ntwn ku,rioj* ti,j de. to. th/| 
gene,sei evllei/pon avpode,dwke( kai. evk geneth/j tuflo.n evpoi,hse ble,pein* avsklhpio.j evqeopoih,qh par’ 
auvtoi/j o[ti th.n ivatrikh.n h;skhse kai. bota,naj pro.j ta. pa,sconta tw/n swma,twn evpeno,ei( ouvk auvto.j 
tau,taj pla,ttwn avpo. gh/j( avlla. th/| evk fu,sewj evpisth,mh| tau,taj evfeuri,skwn) ti, de. pro.j to. ùpo. tou/ 
swth/roj geno,menon( o[ti ouv trau/ma evqera,peusen( avlla. ge,nesin e;plase kai. avpekate,sthse to. pla,sma* 
h̀raklh/j wj̀ qeo.j proskunei/tai par’ e[llhsin o[ti pro.j i;souj avnqrw,pouj avntemacesato kai. qhri,a 
do,loij avnei/le) ti, pro.j ta. ùpo. tou/ lo,gou geno,mena( o[ti no,souj kai. dai,monaj kai. to.n qa,naton auvto.n 
avph,laune tw/n avnqrw,pwn* dio,nusoj qrhskeu,etai par’ auvtoi/j o[ti me,qhj ge,gone dida,skaloj toi/j 
avnqrw,poij) o ̀ de. swth.r tw/| o;nti kai. ku,rioj tou/ panto,j( swfrosu,nhn dida,xaj( cleua,zetai par’ 
evkei,nwn)  
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‘The true Son and only begotten Word of God’.590 

‘The beloved Son of the Father’.591 

‘The all-holy Son of the Father’.592 

‘The immortal Son of the Father’.593 

‘The incorruptible Son of God’.594  

‘He is in union with his Father’.595  

‘Being Son, he was with the Father’.596 

 

(2) The Word, Wisdom, Power, Life, and Very Image of God: 

‘God the Word of the all-good Father’.597 

‘The Word of the Father’.598 

‘The Word of God’.599 

‘The divine Word of the true God’.600  

‘God the Word and the Power of God’.601 

‘The very Word from the Father and Wisdom and Power’.602  

‘The Power of God and the Word of God and Life itself’.603 

 ‘The very image of God’.604 

 

Athanasius also ascribes to Christ those attributes and titles which he used to 

describe God in the Contra Gentes.605 Some special instances include the following:  

 

(3) Divine Characteristics: 

‘Incorruptible’.606 

‘Immortal’.607 

‘Incorporeal’.608 

‘Immaterial’.609 
                                                           

590 De Inc. 56.36 [Thomson 272; ibid. 273]: qeou/ uiò.n avlhqino.n monogenh/ lo,gon) 
591 Ibid. 52.2 [Thomson 264; ibid. 265]: o ̀avgaphto.j tou/ patro.j uiò,j)  
592 Ibid. 14.5-6 [Thomson 166; ibid. 167]: ò pana,gioj tou/ patro.j uiò,j)  
593 Ibid. 9.2 [Thomson 152; ibid. 153]: ò avqa,natoj tou/ patro.j uiò,j)  
594 Ibid. 9.13-4 [Thomson 154; ibid. 155]: o ̀a;fqartoj tou/ qeou/ uiò,j)  
595 Ibid. 8.4 [Thomson 150; ibid. 151]: auvto.j sunw.n tw/| eàutou/ patri,) 
596 Ibid. 17.25-6 [Thomson 174; ibid. 175]: ẁj uiò.j tw/| patri. sunh/n) 
597 Ibid. 10.6 [Thomson 156; ibid. 157]: ò tou/ panaga,qou qeo.j lo,goj patro,j) 
598 Ibid. 11.11-2 [Thomson 158; ibid. 159]: ò tou/ patro.j lo,goj)  
599 Ibid. 15.24-5 [Thomson 170; ibid. 171]: tou/ qeou/ lo,goj) 
600 Ibid. 47.16 [Thomson 252; ibid. 253]: avlhqinou/ qeou/ qeo.j lo,goj)  
601 Ibid. 55.33-4 [Thomson 272; ibid. 273]: ò qeo,j o` lo,goj kai. qeou/ du,namij)  
602  Ibid. 32.27-8 [Thomson 212; ibid. 213]: evk patro.j i;dioj lo,goj kai. sofi,a kai. du,namij 

ùpa,rcwn) 
603 Ibid. 21.27 [Thomson 186; ibid. 187]: qeou/ du,namij( kai. qeou/ lo,goj evsi,( kai. auvtozwh,) 
604 Ibid. 13.26 [Thomson 164; ibid. 165]: auvth/j th/j tou/ qeou/ eivko,noj)  
605 CG 22.26 [Thomson 60]; 28.19-20 [Thomson 76]; 29.2-3, 5-6 [Thomson 78].  
606 De Incr. 9.13-4 [Thomson 154; ibid. 155]: a;fqartoj) 
607 Ibid. 9.2 [Thomson 152; ibid. 153]: avqa,natoj) 
608 Ibid. 8.1 [Thomson 150; ibid. 151]: avsw,matoj) 
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‘Invisible’.610 

‘Indiscernible’.611 

 

(4) Divine Titles: 

‘The true God’.612 

‘Christ alone is the true Lord and God’.613 

‘Remaining as God’.614 

‘Christ alone has been known among men as God’.615 

‘Christ’s power and divinity is indisputable’.616 

  

Finally, Athanasius describes Christ as the Creator and Saviour. Based on the divine 

deeds Christ has accomplished, he argues that Jesus is God and worthy of the 

appropriate title. Here are some concise statements that Athanasius uses towards 

that end:  

 

(5) Christ as the Divine Creator: 

‘He gave all men no small indication of his divinity’.617  

‘Anyone could see his divinity’.618 

‘The Maker of the sun and Lord’.619 

‘The Lord of the creation of men’.620 

‘Christ the true life’.621 

‘Although he is invisible and indiscernible, yet by his works he revealed and made himself 

known to be… the leader and king of the universe’.622 

 

(6) Christ as the Divine Saviour: 

‘Although they saw him as a man, he might persuade them through the works he did [in his body] 

that he was not merely a man but God’.623  

                                                                                                                                                                                                    
609 Ibid. 8.1 [Thomson 150; ibid. 151]: a;u?loj) 
610 Ibid. 16.23 [Thomson 172; ibid. 173]: avfanh,j) 
611 Ibid. 16.23 [Thomson 172; ibid. 173]: avo,ratoj) 
612 Ibid. 55.32 [Thomson 272; ibid. 273]: avlhqino,j qeo,j) 
613 Ibid. 45.21-2 [Thomson 248; ibid. 249]: mo,non ei=nai to.n cristo.n avlhqino.n ku,rion kai. qeo,n) 
614 Ibid. 55.36 [Thomson 272; ibid. 273]: me,nwn ei=nai qeo,n. 
615 Ibid. 47.15-6 [Thomson 252; ibid. 253]: mo,noj de. ò cristo.j evn avnqrw,poij evgnwri,sqh qeo,j) 
616 Ibid. 32.7 [Thomson 212; ibid. 213]: tou/ cristou/ di,namij kai. qeo,thta evsti, avnanti,rretoi) 
617 Ibid. 18.33 [Thomson 178; ibid. 179]: mh. mikro.n th/j qeo,thtoj auvtou/ gnw,risma pa/si para,sch/|) 
618 Ibid. 18.25-6 [Thomson 178; ibid. 179]: to.n tuco,nta th.n qeo,thta qewrei/n)  
619 Ibid. 17.34 [Thomson 176; ibid. 177]: ò tou/ h̀li,ou poihth.j kai. ku,rioj)  
620 Ibid. 18.39 [Thomson 178; ibid. 179]: poih,santa ku,rion ei=nai kai. kti,sthn) 
621 Ibid. 30.4 [Thomson 206; ibid. 207]: zwh/j o;ntwj cristo,j. 
622 Ibid. 16.23-5 [Thomson 172; ibid. 173]: o[ti avfanh.j w'n kai. avo,ratoj( dia. tw/n e;rgwn evne,faine( 

kai. evgnw,rizen èauto.n ei=nai))) to.n tou/ panto.j h̀gemo,na kai. basile,a) 
623 Ibid. 16.4-6 [Thomson 172; ibid. 173]: ẁj a;nqrwpon auvto.n or̀w/ntaj( di’ w- evrga,zetai e;rgwn( 

pei,sh/| mh. ei=nai eàuto.n a;nqrwpon mo,non( avlla. kai. qeo,n) 
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‘What was done by our Saviour is truly divine and worthy of his divinity’.624 

‘[Casting demons] was not a human deed, but a divine one’.625 

‘[Those who saw him healing, how would] ‘they still think that he was a man and not God?’626 

‘Lord of all and Saviour’.627 

‘Our Saviour Jesus Christ’.628 

‘The common Saviour of all, Christ the true life’.629  

‘The merciful and universal Saviour’.630 

 

Even a quick glance at the instances I have outlined above shows that Athanasius 

was very determined to prove the divinity of Christ. Of course, this is not surprising 

given his earlier effort to combat the practice of pagan deification in the Contra 

Gentes. The points (1), (2), (3), and (4) are intended to stress Christ’s transcendent 

status. In this position, he is ‘the Word of God, who also in the beginning had 

created the universe from nothing’.631 Scholars have noted that this understanding 

allows Athanasius to draw an ontological line between the created things on the one 

hand, and the uncreated realm of God with the Father and Son on the other. In his 

later writing Contra Orationes, this dividing line will be used by Athanasius to 

explain the difference between the ideas of God creating the Universe by will, and 

generating the Son by essence. Florovsky makes a concise point about this: 

‘Everything created, wrote St. Athanasius the Great, “is not in the least like its 

Creator in substance, but is outside of Him”, and therefore also could have not 

existed. Creation “comes into being, made up from outside”. And there is no 

similarity between that which bursts forth from nothing and the Creator Who verily 

is, Who brings creatures out of nothing. Will and volition preceded creation. 

Creation is an act of will [ek boulematos], and therefore is sharply distinguished 

from the Divine generation, which is an act of nature [genna kata physin]’.632 In this 

regard, Lyman observes that Athanasius’ demarcation between the two extreme 

poles―‘Uncreated’ and ‘created’, ‘by essence’ and ‘by will’―is ‘a critical step in 

                                                           
624 Ibid. 21.21-2 [Thomson 186; ibid. 187]: to. de. ùpo. tou/ swth/roj geno,menon( qei/on avlhqw/j kai. 

a;xion th/j auvtou/ qeo,thtoj dia. polla,) 
625 Ibid. 18.20 [Thomson 178; ibid. 179]: ouvk avnqrw,pinon avlla. qei/o,n evsti to. e;rgon. 
626 Ibid. 18.22 [Thomson 178; ibid. 179]: e;ti a;nqrwpon kai. ouv qeo.n h̀gei/to* 
627 Ibid. 9.27 [Thomson 154; ibid. 154]: swth.r tou/ qeou/ uiò,j)  
628 Ibid. 13.27 [Thomson 164; ibid. 165]: swth.r h̀mw/n ivhsou/j cristo,j)  
629 Ibid. 30.4 [Thomson 206; ibid. 207]: o ̀koino.j pa,ntwn swth,r kai. zwh/j o;ntwj cristo,j) 
630 Ibid. 15.11 [Thomson 170; ibid. 171]: ò fila,nqrwpoj kai. koino.j pa,ntwn swth,r) 
631 Ibid. 7.17-8 [Thomson 150; ibid. 151]: tou/ kai. kata. th.n avrch.n evk tou/ mh. o;ntoj pepoihko,toj 

ta. o[la tou/ qeou/ lo,gou) 
632 Florovsky, ‘Creation and Creaturehood’, 49, emphasis in the original.   
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the liberation of God from mere Creator to being the Father of Jesus Christ’.633 

Having placed Christ on the same level with the Father, Athanasius considers it 

natural to stress that the two divine persons penetrate each other’s Being and share 

the same attributes. Athanasius uses this argument to prove effectively the divinity 

of the Son. As the transcendent Being, alongside the Father, the Logos possesses 

qualities of which the false deities fall short. On the other hand, the points (5) and 

(6) make both the Father and Son the immanent Beings. Both of them are involved 

in the same kind of work. To use this idea for the proof of Christ’s divinity, 

Athanasius argues that the Logos performs such works of creation and salvation 

that prove him to be the true God, more powerful in every respect than pagan 

deities. Of course, the most remarkable sign of his divinity is that the Son becomes 

man in order to bring man back to the Father, and restore the original relationship.   

 

3.3.3 Incarnation: the Personal Subject of Christ 

In De Inc. ch. 8 [Thomson 151], Athanasius offers one of the most comprehensive 

passages about the incarnation of Christ. After having stated that the Logos is 

‘incorporeal, incorruptible and immaterial’,634 he goes on to stress that he ‘was not 

previously distant’ (ou;ti ge makra.n w'n pro,teron), and that ‘in his benevolence 

(filanqrwpi,a|) he condescended (sugkatabai,nwn) to come and be made manifest’.635 

More specifically he writes:  

 

Therefore he had pity on our race, and was merciful to our infirmity, and submitted to our 

corruption, and did not endure the dominion of death. And lest what had been created should 

perish and the work of the Father among men should be in vain, he took to himself a body 

(lamba,nei èautw/| sw/ma), and that not foreign to our own (ouvk avllo,trion tou/ h̀mete,rou). For he 

did not wish simply to be in a body (àplw/j evn sw,mati gene,sqai), nor did he wish merely to 

appear (mo,non fanh/nai), for if he had wished only to appear he could have made his theophany 

through some better means (di’ ète,rou krei,ttonoj th.n qeofa,neian auvtou/ poih,sasqai). But he 

took our body (lamba,nei to. h̀me,teron), and not simply that, but from a pure and unspotted virgin 

ignorant of a man, a body pure and truly unalloyed by intercourse with men. For he, although 

powerful and the creator of the universe, fashioned for himself in the virgin a body as a temple 

(kataskeua,zei èautw/| nao.n to. sw/ma), and appropriated it for his own as an instrument 

                                                           
633 Lyman, Christology and Cosmology, 141. Cf. the same observation in Ricken, ‘Nikaia als 

Krisis’, 340.  
634 De Inc. 8.1 [Thomson 150; ibid. 151]: o ̀avsw,matoj kai. a;fqartoj kai. a;u?loj)  
635  Ibid. 8.1 [Thomson 150; ibid. 151]: avlla. paragi,netai sugkatabai,nwn th/| eivj h̀ma/j auvtou/ 

filanqrwpi,a| kai. evpifanei,a|) 
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(ivdiopoiei/tai tou/to w[sper o;rganon) in which to be known and dwell (gnwrizo,menoj kai 

evnoikw/n). And thus taking a body like ours (ou[twj avpo. tw/n h̀mete,rwn to. o[moion labw,n), since all 

were liable to the corruption of death, and surrendering it to death on behalf of all (avnti. pa,ntwn), 

he offered it to the Father (prosh/ge tw/| patri,). And this he did in his loving kindness in order 

that, as all die in him (wj̀ me.n pa,ntwn avpoqano,ntwn evn auvtw|/), the law concerning corruption in 

men might be abolished (luqh/|)―since its power was concluded in the Lord’s body and it would 

never again have influence over men who are like him (cw,ran e;contoj kata. tw/n om̀oi,wn 

avnqrw,pwn)―and in order that, as men had turned to corruption (eivj fqora.n avnastre,yantaj), he 

might turn them back again to incorruption (pa,lin eivj th.n avfqarsi,an evpistre,yh|) and might give 

them life for death (zwopoih,sh| tou,touj avpo. tou/ qana,tou), in that he had made the body his own 

(th/| tou/ sw,matoj ivdiopoih,sei), and by the grace of the resurrection had rid them of death as straw 

is destroyed by fire (De Inc. 8.14-35 [Thomson 152; ibid. 153]).636 

 

In this passage Athanasius gives a concise christological summary. He underscores 

the fact that the Logos performed a unique initiative by descending to the world as 

man. Being the Creator of the Universe (dhmiourgo.j tw/n o[lwn), he became 

incarnate in one small part of it―the human body. To explain what it means 

Athanasius uses several key phrases that qualify the Logos’ presence in the body. 

He says that Christ was neither ‘simply in the body’ (ap̀lw/j evn sw,mati gene,sqai) 

nor ‘appeared in the body as phantom’ (mo,non fanh/nai). Rather, he assumed our 

body, or took it into himself in the very real way from the virgin. He uses the word 

lamba,nw637 to stress the real, or physical, connotation of this act, and argues that it 

was our (to. hm̀e,teron) body, or a body like ours (hm̀ete,rwn to. o[moion), ‘not foreign 

to our own’ (ouvk avllo,trion tou/ hm̀ete,rou) that the Logos took to himself. The way 

Athanasius relates the body to the Logos is by using the analogy of the ‘temple’ 

(nao,n), and referring to it as an ‘instrument’ (o;rganon). In both cases, the Logos 

                                                           
636  evleh,saj to. ge,noj h̀mw/n( kai. th.n avsqe,neian h̀mw/n oivkteirh,saj( kai. th/| fqora/| h̀mw/n 

sugkataba,j( kai. th.n tou/ qana,tou kra,thsin ouvk evne,gkaj( i[na mh. to. geno,menon avpo,lhtai kai. eivj 
avrgo.n tou/ patro.j to. eivj avnqrw,pouj e;rgon auvtou/ ge,nhtai( lamba,nei èautw/| sw/ma( kai. tou/to ouvk 
avllo,trion tou/ h̀mete,rou) ouv ga.r àplw/j hvqe,lhsen evn sw,mati gene,sqai( ouvde. mo,non h;qele fanh/nai\ 
evdu,nato ga,r( eiv mo,non h;qele fanh/nai( kai. di’ e`te,rou krei,ttonoj th.n qeofa,neian auvtou/ poih,sasqai\ 
avlla. lamba,nei to. h̀me,teron( kai. tou/to ouvc àplw/j( avll’ evx avcra,ntou kai. avmia,ntou avndro.j avpei,rou 
parqe,nou( kaqaro.n kai. o;ntwj avmige.j th/j avndrw/n sunousi,aj) auvto.j ga.r dunato.j w'n kai. dhmiourgo.j 
tw/n o[lwn( evn th/| parqe,nw| kataskeua,zei eàutw/| nao.n to. sw/ma( kai. ivdiopoiei/tai tou/to w[sper 
o;rganon( evn auvtw/| gnwrizo,menoj kai. evnoikw/n) kai. ou[twj avpo. tw/n h̀mete,rwn to. o[moion labw,n( dia. 
to. pa,ntaj ùpeuqu,nouj ei=nai th/| tou/ qana,tou fqora/|( avnti. pa,ntwn auvto. qana,tw| paradidou,j( prosh/ge 
tw/| patri,( kai. tou/to filanqrw,pwj poiw/n( i[na wj̀ me.n pa,ntwn avpoqano,ntwn evn auvtw|/ luqh/| o ̀kata. 
th/j fqora/j tw/n avnqrw,pwn no,moj $a[te dh. plhrwqei,shj th/j evxousi,aj evn tw/| kuriakw/| sw,mati( kai. 
mhke,ti cw,ran e;contoj kata. tw/n o`moi,wn avnqrw,pwn%\ wj̀ de. eivj fqora.n avnastre,yantaj tou.j 
avnqrw,pouj pa,lin eivj th.n avfqarsi,an evpistre,yh|( kai. zwopoih,sh| tou,touj avpo. tou/ qana,tou( th/| tou/ 
sw,matoj ivdiopoih,sei( kai. th/| th/j avnasta,sewj ca,riti( to.n qa,naton avp’ auvtw/n wj̀ kala,mhn avpo. puro.j 
evxafani,zwn) 

637 LSJ, 1026-7.  
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made it his own: ‘he appropriated it’ (ivdiopoiei/tai), or ‘had made the body his own’ 

(th/| tou/ sw,matoj ivdiopoih,sei), and ‘dwelled’ in it (evnoikw/n).638 Athanasius cautions 

that this relation between the Logos and his body does not imply a mix of one with 

the other. Instead, the presence of the Logos in the body was similar to his presence 

in the world, and Athanasius uses such terms as sune,cw( 639  perie,cw( 640  and 

metalamba,nw641 to explain it. Accordingly, the body partook of the Logos, while the 

Logos himself contained it. In De Inc. 17.7-12 [Thomson 174; ibid. 175], he writes: 

‘And giving life to all, separately and together, he contains (perie,cwn) the universe 

and is not contained (mh. perieco,menoj), but in his Father only he is complete in 

everything. So also being in a human body and giving it life himself, he accordingly 

gives life to everything, and was both in (evn) all and outside (e;xw) all’.642 Similarly, 

he states: ‘For as he is in creation, yet in no way partakes (metalamba,nei) of 

creation, but rather everything partakes (metalamba,nei) of his power, so also, 

although he used the body as an instrument, he partook (metei/cen) of none of the 

body’s attributes, but rather himself sanctified (h̀gi,aze) the body’.643As seen from 

the passage I quoted earlier, the Logos assumed the body for a special purpose: to 

offer it to the Father (prosa,gw tw/| patri,) by dying for all men, or to say it 

differently, that men would die in him (pa,ntej avpoqane,w evn auvtw|/). 

             One striking thing in this christological description is that Athanasius 

identifies what we would now call the centre of Jesus’ consciousness with the 

Logos. This understanding, known as the ‘Logos-sarx’ christology, or the ‘organon-

concept’, has led some scholars to suggest that Athanasius failed to incorporate the 

soul of Christ into his humanity. One of the classic examples of this complaint is 

found in the Grillmeier’s Christ in Christian tradition. He argues that ‘the soul of 

Christ is not in Athanasius the theological factor….  Athanasius displays a general 

tendency to weaken the character of certain of Christ’s inner experiences which 

might be attributed to a human soul…. As a result, we have Athanasius’ remarkable 

                                                           
638 To describe Christ’s relation to the body, Athanasius uses four verbs (ivdiopoiei/sqai( labei/n 

and avnalabei/n( and evndu,esqai) and two nouns (sunafh, and evpi,basij). 
639 Ibid. 17.4 [Thomson 174].  
640 Ibid. 17.8-9 [Thomson 174].  
641 Ibid. 17.29 [Thomson 176].  
642 kai. e[kaston kai. pa,nta òmou/ zwopoiw/n( perie,cwn ta. o[la kai. mh. perieco,menoj( avll’ evn mo,nw| 

tw/| èautou/ patri. o[loj w'n kata. pa,nta) ou[twj kai. evn tw/| avnqrwpi,nw| sw,mati w'n( kai. auvto.j auvto. 
zwopoiw/n( eivko,twj evzwopoi,ei kai. ta. o[la kai. evn toi/j pa/sin evgi,neto( kai. e;xw tw/n o[lwn h=n) 

643 w[sper ga.r evn th/| kti,sei w;n( ouvde,n ti th/j kti,sewj metalamba,nei( avlla. ma/llon ta. pa,nta th/j 
auvtou/ duna,mewj metalamba,nei( ou[twj kai. tw/| sw,mati ovrga,nw| crw,menoj( ouvdeno.j tw/n tou/ sw,matoj 
metei/cen( avlla. ma/llon auvto.j h̀gi,aze kai. to. sw/ma)  
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procedure of making the ‘flesh’ of Christ the physical subject of experiences which 

normally have their place in the soul’.644 Similar objections were voiced as early as 

1841 by Ferdinand Baur,645 and then later in 1899 by two other German scholars, 

Karl Hoss646 and Alfred Stülcken,647 who argued that Athanasius did not assign an 

important role to the human soul. More recently, these arguments were elaborated 

by Hanson, who contends that Christ’s soul for Athanasius is functionless, and he 

illustrates Athanasian Christ with an image of one who is dressed in a space-suit.648 

While such arguments do reflect the deficit of Athanasius’ discussion on the human 

soul of Christ, I believe there is a sense in which such criticism can be misleading. 

One major problem with this interpretation is that it tends to read into Athanasius’ 

theology the christological concerns of the fifth century. Moreover, the concerns 

themselves in this approach seem to be understood as having to do with the task of 

identifying the composition of the incarnated Christ rather than his personal 

subject.649 Recognizing this point, Anatolios makes the following argument with 

regard to Grillmeier’s view:  

 

Grillmeier’s preconceived framework is that of analytical christology; he is concerned with the 

internal composition or structure of the God-man. For him, the human soul of Christ is a vital 

mediating link within that structure―mediating between the supernatural and natural agency of 

the Word-made-flesh. So he reviews the development of christological doctrine with a particular 

view to finding this link or pointing out its absence. Within such an analytical framework, 

Grillmeier confronts Athanasius’s conception of Christ’s body as ‘instrument’ with the question 

of how this instrument is connected to the Logos as agent. He interprets this notion with a view to 

the composition of Christ, and asks how and by what order it is linked to the other ‘part’, the 

Logos. He then answers his own question by the statement that Athanasius’s use of the ‘organon-

concept’ indicates that the body as instrument is connected to the Logos ‘directly and 

physically’.650  

                                                           
644 Grillmeier, Christ in Christian Tradition, 315.  
645 Baur, Die christliche Lehre, 570. 
646 Hoss, Studien über die Theologie des Athanasius, 76-9. 
647 Stülcken, Athanasiana, 90-106.  
648 Hanson, The Search for God, 446-58. For cimilar criticism, see Burrus, ‘Begotten, Not Made’, 

40-7. For criticism of Hanson’s terminology of ‘space-suit’ with regard to Athanasius’ christology, 
see Leithart, Athanasius, 121-46.  

649  The problem of this approach was convincingly pointed out by Fairbairn, Grace and 
Christology, 7-11. He argues that it was the personal subject of Christ rather than the concern for the 
composition that drove the christological debates between Cyril and Nestorius. Therefore, ‘the 
central issue of the controversy was the question of whether God himself entered the world 
personally through the incarnation’; ibid. 9. 

650  Anatolios, Athanasius: Coherence, 71. Cf. the same argument in ibid., ‘The Body as 
Instrument’, 78-84. 
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Likewise, Behr remarks that applying wrong questions to Athanasius have led to 

‘an approach which holds that the proper task of christology is to analize the 

composition of the being of Jesus Christ, to determine whether he has the requisite 

elements of a true human being, or whether the divine Word has replaced the soul, 

the question which has beset modern scholarship on Athanasius’.651 While there 

have been other arguments652 against the tendency to downplay the role of soul in 

Athanasius’ christology (e.g. Louth’s argument that Athanasius’ was concerned to 

avoid the Origenistic pitfalls,653 the evidence of Athanasius’ clause that Christ is not 

‘sw,ma a;yucon’ in the Tomus ad Antiochenos 7,654 and the likelihood of Athanasian 

authorship of the two anti-Apollinarian treatises De Incarnatione Contra 

Apollinarium I-II655), I think the most significant ones for understanding the double 

treatise are those that expose the scholars’ pursuit of the misguided questions. By 

posing them to Athanasius, such scholars risk misperceiving Athanasius’ main 

concern, which was to stress the Logos as the personal subject of the incarnated 

Christ. I will illustrate the significance of this concern briefly with several 

examples. In De Inc. 18.1-20 [Thomson 176-8; ibid. 177-9], Athanasius makes one 

of the most profound christological statements about what it meant for Christ as 

God’s Son to live in the human body. He writes: 

 

When therefore the theologians who speak of him say that he ate and drank and was born, know 

that the body was born as a body (to. me.n sw/ma( wj̀ sw/ma( evti,kteto) and was nourished on 

suitable food; but God the Word, who was with the body (ò sunw.n tw/| sw,mati qeo.j lo,goj) yet 

orders the universe, also made known through his actions in the body that he himself was not a 

man but God the Word (ouvk a;nqrwpon eàuto,n( avlla. qeo.n lo,gon). But these things are said of 

him, because the body which ate and was born and suffered was no one else’s but the Lord’s; and 

since he became man, it was right (e;prepe) for these things to be said of him as a man (tau/ta ẁj 

peri. avnqrw,pou le,gesqai), that he might be shown to have a true, not an unreal, body. But as 

thereby he was known to be bodily present (swmatikw/j parw,n), so by the works which he did 

through the body he proved himself to be the Son of God (uiò.n qeou/ èauto,n). So he cried to the 

                                                           
651 Behr, The Nicene Faith, 2/1:186.  
652 For a good summary of the scholarly views on this topic, see Nathan, ‘A Review of Modern 

Discussions’, 23-31. He concludes that ‘while the evidences supporting Athanasius’ recognition of 
Christ’s human soul are not conclusive, the arguments for rejecting it are even weaker…. Unless 
new powerful and persuasive evidences emerge, I see no reason for treating Athanasius as a 
supporter of the Logos-sarx Christology’, ibid., 31. 

653 Louth, ‘Humanity of Christ’, 309-18.  
654 Pettersen, ‘Tomus ad Antiochenos VII’, 183-98. 
655 Dragas, ‘Athanasius’ Contra Apollinarem’, 13-90.    
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unbelieving Jews and said: If I do not do the works of my Father, do not believe me; but if I do 

them, even if you do not believe in me, believe in my works, that you may know and realize that 

the Father is in me and I am in the Father. For as he is invisible yet is known by the works of 

creation, so, becoming a man and not visible in a body, it would have been known from his 

works that it was not a man but the Power of God and Word who was performing them (ouvk 

a;nqrwpoj avlla. qeou/ du,namij kai. lo,goj evsti.n ò tau/ta evrgazo,menoj).656  

 

Athanasius makes it clear that the Logos was born as man. His body required food 

and drink, and was capable of experiencing suffering just as anybody else’s body. 

Since he had ‘a true body, not an unreal one’ (avlhqei,a| kai. mh. fantasi,a| sw/ma 

e;cwn), Athanasius believes it is appropriate to predicate to him as man these human 

qualities. But why is he insisting on the Logos as the subject of such experiences? 

Why not ascribe them to the human soul of Christ? Is the soul not the primary organ 

that allows a human being to experience such feelings as hunger, thirst, and pain of 

suffering? To answer such questions, it is important to keep in mind that 

Athanasius’ primary purpose is to prove the divinity of Christ (as revealed both in 

creation and in his incarnated state) in the context of his polemic against the falsely 

deified idols. For this reason, he argues that Christ’s works are the same as his 

Father’s, claiming that this is sufficient proof that he is God. He makes this point 

even more explicitly when he says in the next chapter: ‘It is our task to describe… 

his life and activity in the body… in order that you may know that particularly from 

this Christ is known to be God and the Son of God’ (De Inc. 19.20-1, 24-5 

[Thomson 180; ibid. 181, slightly modified]).657 From this standpoint, Athanasius’ 

strategy to emphasize the Logos as the personal subject in Christ (rather than his 

soul) goes together with his desire to prove the divine nature of his actions. Having 

assumed the human body, the Logos nevertheless remains the same as he has been 

                                                           
656  o[tan toi,nun evsqi,onta kai. pi,nonta kai. tikto,menon auvto.n le,gwsin oi` peri. tou,tou qeolo,goi( 

gi,nwske o[ti to. me.n sw/ma( ẁj sw/ma( evti,kteto kai. katallh,loij evtre,feto trofai/j( auvto.j de. o ̀sunw.n 
tw/| sw,mati qeo.j lo,goj ta. pa,nta diakosmw/n( kai. di’ w-n eivrga,zeto evn tw/| sw,mati ouvk a;nqrwpon 
èauto,n( avlla. qeo.n lo,gon evgnw,rize) le,getai de. peri. auvtou/ tau/ta( evpeidh. kai. to. sw/ma evsqi,on kai. 
tikto,menon kai. pa,scon( ouvc ète,rou tino,j( avlla. tou/ kuri,ou h=n\ kai. o[ti avnqrw,pou genome,nou( 
e;prepe kai. tau/ta wj̀ peri. avnqrw,pou le,gesqai( i[na avlhqei,a| kai. mh. fantasi,a| sw/ma e;cwn fai,nhtai) 
avll’ w[sper evk tou,twn evginw,sketo swmatikw/j parw,n( ou[twj evk tw/n e;rgwn w-n evpoi,ei dia. tou/ 
sw,matoj uiò.n qeou/ èauto.n evgnw,rizen) o[qen kai. pro.j tou/j avpi,stouj ivoudai,ouj evbo,a le,gwn\ eiv ouv 
poiw/ ta. e;rga tou/ patro,j mou( mh. pisteu,hte, moi\ eiv de. poiw/( ka'n evmoi. mh. pisteu,hte( toi/j e;rgoij 
mou pisteu,sate\ i[na gnw/te kai. ginw,skhte( o[ti evn evmoi. o ̀path.r kavgw. evn tw/| patri,) wj̀ ga.r avo,ratoj 
w'n avpo. tw/n th/j kti,sewj e;rgwn ginw,sketai( ou[[twj a;nqrwpoj geno,menoj( kai. evn sw,mati mh. 
òrw,menoj( evk tw/n e;rwn a'n gnwsqei,h( o[ti ouvk a;nqrwpoj avlla. qeou/ du,namij kai. lo,goj evsti.n o ̀
tau/ta evrgazo,menoj) 

657 th/j evn sw,mati diagwgh/j kai. peripolh,sewj auvtou/ dihgh,sasqai))) i[na gnw/|j o[ti kai. evk tou,tou 
ma/llon ouvde.n h-tton ginw,sketai qeo.j o ̀cristo.j kai. tou/ qeou/ uiò,j)   
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eternally, and who has also ordered the Universe. Though being invisible (avo,ratoj) 

as Logos, he made himself visible (òrw,menoj) and known first through his divine 

works of creation (avpo. tw/n th/j kti,sewj e;rgwn ginw,sketai), and now more 

intensely through a human body (evn sw,mati) which he made his own (ouvc ète,rou 

tino,j( avlla. tou/ kuri,ou h=n). Several times in the quoted passage Athanasius uses 

the formula ‘not this, but that’ (ouvk―avlla,) to emphasize that whatever Christ did, 

he did so as God: ‘he himself was not a man but God the Word’ (ouvk a;nqrwpon 

èauto,n( avlla. qeo.n lo,gon evgnw,rize); ‘it was not a man but the Power of God and 

Word who was performing them’ (ouvk a;nqrwpoj avlla. qeou/ du,namij kai. lo,goj 

evsti.n ò tau/ta evrgazo,menoj). Therefore, Athanasius’ silence about the soul of Christ 

has to do with his overall aim to affirm the divine personal subject behind the 

actions of Christ as the Creator and Saviour of the world. If he were to seek what 

‘parts’ Christ consisted of, he would be in a better position to speak of his soul. But 

because his christology is driven by other motifs, he is less interested in the 

analytical abstract thinking regarding the composition of Christ and far more in his 

personal subject who is able to create and save. In light of this observation, to 

ascribe to Athanasius the Apollinarian tendency that the Logos animated the body 

in place of a soul is to misunderstand his main christological concern and charge 

him with rather anachronistic expectations. 

             There is also one other reason why Athanasius is so intent to emphasize the 

Logos as the personal subject in Christ. Considering the structure of the treatise, 

Athanasius has now come to the point where he is ready to reflect thoroughly on the 

saving work of Christ. Thus far he has outlined three major ways of God’s 

redirection of humanity and showed that even with the grace of being given a 

rational soul, creation, and Scriptures, people failed to reach salvation. Therefore, it 

revealed the need for someone who could do this for them. He had to be God to do 

what humanity was not able to do, and he had to be man in order to save human 

beings. That this is Athanasius’ strategy is obvious from one of his key passages 

where he ponders on the reason why Christ came. He writes:  

 

The grace of being in the image was sufficient for one to know God the Word and through him 

the Father. But because God knew the weakness of men he anticipated their negligence, so that if 

they failed to recognize God by themselves, through the works of creation they might be able to 

know the Creator. But because the negligence of men sank gradually to the worse, God again 



 141

provided for such weakness of theirs and sent the law and the prophets, who were known to 

them…. By knowing the law, they could desist from all wickedness and lead lives of virtue. For 

the law was not for the Jews only, nor on their account only were the prophets sent―though they 

were sent to the Jews and persecuted by the Jews―but they provided holy instruction for the 

whole world about the knowledge of God and the conduct of one’s soul. Although, therefore, 

such was the goodness and mercy of God, nevertheless men, being overcome by their present 

desires and the illusions and deceits of demons, did not look towards the truth, but sated 

themselves with many vices and sins, so that they no longer appeared rational beings, but from 

their behaviour were considered to be irrational. Since men had become so irrational and the 

deceit of evil spirits was casting such a wide shadow everywhere and hiding the knowledge of 

the true God, what was God to do? (De Inc. 12.1-8, 19-13.3 [Thomson 162-4; ibid. 163-5]).658 

 

In this passage Athanasius recounts three major ways God has been drawing people 

back to himself, and he ends it with a question. In the rest of the treatise he answers 

this question by arguing that the most appropriate thing for God to do in that 

situation was to come down as man. Therefore, it was God the Logos who became 

incarnate to save the humankind. To emphasize this point, he applies the same 

formula ‘not this, but that’―which he used to distinguish between the humanity of 

Christ and the Logos as the personal divine subject―to make a soteriological 

argument. In doing this, he asserts throughout the De Incarnatione that salvation 

was made possible not because of people but because of the Father’s Logos, his 

own Son. Thus, discussing the role of the Logos as the very image of the Father, 

Athanasius writes: ‘But how could this [the renewal of the image in men] have been 

done, unless the very image of God (auvth/j th/j tou/ qeou/ eivko,noj) were to come, our 

Saviour Jesus Christ? For neither by men was it possible (ouvk h=n dunato,n), since 

they had been created in the image, nor by the angels, for neither were they images. 

So the Word of God came in his own person (ò tou/ qeou/ lo,goj di’ èautou/), in order 

                                                           
658  auvta,rkhj me.n ga.r h=n h̀ kat’ eivko,na ca,rij gnwri,zein to.n qeo.n lo,gon( kai. di’ auvtou/ to.n 

pate,ra\ eivdw.j de. o` qeo.j th.n avsqe,neian tw/n avnqrw,pwn( proenoh,sato kai. th/j avmelei,aj tou,twn( i[n’ 
eva.n avmelh,saien di’ èautw/n to.n qeo.n evpignw/nai( e;cwsi dia. tw/n th/j kti,sewj e;rgwn to.n dhmiourgo.n 
mh. avgnoei/n) evpeidh. de. h̀ avnqrw,pwn avme,leia evpi. ta. cei,rona kat’ ovli,gon evpikatabai,nei( proenoh,sato 
pa,lin o` qeo.j kai. th/j toiau,thj auvtw/n avsqenei,aj( no,mon kai. profh,taj tou.j auvtoi/j gnwri,mouj 
avpostei,laj)))) evxo.n de. h=n auvtou.j kai. to.n no,mon evgnwko,taj pau,sasqai pa,shj paranomi,aj kai. to.n 
kat’ avreth.n zh/sai bi,on) ouvde. ga.r dia. ivoudai,ouj mo,nouj ò no,moj h=n ouvde. di’ auvtou.j mo,nouj oi ̀
profh/tai evpe,mponto( avlla. pro.j ivoudai,ouj me.n evpe,mponto( kai. para. ivoudai,wn evdiw,konto\ pa,shj de. 
th/j oivkoume,nhj h=san didadka,lion ièro.n th/j peri. qeou/ gnw,sewj( kai. th/j kata. yuch.n politei,aj) 
tosau,thj ou=n ou;shj th/j tou/ qeou/ avgaqo,thtoj kai. filanqrwpi,aj( o[mwj oi ̀a;nqrwpoi( nikw,menoi tai/j 
parauti,ka h̀donai/j kai. tai/j para. daimo,nwn fantasi,aij kai. avpa,taij( ouvk avne,neusan pro.j th.n 
avlh,qeian\ avll’ èautou.j plei,osi kakoi/j kai. am̀arth,masin evnefo,rhsan( ẁj mhke,ti dokei/n auvtou,j 
logikou,j( avlla. avlo,gouj evk tw/n tro,pwn nomi,zesqai) ou[tw toi,nun avlogwqe,ntwn tw/n avnqrw,pwn( kai. 
ou[twj th/j daimonikh/j pla,nhj evpiskiazou,shj ta. pantacou/ kai. kruptou,shj th.n peri. tou/ avlhqinou/ 
qeou/ gnw/sin( ti, no.n qeo.n e;dei poiei/n*  
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that, as he is the image of his Father, he might be able to restore man who is in the 

image. In any other way it could not have been done…. For this, then, none other 

than the image of the Father (th/j eivko,noj tou/ patro,j) was required’ (De Inc. 13.25-

31, 34-5 [Thomson 164-6; ibid. 165-7]). 659  Here Athanasius makes one of his 

typical arguments in which he brings together the human need for salvation and the 

requirements of its accomplishment. He asks who is able to save man, and 

immediately qualifies his question by pointing out that any viable candidate must be 

the very image of the Father. Since neither men, nor angels are in such a unique 

position, he resorts to Christ as the only one who is able to restore humanity in its 

original state of being God’s unimpaired image (or rather the image of the very 

Image who is Christ). In a similar context, Athanasius states: ‘[I]ndicating the 

reason why no other save God the Word himself (auvto.n to.n qeo.n lo,gon) should be 

incarnate, he says: For it was fitting that he, for whom are all things and through 

whom are all things and who brought many sons to glory, should make the leader of 

their salvation perfect through sufferings [Heb. 2:10]. By this he [the writer of 

Hebrews] means that it was the task of no one else to bring men from corruption 

which had occurred save God the Word (tou/ qeou/ lo,gou), who also in the 

beginning had created them. It was for the sacrifice on behalf of the bodies similar 

to his that the Word himself (auvto.j o ̀lo,goj) had also taken to himself a body’ (De 

Inc. 10.21-9 [Thomson 156; ibid. 157, slightly modified]).660 If the former passage 

requires that the Saviour be the very image of God, this one says that he needs to be 

God the Logos. In either case, it is the second person of the Trinity that saves men. 

Whether he is represented as the ‘very image of the Father’, or ‘God the Logos’, it 

is clearly not his soul, or humanity, that makes salvation possible. Of course the 

contrast Athanasius seeks to make here is not between the Logos and his soul; it is 

between the Logos and human beings. Yet, his desire to emphasize that ‘none other 

than the image of the Father’ (mh. auvth, h ̀tou/ qeou/ eivkw,n), and ‘no other save God 
                                                           

659  tou/to de. pw/j a'n evgego,nei( eiv mh. auvth/j th/j tou/ qeou/ eivko,noj paragenome,nhj tou/ swth/roj 
h̀mw/n ivhsou/ cristou/* di’ avnqrw,pwn me.n ga.r ouvk h=n dunato,n( evpei. kai. auvtoi. kat’ eivko,na gego,nasin\ 
avll’ ouvde. di’ avgge,lwn( ouvde. ga.r ouvde. auvtoi, eivsin eivko,nej) o[qen o ̀ tou/ qeou/ lo,goj di’ èautou/ 
parege,neto( i[na wj̀ eivkw.n w'n tou/ patro.j to.n kat’ eivko,na a;nqrwpon avnakti,sai dunhqh/|) a;llwj de. 
pa,lin ouvk a'n evgego,nei)))) ouvkou/n ète,rou pro.j tau,thn th.n crei,an ouvk h=n( eiv mh. th/j eivko,noj tou/ 
patro,j)  

660  ei=ta kai. th.n aivti,an tou/ mh. a;llon dei/n h'n auvto.n to.n qeo.n lo,gon evnanqrwph/sai shmai,nei 
le,gwn\ e;prepe ga.r auvtw/| di’ o]n ta. pa,nta( kai. di’ ou- ta. pa,nta( pollou.j uiòu.j eivj do,xan avgago,nta 
to.n avrchgo.n th/j swthri,aj auvtw/n dia. paqhma,twn teleiw/sai) tou/to de. shmai,nei le,gwn( wj̀ ouvk 
a;llou h=n avpo. th/j genome,nhj fqora/j tou/j avnqrw,pouj avnenegkein h' tou/ qeou/ lo,gou( tou/( kai. kata. 
th.n avrch.n pepoihko,toj auvtou,j)))) dia. th.n peri. tw/n om̀oi,wn swma,twn qusi,an sw/ma kai. auvto.j o ̀
lo,goj e;laben èautw/|) 
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the Word himself’(mh. a;lloj h'n auvto.j o ̀qeo.j lo,goj) could redeem humanity also 

implies that the human soul of Christ is not competent to accomplish salvation. 

Only someone who is truly divine can do this, and that is God’s very image, or the 

Logos.661 This brings me to the last point I would like to consider in this chapter, 

and that is to ask what salvation is for Athanasius. 

 

3.3.4 The Fruits of Salvation 

While scholars disagree about the extent to which deification is central for 

Athanasius, I believe it is just as important to ask about the nature of this concept, 

and explore in what way it is tied to his understanding of God. At first glance, it 

may seem that Athanasius speaks more of the physical fruits of salvation such as 

incorruption for the mortal bodies rather than of man’s restoration to the original 

relationship with God or forgiveness of sins. In fact, in one specific passage 

Athanasius explicitly downplays the legal aspect of the sin’s consequence by 

emphasizing immortality and saying very little of the importance of relationships:  

 

What therefore in this matter had to occur, or what should God have done? Demand repentance 

from men for the transgression (meta,noian evpi. th/| paraba,sei tou.j avnqrw,pouj avpaith/sai)? For 

one might say that this was fitting (a;xion) for God, that as they had become subject to corruption 

by the transgression, so by repentance they might return to incorruption. But repentance would 

not have saved God’s honour, for he would still have remained untruthful unless men were in the 

power of death. Repentance gives no exemption from the consequences of nature, but merely 

looses sins. If, therefore, there had been only sin and not its consequences of corruption, 

repentance would have been very well. But if, since transgression had overtaken them, men were 

now prisoners to natural corruption, and they had been deprived of the grace of being in the 

image, what else should have happened? Or who was needed for such grace and recalling except 

the Word of God, who also in the beginning had created the universe from nothing? For it was 

his task both to bring what was corruptible back again to incorruption, and to save what was 

above all fitting (eu;logon) for the Father (De Inc. 7.20 [Thomson 148-50; ibid. 149-51]).662 

                                                           
661  For more examples of God’s initative, see e.g. De Inc. 8.5-6 [Thomson 150], 8.13-8  

[Thomson 152], 10.6-9 [Thomson 156], 10.25-8 [Thomson 156], 10.37-9 [Thomson 158], 14.5-8 
[Thomson 166], 14.34-40 [Thomson 168], 16.21-3 [Thomson 172], 19.18-9 [Thomson 180], 25.9-17 
[Thomson 194], 25.23-8 [Thomson 194-6], 31.19-20 [Thomson 210], 35.16-7 [Thomson 218], 
37.31-3 [Thomson 224], 40.51-5 [Thomson 234], 45-1-5 [Thomson 246], 46.9-11 [Thomson 250], 
47.14-6 [Thomson 252], 49.26-7 [Thomson 258], 52.1-4 [Thomson 264], 54.11-3 [Thomson 268].  

662 ti, ou=n e;dei kai. peri. tou,tou gene,sqai h' poih/sai to.n qeo,n* meta,noian evpi. th/| paraba,sei tou.j 
avnqrw,pouj avpaith/sai* tou/to ga.r a;n tij a;xion fh,seie qeou/( le,gwn o[ti w[sper evk th/j paraba,sewj eivj 
fqora.n gego,nasin( ou[twj evk th/j metanoi,aj ge,nointo pa,lin a'n eivj avfqarsi,an( avll’ h̀ meta,noia ou;te 
to. eu;logon to. pro.j to.n qeo.n evfu,latten\ e;mene ga.r pa,lin ouvk avlhqh,j( mh. kratoume,nwn evn tw|/ 
qana,tw| tw/n avnqrw,pwn\ ou;te de. h̀ meta,noia avpo. tw/n kata. fu,sin avnakalei/tai( avlla. mo,non pau,ei 
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This passage does provoke a question as to whether the legal aspect of redemption, 

and especially Christ’s death on the cross, is of any importance for Athanasius. Is 

repentance not necessary at all? Does forgiveness of sins affect anything? While the 

quoted text stresses the incarnation rather than Christ’s sacrificial death, 

nevertheless, both are important aspects in the De Incarnatione. Moreover, each 

aspect is considered according to the saving impact it makes. Therefore, to 

appreciate the significance of this approach in Athanasius, we need to take into 

account both the incarnation and Christ’s death from the standpoint of their saving 

impacts. In light of the quoted passage it would be appropriate to ask how much 

Athanasius speaks about salvation in the legal sense. To answer it shortly, he does 

this quite a bit. To mention just a few most obvious cases, he treats Christ’s 

suffering on the cross and his death as the most appropriate way to bring salvation. 

He writes: ‘So his death for us on the cross was suitable and fitting, and its cause 

appeared to be eminently reasonable. It was also justified because in no other way 

except through the cross did the salvation of all have to take place’.663 In one 

particular instance, he even rationalizes the manner in which Christ died through the 

crucifixion: ‘Why did he not die in some other fashion but endured the cross?... 

[Because] how else would he have called us had he not been crucified? For only on 

the cross does one die with hands stretched out. Therefore the Lord had to endure 

this and stretch out his hands, that with the one He might draw the ancient people 

and with the other those of the Gentiles, and that he might join both in himself. This 

he himself said when he indicated by what manner of death he would ransom all 

men: When I shall be raised up I shall draw all men to myself [Jn. 12:32]’.664 On 

                                                                                                                                                                                                    
tw/n àmarthma,twn) evi me.n ou=n mo,non h=n plhmme,lhma kai. mh. fqora/j evpakolou,qhsij( kalw/j a'n h=n h̀ 
meta,noia) eiv de. a[pax prolabou,shj th/j paraba,sewj( eivj th.n kata. fu,sin fqora.n evkratou/nto oi ̀
a;nqrwpoi( kai. th.n tou/ kat’ eivko,na ca,rin avfaireqe,ntej h=san( ti, a;llo e;dei gene,sqai( h' ti,noj h=n 
crei,a pro.j th.n toiau,thn ca,rin kai. avna,klhsin( h' tou/ kai. kata. th.n avrch.n evk tou/ mh. o;ntoj 
pepoihko,toj ta. o[la tou/ qeou/ lo,gou* auvtou/ ga.r h=n pa,lin kai. to. fqarto.n eivj avfqarsi,an evnegkei/n( 
kai. to. ùpe.r pa,ntwn eu;logon avposw/sai pro.j to.n pate,ra)  

663 De Inc. 26.1-4 [Thomson 196; ibid. 197]: pre,pwn ou=n a;ra kai. àrmo,zwn ò evn tw/| staurw/| 
ge,gone qa,natoj ùpe.r h̀mw/n\ kai. h̀ aivti,a tou,tou eu;logoj evfa,nh kata. pa,nta( kai. dikai,ouj e;cei tou.j 
logismou,j( o[ti mh. a;llwj( avlla. dia. tou/ staurou/ e;dei gene,sqai th.n swthri,an tw/n pa,ntwn)   

664 Ibid. 25.3, 11-2, 15-7 [Thomson 194; ibid. 195]: dia. ti, mh. ète,rwj avlla. stauro.n ùpe,meinen)))) 
pw/j a'n h̀ma/j prosekale,sato( eiv mh. evstau,rwto* evn mo,nw| ga.r tw/| staurw/| evktetame,naij cersi, tij 
avpoqnh,skei) dio. kai. tou/to e;prepen ùp̀omei/nai to.n ku,rion( kai. ta.j cei/raj evktei/nai( i[na th/| me.n to.n 
palaio.n lao,n( th// de. tou.j avpo. tw/n evqnw/n el̀ku,sh|( kai. avmfote,rouj evn èautw/| suna,yh|) tou/to ga.r kai. 
auvto.j ei;rhke( shmai,nwn poi,w|/ qana,tw| e;melle lutrou/sqai tou.j pa,ntaj) o[tan ùywqw/( pa,ntaj èlku,sw 
pro.j evmauto,n)  
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other occasions, he speaks of ‘the sacrifice of his own body’665 describing Christ’s 

death as the ‘ransom for all’, 666 or ‘substitute for all people’. 667 His death provides 

‘forgiveness of sins’, 668 and deals with such juridical issues as the ‘transgression of 

the law’,669 ‘guilt’,670 and ‘condemnation’.671 In particular, he writes of Christ: ‘He 

now on behalf of all men offered the sacrifice and surrendered his own temple to 

death on behalf of all, in order to make them all guiltless and free from the first 

transgression’.672 And again: ‘Since the common Saviour of all has died for us, no 

longer do we the faithful in Christ now die as before according to the threat of the 

law, for such condemnation has ceased’.673 

             As essential as these instances are, it is important to ask further what their 

place is in Athanasius’ soteriology, and why they are overshadowed by the more 

frequently recurring fruit of salvation which is the incorruption, or immortality. 

Based on my analysis of the double treatise, I suggest that this has to do with 

Athanasius’ concern about describing two types of relationship with God―one 

before and one after the fall. To remind what this means for Athanasius, in the first 

type of relationship, humanity was represented in its original state of union with 

God, and in the second it turned away from God, substituting the falsely deified 

idols in his place. Accordingly, Athanasius seems to place the juridical aspect of 

salvation within this larger framework where salvation is not just about having the 

legal status but more fundamentally and personally about being restored in the pre-

fallen relationship with God. In the context of the De Incarnatione this restoration 

includes at least two major aspects: ontological and relational. The former one is 

‘the renewal of the origin of life’674 and ‘the restoration of the image’.675 It is in this 

restorational sense, that Athanasius stresses the importance of such qualities as 

                                                           
665 Ibid. 10.35 [Thomson 154; ibid. 155]: h̀ tou/ ivdi,ou sw,matoj qusi,a)  
666 o ̀qa,natoj tou/ kuri,ou lu,tron evsti. pa,ntwn)  
667 De Inc. 9.11 [Thomson 154; ibid. 155]: avnti,yucoj ùpe.r pa,ntwn) 
668 Ibid. 14.9 [Thomson 166; ibid. 167]: h̀ a;fesij tw/n àmartiw/n)  
669 Ibid. 5.14 [Thomson 144; ibid. 145]: h̀ para,basij th/j evntolh/j)  
670  Ibid. 20.37 [Thomson 184; ibid. 185]: i[na tou.j me.n pa,ntaj avnupeuqu,nouj poih,sh/| [sc. 

cristoj]. 
671 Ibid. 21.3 [Thomson 184; ibid. 185]: h̀ katadi,kh. 
672 Ibid. 20.14-7 [Thomson 182; ibid. 183]: h;dh loipo.n kai. ùpe.r pa,ntwn th.n qusi,an avne,feren( 

avnti. pa,ntwn to.n èautou/ nao.n eivj qa,naton paradidou,j( i[na tou.j me.n pa,ntaj avnupeuqu,nouj kai. 
evleuqe,rouj th/j avrcai,aj paraba,sewj poih,sh/|)  

673 Ibid. 20.1-3 [Thomson 184; ibid. 185]: avme,lei( tou/ koinou/ pa,ntwn swth/roj avpoqano,ntoj ùpe.r 
h̀mw/n( ouvke,ti nu/n w[sper pa,lai kata. th.n tou/ no,mou avpeilh.n qana,tw| avpoqnh,skomen oi ̀ evn cristw/| 
pistoi,\ pe,pautai ga.r h̀ toiau,th katadi,kh)   

674 Ibid. 10.35 [Thomson 158; ibid. 159]: avrch.n zwh/j h̀mi/n ekai,nisen [sc. cristo,j]. 
675  Ibid. 10.35 [Thomson 158; ibid. 159]: i[na ẁj eivkw.n w'n tou/ patro.j to.n kat’ eivko,na 

a;nqrwpon avnakti,sai dunhqh/|)  
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immortality and incorruption. They are the integral elements of what it means to be 

a restored humanity, and Christ makes them available anew by becoming man: 

‘Then this also must be known, that the corruption which had occurred was not 

outside the body, but was involved with it; and it was necessary that instead of 

corruption, life should adhere to it so that, as death had been in the body, so might 

life also be in it’ (De Inc. 44.19-22 [Thomson 244; ibid. 245]).676 More concisely, 

Athanasius states: ‘For in two ways our Saviour had compassion through the 

incarnation: he both rid us of death and renewed us’ (De Inc. 16.21-3 [Thomson 

172; ibid. 173]).677  Even though humanity still dies, it can hope for the future 

resurrection in Christ. Combining the legal and christological themes, Athanasius 

formulates what he thinks is the ‘primary cause of the incarnation’ (aivti,a prw,th th/j 

evnanqrwph,sewj):   

 

For by the sacrifice of his own body he both put an end to the law which lay over us, and renewed 

for us the origin of life by giving hope of the resurrection. For since by men death had laid hold of 

men, so for this reason by the incarnation of God the Word were effected the overthrow of death and 

the resurrection of life. For the man who put on Christ says: Since by man came death, also by man 

came the resurrection of the dead; for as in Adam all die, so also in Christ all will be made alive [1-

Cor. 15:21-2], and so on. For now no longer as condemned do we die, but as those who will rise 

again we await the general resurrection of all, which God in his own time will reveal [1-Tim. 6:15], 

he who also made and granted it to us. This therefore, is the primary cause of the incarnation of the 

Saviour (De Inc. 10.34-47 [Thomson 158; ibid. 159]).678 

 

Here Athanasius ties the hope of the resurrection both with the incarnation of Christ 

and his death. Taken together they give as well as effect the hope of resurrection. 

Therefore, the primary cause of the incarnation of the Saviour is salvific and 

restorational; it seeks to renew humanity by connecting it directly to Christ and 

                                                           
676  e;peita kai. tou/to ivste,on( o[ti h̀ genome,nh fqora. ouvk e;xwqen h=n tou/ sw,matoj( avll’ auvtw/| 

prosegego,nei( kai. avna,gkh h=n avnti. th/j fqora/j zwh.n auvtw/| prosplakh/nai( i[na w[sper evn tw/| sw,mati 
ge,gonen o ̀qa,natoj( ou[twj evn auvtw/| ge,nhtai kai. h̀ zwh,)  

677  avmfo,tera ga.r evfilanqrwpeu,eto ò swth.r dia. th/j evnanqrwph,sewj( o[ti kai. to.n qa,naton evx 
h̀mw/n hvfa,nize( kai. avnekai,nizen h̀ma/j)  

678 th/| ga.r tou/ ivdi,ou sw,matoj qusi,a| kai. te,loj evpe,qhke tw/| kaq’ h̀ma/j no,mw|( kai. avrch.n zwh/j h̀mi/n 
evkai,nisen( evlpi,da th/j avnasta,sewj dedwkw,j\ evpeidh. ga.r evx avnqrw,pwn eivj avnqrw,pouj o ̀ qa,natoj 
evkra,thse( dia. tou/to pa,lin dia. th/j evnanqrwph,sewj tou/ qeou/ lo,gou h̀ tou/ qana,tou kata,lusij ge,gone 
kai. h̀ th/j zwh/j avna,stasij( le,gontoj tou/ cristofo,rou avndro,j\ evpeidh. ga.r di’ avnqrw,pou qa,natoj( 
kai. di’ avnqrw,pou avna,stasij nekrw/n) w[sper ga.r evn tw/| avda.m pa,ntej avpoqnh,skousin( ou[twj kai. evn 
tw/| cristw/| pa,ntej zwopoihqh,sontai\ kai. ta. tou,toij avko,louqa) ouvke,ti ga.r nu/n wj̀ katakrino,menoi 
avpoqnh,skomen( avll’ wj̀ evgeiro,menoi perime,nomen th.n koinh.n pa,ntwn avna,stasin( h]n kairoi/j ivdi,oij 
dei,xei o ̀kai. tau,thn evrgasa,menoj kai. carisa,menoj qeo,j) aivti,a me.n dh. prw,th th/j evnanqrwph,sewj tou/ 
swth/roj au[th)  
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have it resurrected into life. In this sense, Athanasius’ christology is fundamentally 

soteriological, for Christ restores humanity in himself: As in Adam all die, so also in 

Christ all will be made alive. To put it differently, ‘the person and work of Christ 

are inseparable, they form a coherent whole; therefore, the person no less than the 

work has redemptive significance’.679 

             The other major aspect of the restoration of man is relational. Although 

Athanasius does not discuss the Holy Spirit in the double treatise (he mentions him 

along with the other persons of the Trinity only at the end of this writing,680 and it is 

only later in his Epistulae quattuor ad Serapionem that the divinity of the Holy 

Spirit will present itself as an issue), he stresses quite consistently that salvation 

implies one’s sharing in the trinitarian life. The way humanity can do this is by 

being joined to Christ and through him to the Father. In the apologetic context of 

his writing, Athanasius phrases this idea with the epistemological emphasis: to 

know the Son is to know the Father. The principle behind this statement is that the 

invisible God makes himself known through his works, most importantly through 

Christ who assumed the visible body.681 In De Inc. 32.25-33 [Thomson 212; ibid. 

213], Athanasius asserts: ‘It should be clear―and let no one obstinately resist the 

truth―that the Saviour… is the true Son of God, from whom he proceeds as very 

Word from the Father and Wisdom and Power (evk patro.j i;dioj lo,goj kai. sofi,a 

kai. du,namij up̀a,rcwn); who in the last times for the salvation of all took a body, and 

taught the world about the Father, destroyed death and bestowed incorruptibility on 

all through the promise of the resurrection’.682 Emphasizing the deeds of the Logos 

as an instrument for making the Father known, he says: ‘For this reason the 

merciful and universal Saviour, the Word of God, took to himself a body and lived 

as a man among men… in order that they might know the truth from the works 

which the Lord did through the actions of his body, and through him might come to 

know the Father’ (De Inc. 15.11-16 [Thomson 170; ibid. 171, modified]).683 In both 

                                                           
679 Habets, Theosis, 51. This aspect is noticed by many scholars, e.g. Behr, The Nicene Faith, 

2/1:186-7; Anatolios, Athanasius: Coherence, 67; Torrance, The Trinitarian Faith, 156; ibid., The 
Mediation of Christ, 30; Anatolios, ‘Athanasius’ Christology Today’, 36-41.  

680 De Inc. 57.22-3 [Thomson 276].  
681 Ibid. 32.1-33 [Thomson 210-2].  
682 fanero.n a'n ei;;h( kai. mhdei.j avnaideue,sqw pro.j th.n avlh,qeian( o[ti))) qeou/ uiò,j evstin avlhqino,j( 

evx auvtou/ oi-a dh. evk patro.j i;dioj lo,goj kai. sofi,a kai. du,namij ùpa,rcwn( o]j cro,noij u[steron evpi. 
swthri,a| tw/n pa,ntwn e;labe sw/ma( kai. th/n me.n oivkoume,nhn peri. patro.j evdi,daxe( to.n de. qa,naton 
kath,rghse( pa/si de. th.n avfqarsi,an evcari,sato dia. th/j evpaggeli,aj th/j avnasta,sewj)  

683 tou,tou e[neka o ̀fila,nqrwpoj kai. koino.j pa,ntwn swth,r( o ̀tou/ qeou/ lo,goj( lamba,nei e`autw/| 
sw/ma( kai. wj̀ a;nqrwpoj evn avnqrw,poij avnastre,fetai( kai. ta.j aivsqh,seij pa,ntwn avnqrw,pwn 
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passages, Christ is said to have a special position with the Father―he is the Word 

of God, Wisdom, and Power―while to restore the knowledge of God the Father, he 

comes down to us as man. The same idea is also reflected in the only passage in the 

treatise where Athanasius applies deification in the Christian context.684 In De Inc. 

54.11-21 [Thomson 268; ibid. 269], he affirms:  

 

For he became man that we might become divine (qeopoihqw/men); and he revealed himself 

through a body that we might receive an idea of the invisible Father; and he endured insults from 

men that we might inherit incorruption. He himself was harmed in no respect, as he is impassible 

and incorruptible (avpaqh.j kai. a;fqartoj) and the very Word and God (auvtolo,goj w'n kai. qeo,j), 

but he cared for and saved suffering men, for whom he endured these things, by his impassibility. 

And, in short, the achievements of the Saviour effected through his incarnation are of such a kind 

and so great, that if anyone wished to expound them he would be like those who gaze at the vast 

expanse of the sea and wish to count the number of its waves…. So it is better not to view or 

speak of all of which one cannot even express a part, but to recall one part, leaving you to wonder 

at the whole’.685  

 

What is significant in this passage is that it summarizes all important aspects of 

salvation: legal, ontological, and relational. It mentions the fact that Christ endured 

the insults and he is referred to as the Saviour, while his incarnation is said to have 

effected incorruption and the revelation of the invisible Father. In this context 

deification (which almost literally repeats Irenaeus’ dictum) is far from being a 

strictly physical concept; it is a much broader one that includes other vital aspects 

of salvation. Moreover, it is even less a concept of the upward movement. Here, as 

elsewhere in the De Incarnatione, Athanasius points out that salvation is based on 

God’s initiative (it is described in terms of providential care), and he ties it to the 

fact that Christ, who accomplished it, is ‘the very Word and God’ (auvtolo,goj w'n 

kai. qeo,j). While in the earlier parts of the De Incarnatione, Athanasius described 

the body of Christ as the instrument, or tool, and predicated to it human qualities, 

                                                                                                                                                                                                    
proslamba,nei( i[na oi ̀evn swmatikoi/j noou/ntej ei=nai to.n qeo,n( avf’ w-n o ̀ku,rioj evrga,zetai dia. tw/n 
tou/ sw,matoj e;rgwn( avp’ auvtw/n noh,swsi th.n avlh,qeian( kai. di’ auvtou/ to.n pate,ra logi,swntai) 

684 The same dictum reappears in Ep. Adelph. 4 [PG 26:1057a].  
685 auvto.j ga.r evnhnqrw,phsen( i[na h̀mei/j qeopoihqw/men\ kai. auvto.j evfane,rwsen èauto.n dia. sw,matoj 

i[na h̀mei/j tou/ avora,tou patro.j e;nnoian la,bwmen\ kai. auvto.j ùpe,meine th.n par’ avnqrw,pwn u[brin i[na 
h̀mei/j avfqarsi,an klhronomh,swmen) evbla,pteto me.n ga.r auvto.j ouvde,n( avpaqh.j kai. a;fqartoj kai. 
auvtolo,goj w'n kai. qeo,j\ tou.j de. pa,scontaj avnqrw,pouj( di’ ou]j kai. tau/ta ùpe,meinen( evn th/| èautou/ 
avpaqei,a| evth,rei kai. die,swze) kai. o[lwj ta. katorqw,mata tou/ swth/roj ta. dia. th/j evnanqrwph,sewj 
auvtou/ geno,mena toiau/ta kai. tosau/ta, evstin( a] eiv dihgh,sasqai, tij evqelh,seien( e;oike toi/j avforw/sin 
eivj to. pe,lagoj th/j qala,sshj kai. qe,lousin avriqmei/n ta/ ku,mata tau,thj) 
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here he makes it clear that Christ’s divinity remained unchanged―impassible and 

incorruptible―even though he assumed the body. Interestingly, Athanasius gives 

up at the task of enumerating all the aspects of Christ’s saving accomplishments. He 

says this almost at the very end of his double treatise when he could otherwise be 

satisfied with what he has written. Instead, he ends with a typically patristic note of 

apophatic theology recognizing the unexhausted mystery of God’s work. At the 

same time, Athanasius does articulate the central message of salvation pinpointing 

that most fundamentally it is about restoring humanity to the same state of original 

being and relationship which it lost after the fall.  

             The efficacy of Christ’ death is also shown by Athanasius in the fact that 

‘the Lord came to overthrow the devil’686 (a motif repeated quite frequently)687 and 

that his death is being imitated by the Christian martyrs. Since the power of death 

has been destroyed by Christ, the death is no more feared by the Christians, and 

they die for their faith as Christ’s heroes. Athanasius writes: ‘For formerly, before 

the divine coming of the Saviour occurred, all used to weep for the dead as if they 

were lost. But now that the Saviour has raised up his body death is no longer to be 

feared, but all believers in Christ tread on it as something non-existent and would 

rather die than deny their faith in Christ’ (De Inc. 27.7-12 [Thomson 198; ibid. 

199]).688 And slightly later, he continues: ‘Is this, then, an insignificant refutation of 

the weakness of death, or a feeble demonstration of the victory won by the Saviour 

over it, when Christian boys and young girls despise this present life and prepare 

themselves for dying? For by nature man is afraid of death and of the dissolution of 

the body. But what is most wonderful (paradoxo,taton) is that he who has put on the 

faith of the cross scorns the things of nature, and is not afraid of death because of 

Christ’ (De Inc. 28.1-8 [Thomson 200-2; ibid. 201-3]).689 The followers of Christ 

lead a better life (swfrone,steroj bi,oj) 690  than the gods and the Greeks who 

worshipped them, and we are to imitate the life and deeds of the saints. Athanasius 

                                                           
686 De Inc. 25.24 [Thomson 194; ibid. 195];  
687 e.g. Ibid. 14.17-26 [Thomson 166-8]; 20.38-41 [Thomson 184]; 25.30-4 [Thomson 196]. 
688 pa,lai me.n ga.r pri.n th.n qei,an evpidhmi,an gene,sqai tou/ swth/roj( pa,ntej tou.j avpoqnh,skontaj 

ẁj fqeirome,nouj evqrh,noun) a;rti de. tou/ swth/roj avnasth,santoj to. sw/ma( ouvke,ti me.n o ̀qa,nato,j evsti 
fobero,j( pa,ntej de. oi ̀ tw/| cristw/| pisteu,ontej wj̀ ouvde.n auvto.n o;nta patou/si( kai. ma/llon 
avpoqnh,skein air̀ou/ntai h' avrnh,sasqai th.n eivj cristo.n pi,stin)  

689 a;r’ ou=n tou/to mikro.j e;legco,j evsti th/j tou/ qana,tou avsqenei,aj* h' mikra, evstin avpo,deixij th/j 
kat’ auvtou/ genome,nhj ni,khj para. tou/ swth/roj( o[tan oi ̀evn cristw/| pai/dej kai. ne,ai ko,rai parorw/si 
to.n evntau/qa bi,on kai. avpoqanei/n meletw/sin* e;sti me.n ga.r kata. fu,sin o ̀ a;nqrwpoj deiliw/n to.n 
qa,naton kai. th.n tou/ sw,matoj dia,lusin\ to. de. paradoxo,taton tou/to, evstin( o[ti th.n tou/ staurou/ 
pi,stin evndusa,menoj katafronei/ kai. tw/n kata. fu,sin( kai. to.n qa,naton ouv deilia/| dia. to.n cristo,n)  

690 De Inc. 53.19 [Thomson 266].  
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calls his readers to ‘a life modeled on the saints’ (th/j pro.j tou.j ag̀i,ouj tou/ bi,ou 

mimh,sewj),691 and encourages ‘to approach the saints in the imitation of their deeds’ 

(pro.j auvtou.j tou.j ag̀i,ouj avfike,sqai th/| om̀oio,thti tw/n pra,xewn auvtw/n). 692  By 

doing this, a believer cultivates a good life (bi,oj kalo,j), pure soul (yuch, kaqara,), 

and virtue in Christ (h̀ kata. cristo.n avreth,).693   

 

3.4 Conclusions 

As I bring this chapter to a close, it is appropriate to take a moment and consider 

Athanasius briefly in the general context which I have placed him. It is obvious that 

the Greek tradition had an undoubtedly deep impact on Athanasius. Even if he did 

not have a specialized education,694  his terminology and ideas reflect a decent 

knowledge of Platonism. However, when it comes to the Platonic framework as a 

whole, this is where, I believe, he parts ways with this tradition most noticeably. 

His concept of God as the intimate communion of the Father and Son shows itself 

most clearly in the way he describes the incarnation of Christ and the fruits of 

salvation. Both are fundamentally personal notions. In the incarnation it is the 

Father’s Son, the second person of the Trinity, that is the subject of salvific actions, 

and even though his mission is to point to the Father, both of them do the same 

work. While salvation includes a legal and ontological dimension, it is a distinctly 

relational concept in which man is ultimately restored to the original relationship 

with God. Although Athanasius does not speak a lot about deification in the 

Christian context (and he is silent about such personal images of salvation as 

adoption, or sonship, probably because of the apologetic nature of the treatise), the 

only instance where he does so is grounded on this Athanasian framework. Based 

on these observations, it seems that while there is much that Athanasius 

appropriates from Platonism, there is even more that he leaves behind. This point 

corroborates well with what Jon Robertson writes when he asserts that Athanasius’ 

use of the Hellenistic sources ‘does not suggest a deep adoption of their underlying 

philosophies but rather a borrowing of metaphors and illustrations to support a point 

                                                           
691 Ibid. 57.5-6 [Thomson 274; ibid. 275].  
692 Ibid. 57.13-4 [Thomson 274; ibid. 275].  
693 Ibid. 57.2 [Thomson 274; ibid. 275]. 
694 Meijering, Orthodoxy and Platonism, 105, suggests that Athanasius’ teachers (to which he 

himself refers twice in the double treatise, CG 1.11 [Thomson 2], and De Inc. 56.8 [Thomson 272]), 
are most likely ‘the Alexandrian theologians and the heads of Origen’s school, Dionysius, Pierius, 
Theognostus, Serapion, Peter, Alexander’. 
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he is making at the moment. This would seem to indicate that Athanasius, rather 

than actually espousing a particular philosophical school of thought, simply 

appropriated in a somewhat superficial way what he considered useful of the 

general philosophical heritage of his day’.695 This conclusion is also supported by 

Meijering who argues (as I had indicated in 2.1.3 where I give my rationale as to 

why I see Platonism as the major context for Athanasius) that ‘Athanasius could 

freely use philosophical ideas where it suited him’ believing that ‘Platonic ontology 

need not contradict the Christian faith, provided it was applied in the right way in 

theology’.696 Mejering concludes that Athanasius on the one hand endevours to 

synthesize Christian faith and Platonism ‘in the sense that he is constantly using 

Platonic language and arguments’, and on the other, he sees a certain antithesis ‘in 

the sense that Athanasius completely opposes the core of Platonic theology, viz., the 

divine hierarchy. He regards this as idolatry’.697 

             As I have attempted to show, Athanasius’ double treatise represents a 

unified whole. While the traits of ‘tension’ are present, they do not mean conflict or 

inconsistency. Moreover, this ‘tension’ can be understood as part of the intended 

structure governed by the apologetic nature of the treatise. Even though Athanasius 

draws a sharp contrast between three lesser means of God’s redirection of people 

(the soul, creation, and Scriptures) and the superior one (incarnation), he does not 

present them in a discontinuous way. The same God who initially created humanity 

comes down to save it after the fall, and the same grace of the image that was given 

to man is now restored by the very image of the Father, Christ himself. To stress the 

continutity of God’s revelation and grace Athanasius describes God as a good 

teacher (o ̀avgaqo.j dida,skaloj)698  who adapts to the failures of humanity in the 

history of salvation, and does what they were not able to do on their own.  

             Athanasius goes on to elaborate much more on these ideas from his early 

treatise in his main dogmatic work―Orationes Contra Arianos―and to set the 

stage for the discussion of this writing, it will be important first to consider 

Athanasius’ opponent, Arius of Alexandria. I will do this in the next chapter.  

 

 

                                                           
695 Robertson, Christ as Mediator, 143.  
696 Meijering, Orthodoxy and Platonism, 126, 128. Cf. ibid., 114-32. 
697 Ibid., 130.  
698 De Inc. 15.1 [Thomson 168]. Cf. De Sen. Dion. 6.11-12 [Opitz 50]. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

God the Father, Christ, and Deification 
in Arius’ Letters and the Thalia 

 

 

In the previous chapter I have dealt with the writing that never mentions Arius by 

name. While scholars disagree about the extent to which the double treatise reflects 

anti-Arian motifs and whether it was written before the controversy in 318 699 or 

some time afterwards, there is no doubt that Athanasius’ later writings (to be 

discussed in chs. 5-6) are significantly influenced by the disputes against Arius. 

Therefore, one helpful way to approach Athanasius’ later thought is by examining 

first Arius’ theology as the immediate context in which Athanasius formulated his 

views. In light of the issues I have considered thus far, there are several ways in 

which Arius’ thought is starkly different from that of Athanasius. First, Arius 

definitely lacks Athanasius’ emphasis on God as relational being. He understands 

God as the supreme Monad that possesses the fullness of divine qualities, or 

perfections, which are not to be shared by the other trinitarian hypostases. Being 

devoid of such qualities, Christ and Holy Spirit stand in the subordinated position to 

the true God who is only rarely called Father. Second, Arius makes no direct 

mention of Christ’s initiative to restore humanity into divine relationship. In fact, 

Arius never writes about salvation. This may have to do either with the fact that 

only a handful of his writings survived (and some of those which did are extant only 

in fragments), or with the tendency to cast his ideas in a strictly metaphysical form. 

While Arius’ understanding of Christ is a hotly debated subject, there is a growing 

agreement among scholars that his christology entails some kind of soteriological 

significance.  

             In this chapter, I will explore two major elements in Arius’ theology. The 

first one will be related to his understanding of God, and the second—to his 

description of Christ and deification. I will approach the latter with caution since no 

soteriological statements from Arius have survived. In the course of this study I will 

explain my rationale for believing why it is still important to treat the subject of 

salvation in relation to Arius. As I begin, I will first examine Arius’ letters that 

represent his own extant words, and then analyze the extracts from his major 

                                                           
699 For an extensive discussion of the reasons and dates of the outbreak of the controversy, see 

Hanson, The Search for God, 129-38. 
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theological work, the Thalia quoted primarily in Athanasius’ Contra Arianos 1.5-6 

and De Synodis 15. I will conclude this chapter with a brief discussion of the 

response Arius received from his earliest opponent Alexander of Alexandria. This 

response is preserved in Alexander’s two most important writings known as èno.j 

sw,matoj (sometimes believed to be Athanasius’) and h̀ fi,larcoj. More 

immediately, I will begin this study by surveying modern scholarship on the Arian 

controversy in order to outline those concerns which scholars believe to have 

played central roles in the dispute, and for the rest of the chapter I will concentrate 

on showing how the study of God and deification can provide a helpful framework 

for assessing Arius’ thought. 

 

4.1 Scholarly Opinions about the Arian Dispute: Cosmological and  

Soteriological Arguments 

Generally, modern treatments of Arius’ teaching fall into two major categories, or 

approaches, to the controversy.700 On the one hand, there are those who think that 

his primary concern was cosmological, and on the other there are those who 

consider soteriology as the determining factor. Since a given scholars’ evaluation of 

Arius is often dependent on which of these two approaches one believes to be 

dominant in the dispute, I will first make a brief review of these approaches before I 

examine Arius himself.  

 

4.1.1 Cosmological Approach: The Influences of Later Hellenism, Monotheistic  

Tendencies of Judaism, and Biblical Exegesis 

One of the traditional interpretations of the controversy (with representatives found 

both in ancient and modern times), considers Arius as the trinitarian 

subordinationist. Scholars who approach Arius in this way often believe that the 

closest link to his views is later Platonism. As I mentioned in the chapter on the 

background,701 one of the fundamental tenets of the Platonic worldview is a multi-

level hierarchy of hypostases. The top of this pyramid is occupied by the 

intellectual realm, the bottom by the material one. Each lower level of reality on 

this scale participates in the higher one, reflecting its beauty and intellectual 

                                                           
700  For an excellent survey of various views on the Arian controversy from nineteenth to 

twentieth centuries, see Williams, Arius, 2-25. Cf. Wiles, Heresy, and Kannengiesser, ‘Athanasian 
Decade’, 524-41. 

701 For a more detailed analysis of the Platonic tradition, see sects. 2.1.3.1-3.  
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structure to the degree in which the lower is able to embrace the higher. Seen in this 

light, Arius’ understanding of God comes close to the Platonic concept of the 

highest reality, a transcendent entity inaccessible to human knowledge and 

encounter. The inaccessibility of the supreme God, however, is compensated for by 

the intermediary beings who serve as the points of contact between the lowest and 

highest realms of reality. Within this approach scholars disagree as to whether 

Platonic influence came to Arius through pagan channels or through ecclesiastical 

ones. Arguing for the former, Harnack702 is a classic example, viewing Arius as a 

Hellenistic thinker who works within the neo-Platonic framework. According to this 

understanding, Arius perceived Christ to be the created mediator between the 

transcendent God and the material realm. Arguing for the ecclesiastical sources, 

other scholars703 suggest that Arius’ subordinationist christology was shaped under 

the influence of either Origen or his successors in Alexandria. While disagreeing on 

the principal sources of Arius’ teaching, both groups of scholars consent, to varying 

degree, that his concept of God precludes an emphasis on the divine relationship 

with humanity. Although most of these commentators704 (esp. Harnack in the past 

and Rowan Williams705 in more recent times) deny that Arius had any soteriology, 

some of them believe that his concept of God implied a specific view of 

salvation.706 Thus, George Prestige insists that Arius created an impassable wedge 

between God and humanity so much so that man was ‘to look for salvation to 

                                                           
702 Harnack, Lehrbuch der Dogmengeschichte, 2.217. Cf. Ricken, ‘Nikaia als Krisis’, 321-41 

(esp. 330 on Arius), who ties Arius’ teaching of God with the mature expression of the Middle 
Platonism. Similarly, Kannengiesser, ‘Hellenistic Hermeneutics’, 37, writes that ‘… we perceive 
fundamental affinities between Plotinus and Arius: the same moving exaltation of the triadic 
Principle, the One, transposed by Arius into the biblical figure for the Father; the same Triadic 
schema inspired by the classical problem of the passage from the One to the multiple’. For more 
views that attribute Platonic influence on Arius’ thought, see Meijering, ‘HN POTE OTE OUK HN 
O UIOS’, 161-68. 

703  Thus, Stead, ‘The Platonism of Arius’, 26, concludes that ‘Arius draws upon a Platonic 
tradition evolving within the Church. His theology fits naturally into place among the disputes which 
arose over the disposal of Origen’s effects. His main debt to Origen is a subordinationist doctrine of 
the Son, which he greatly intensifies and divests of its qualifications’. Cf. Prestige, God in Patristic 
Thought, 116; Loofs, ‘Arianismus’, 9, 25; Klein, Konstantius II, 19. 

704 Hanson, The Search for God, 96, observes that ‘Williams and Harnack denied that Arius, at 
least, had any soteriology. Most scholars, perhaps unwittingly, come to much the same conclusion. It 
is understandable that this should be so, because almost every word (though not quite every word) 
by Arius that survives is concerned with the relation of the Father to the Son independently of the 
Incarnation’. 

705 Williams came to acknowledge the importance of the soteriological factor in the controversy 
by the time of his second edition of Arius. In his first edition of this study he holds to the view that 
Arius’ concern was exclusively cosmological. See Williams, Arius, 256-61. 

706 Ibid., 122. 
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sources other than the Lord of heaven and earth’.707 A more explicit remark is made 

by Hanson who recognizes Arius’ philosophical bent, and argues that his doctrine 

of God implied a certain soteriological stance even though no direct textual 

evidence supports it: 

 

The ontology fitted the soteriology and the soteriology the ontology. Once we understand the true 

rationale of Arianism, we realize that the two sides fit very well together, have in fact been 

devised to fit together, and that it is only by accident that we have been given the impression that 

either Arius or his followers cared only for defining the relation of the Son to the Father. They 

laboured for and upheld that definition because they held a concrete and by no means 

contemptible doctrine of salvation which that definition was intended to undergird.708 

 

Besides Platonism scholars have also suggested a number of other philosophical 

influences and sources for Arius’ teaching. In fact, there has been such a variety of 

them, that Robert Gregg and Dennis Groh draw quite an extended list. They observe 

that ‘[a] bewildering array of precursors have been postulated for Arian doctrine by 

modern scholarship: Aristotle, Plato (and Platonists like Atticus and Albinus), 

Philo, Origen, Lucian, Paul of Samosata, and the exegetes of the “schools” in 

Alexandria and Antioch’.709 Despite this diversity of opinions among scholars, the 

central issue on this reading was strictly philosophical. Generally, this interpretation 

purports to explain the controversy in terms of two perspectives that came to clash 

with each other. One is associated with Arius and is understood as an endeavour to 

protect God from direct involvement along the lines of Platonic structure of being. 

The other one is associated with Alexander and Athanasius and is exactly the 

opposite. It is seen as a desire to defend the personal involvement of God whether 

by appealing to the non-philosophical sources, or by drawing from Platonism while 

rejecting its ontological assumptions. 

             In contrast, another interpretation contends that Arius’ beliefs were 

determined by Judaizing motifs. Commentators who support this view argue that 

Arius was a strict monotheist who sought to maintain the transcendence of the one 

God. This opinion was first introduced by John Newman who suggested that Arius 

was influenced by Paul of Samosata via the Antiochene school of Lucian of 

Antioch. He believes that such influence had both doctrinal and historical bases, 

                                                           
707 Prestige, Fathers and Heretics, 91. 
708 Hanson, The Search for God, 122. 
709 Gregg, Early Arianism, 79.  
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and he regards Lucian as the forefather of the Arian doctrine.710 In Newman’s view 

the prevailing presence of Judaism in the Church of Antioch inspired a tendency to 

emphasize the human Jesus and diminish his divinity.711 This account of Arian 

history was later revisited by Walter Elliger who added a soteriological argument 

by claiming that Arius sought to defend a moral type of union with God on the level 

of will as opposed to being.712 Another soteriological reading was proposed slightly 

earlier by Henry Gwatkin. He drew an analogy between the Arian and Pelagian 

disputes arguing that it was ‘the Pelagianism which is an essential element of the 

Arian system’.713 Gwatkin also challenged Newman’s view that traced Arius to the 

Antiochene theology by pointing out that the fourth-century Alexandria had as 

much Jewish influence as Antioch.714 The subject of Jewish background was later 

picked up by Rudolf Lorenz who proposed to view the Arian teaching as being 

rooted in the ‘Engelchristologie im Judenchristentum’ that supposedly approached 

Christ as the angelic mediator.715 Finally, the Jewish influence for Arius’ teaching 

was solidified by Thomas Kopeček who advanced a view that it ‘emerged from and 

was nourished by a conservative eucharistic liturgical tradition which was 

pronouncedly Jewish-Christian in character’. 716  These scholars and others who 

consider Jewish influence as the main factor in the controversy argue that Arius’ 

main concern was to reconcile strict monotheism (sustained by the Hellenized 

synagogues) and devotion to Jesus Christ as a divine but created being.  

             One other interpretation of Arius’ teaching contends that the primary 

concern of the controversy had to do with the biblical exegesis rather than 

cosmology. It describes Arius as seeking to deal with the difficult passages from the 

Old and New Testament where the Son is given an inferior status than the Father 

(e.g. Prov. 8:22; Mark 10:18; Jn. 10:36; Phil. 2:5-11; 1-Cor. 15:25-8; Heb. 5:8). In 

this approach scholars often argue that Arius’ views were nurturted primarily by his 

literalistic reading of Scripture. Therefore, ‘[f]ar from being a philosopher anxious 

                                                           
710 Newman, The Arians of the Fourth Century, 1-24. Among the modern scholars this view was 

advanced by Pollard, ‘The Origins of Arianism’, 103-11. 
711 Newman, The Arians of the Fourth Century, 403-16.  
712 Elliger, ‘Bemerkungen zur Thologie des Arius’, 250-1.  
713 Gwatkin, Arianism, 25. 
714 Ibid. 17-20. Similar criticism was advanced by Simonetti, ‘Le Origini deil’ Arianesimo’, 317-

30. In modern scholarship Newman’s reconstruction of the controversy (developed in his Arians of 
the Fourth Century in 1833) as a clash between ‘Anteochene’ and ‘Alexandrian’ theology has been 
largely abandoned. Cf. Lienhard, ‘The “Arian” Controversy’, 419. 

715 Lorenz, Arius judaizans? 148-74. 
716 Kopeček, ‘Neo-Arian Religion’, 155.  
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to safeguard a particular cosmology, Arius and his followers were first and foremost 

men of the Book who desired to achieve terminological clarity’.717 Gregg and Groh 

come very close to this view when they remark that ‘Arius and his circle are 

described again and again as philosophers, logicians, demipagans, but only rarely as 

persons concerned to exegete the Scriptures by a careful and self-conscious 

hermeneutic’.718 On the other hand, there are scholars who argue that Arius read the 

Bible through the lens of the Alexandrian theology. This approach is frequently 

accompanied with a distinction between the two supposedly competing schools of 

patristic exegesis, one based in Antioch and the other in Alexandria.719 According 

to Charles Kannengiesser (who regards Arius as the product of the Alexandrian 

school of theology) Antioch and Alexandria were characterized by different senses 

of the value of historical narratives: the former treated them literally, while the 

latter interpreted them allegorically. 720  Following this distinction, Henri-Irénée 

Marrou depicts Arius as a ‘Denys d’Alexandrie première manière’ and defines his 

teaching as a ‘phénomène alexandrine’.721 Likewise, for Wiles Arius’ exposition of 

the Scriptures has nothing new in itself; it simply follows the Alexandrian strand of 

thought―Clement, Origen, and Dionysius of Alexandria—which derives from 

Philo. In Wiles’ view, it is this particular strand of thought (which Arius endorsed 

and Alexander rejected) that became the ‘crucial factor in the split between 

Athanasius and the Arians’.722 Later in his article ‘The Philosophy in Christianity’, 

he added another argument claiming that besides the scriptural interpretation, 

another major motif that drove Arius’ thought was the doctrine of salvation. In his 

opinion, Arius’ soteriology can be understood as a ‘determination to safeguard the 

presentation of Christ’s passion and crucifixion as unequivocally the passion and 

crucifixion of God’.723 In contrast to this view, Kannengiesser contends that Arius 

                                                           
717 Gavrilyuk, The Suffering of the Impassible God, 107-8.  
718 Gregg, Early Arianism, 8. 
719 Cf. Fairbairn, ‘Patristic Exegesis’, who argues that in the context of the fifth century a model 

of two competing schools―one in Antioch and one in Alexandria―is built on a false assumption 
that they propogated mutually exclusive worldviews. Instead, he suggests that what was really 
Antiochene should be associated with only a handful of people, most notably Diodore of Tarsus, 
Theodore of Mopsuestia, and Nestorius. Cf. Lienhard, ‘The “Arian” controversy, who warns that 
‘[t]he relationship between theological speculation in the early fourth century and the christological 
controversy of the fifth century is complex and unclear; and to try to interpret the first period by later 
categories does neither a service’. 

720 Kannengiesser, ‘A Key for the Future of Patristics’, 102. 
721 Marrou, ‘L’arianisme comme phénomène alexandrin’, 533, thinks that Arius represents an 

Alexandrian tendency to subordinate God in the Origenistic manner. 
722 Wiles, ‘The Philosophy in Christianity’, 42. Cf. ibid., ‘In Defence of Arius’, 339-47. 
723 Ibid., ‘Asterius’, 136. 
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had no soteriological concern whatsoever by claiming that ‘Arius’ tragedy was to 

engage his dedication to the church into a strictly metaphysical issue, at a time 

when the church was only seeking for “a view of salvation” adjusted to the new 

situation of the 4th century’.724 

             Apparently, all three interpretations of Arius’ teaching tend to view the 

controversy from a specific standpoint. They also expose a whole range of attitudes 

towards the soteriology either asserting its significance in Arius’ thought (Prestige, 

Elliger, Wiles), or implying it (Gwatkin, Hanson), or denying it altogether 

(Harnack, Williams [although less so now], 725  Kannengiesser). Moreover, the 

stronger one emphasizes the cosmological issue the more likely one is to sense a 

need for clarifying why soteriology could or could not play a role in the debates. 

Thus, Hanson who spends most of his time describing Arius’ cosmology, ends up 

concluding his analysis with a soteriological remark. He writes: ‘Arianism was a 

theology of salvation as well as a theory of the inner relations of the Trinity.... Its 

originator was as concerned with our salvation as his disciples were, even if by 

chance almost none of his sayings upon the subject has survived’.726   

  

4.1.2 Soteriological Approach 

A fundamentally different view on the Arian controversy is supported by those 

scholars who deliberately place soteriology at the heart of the matter. They argue 

that salvation was at stake, not a disagreement on cosmological views. Among the 

modern commentators Mönnich727 seems to be the first one who approached the 

Arian debate in this way. In his opinion, Arius sought to describe Christ as the 

ethical prototype of the deified creature. It is by following his example, namely, 

eradicating their sinful will, that human beings can achieve the same state of 

divinization that Christ had achieved. 728  According to this interpretation, the 

conflict between Arius and Athanasius is understood as having to do with the means 

of salvation rather than with a certain cosmological view. More specifically, while 

                                                           
724 Kannengiesser, ‘Alexander and Arius of Alexandria’, 402.  
725 Williams came to acknowledge the importance of the soteriological factor in the controversy 

by the time of his second edition of Arius. In his first edition of this study he holds to the view that 
Arius’ concern was exclusively cosmological. See Williams, Arius, 256-61. 

726 Hanson, The Search for God, 26-7. 
727 Mönnich, ‘De Achtergrond van de arianse Christologie’, 378-412.   
728 Ibid., 407. 
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for Arius salvation could be achieved through the individual ascetic efforts, for 

Alexander and Athanasius it was possible only by divine grace within the Church. 

             Mönnich’s interpretation of the controversy has recently been elaborated by 

Gregg and Groh who are known for their so-called exemplarist soteriology. These 

commentators disagree in principle with those who describe the debate in terms of 

cosmological preoccupation. They argue that the controversy could not become so 

intense if it were exclusively about the technical issues of cosmology such as 

òmoou,sioj or h=n pote( o[te ouvk h=n. In contrast, Gregg and Groh endorse the third of 

the fore-mentioned interpretations by claiming that instead of being concerned with 

cosmology, Arius was above all a biblical exegete who understood Christ in terms 

of moral example. Although Arius’ views were nurtured by the literalistic 

interpretation of the Bible, his christology, according to Gregg and Groh, was 

influenced by the ethical view of Stoicism. Therefore, they suggest that Arius 

understood Christ as a mutable (trepto,j) creature who was capable of increasing in 

virtue (prokoph,) toward a complete dispassion (avpa,qeia). He lived a life of total 

obedience to his Father’s will, and thereby left a perfect example for other creatures 

to follow. In this sense, Arius’ christology encouraged an ethical type of deification 

modeled after the Stoic sage. More specifically, it meant that by following Christ’s 

example of spiritual progress we can become like him. Gregg and Groh’s 

reconstruction of the central issue in the Arian controversy has evoked a lot of 

scholarly debates some of which I will mention later. Making a specific observation 

about the way they separate the soteriological and cosmological concerns, Paul 

Gavrilyuk notes: ‘To postulate a vital soteriological interest that overrode 

cosmological issues is to introduce an opposition between soteriology and 

cosmology that the fourth-century theologians would never have endorsed…. And 

nowhere do we find the Arians making such a typically Stoic claim as that Christ 

grew morally towards apatheia’.729 While disagreeing with Gregg and Groh on 

various points of their interpretation, scholars generally recognize that their 

contribution helped to draw attention to the issues that had long been overshadowed 

by the cosmological emphasis.730 

                                                           
729 Gavrilyuk, The Suffering of the Impassible God, 110-1. For more critical remarks about Gregg 

and Groh’s approach, see Stead, ‘Arius in Modern Research’, 24-36. 
730  e.g. Hanson, The Search for God, 91; Pettersen, Athanasius and the Human Body, 139; 

Williams, Arius, 256-61. 
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Another soteriological approach was proposed by Catherine LaCugna. In her 

opinion the thwart of the Arian teaching resulted in a negative phenomenon for the 

fourth-century Church. It produced a de-emphasis, or ‘weakening of the 

soteriological basis for the Christian doctrine of God’.731 In particular, she states: 

 

To answer Arius the Council of Nicaea taught that Christ is homoousios with God. This 

immediately shifted attention away from the patent subordination of the economy to an 

intradivine realm, theologia, in which God and Christ, Father and Son, could be equal in 

substance. But this ‘solution’ created another problem. The unquestioned axiom that God cannot 

suffer was contradicted by the suffering of Christ; if he were truly God, God would suffer. The 

way around this was to say that Christ suffered in his humanity but not in his divinity, not as the 

Logos. The result was a small gap between theologia, in which God and the divine Ch rist were 

equal, and oikonomia, in which God and the human Christ remained unequal.732 

 

In LaCugna’s understanding, Arius’ theology reflects the pre-Nicene focus on 

God’s disclosure in the world (oikonomia) rather than on his intra-trinitarian life 

(theologia). More specifically, this means that the pre-Nicenes sought to base their 

theology on the scriptural revelation of God the Father through the incarnation of 

Christ and the sending of the Holy Spirit. This approach to know God from his 

manifestation in the world is fundamentally different from the way Athanasius (and 

the Cappadocians) sought to know God. The latter’s desire to combat the Arian 

teaching led them beyond the historical revelation of God to the discussions of his 

inner being, or theologia. In doing this, they abandoned the biblical concept of God, 

substituting foreign metaphysical speculations. LaCugna concludes: 

 

While the separation of ‘economy’ and ‘theology’, implicit at Nicaea, allowed Athanasius and 

the Cappadocians to effectively counter Arianism, the distinction also made it possible for the 

Christian theology of God, specifically, trinitarian theology, to develop to some extent apart from 

soteriology. Having discovered that it was possible to make inferences about theologia on the 

basis of oikonomia, theologians began to reflect on theologia itself, in some cases before or 

without considering the economy of salvation. Within a short time this deductive or descending 

order was accepted as the normal procedure for theology.733  

 

                                                           
731 LaCugna, God for Us, 9.  
732 Ibid. 8.  
733 Ibid. 43; cf. Blum, ‘Oikonomia und Theologia’, 284. 
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This brief survey shows that modern scholars assess the Arian debates differently 

depending on what they think its major concern was. Some believe that the 

controversy revolved around cosmological concerns having to do with either later 

Hellenistic thought or the monotheistic tendencies of Judaism. Other commentators 

tend to minimize the scale of the cosmological interest by stressing the role of 

biblical exegesis, while still others argue that the dispute was primarily about 

salvation. At the same time, all groups of scholars acknowledge to varying degrees 

that both doctrines―that of God and that of salvation―were somehow 

interconnected in the controversy, if not directly affected each other. In continuation 

with this intuition, I will attempt to show in this chapter that bringing cosmology 

and soteriology together creates a helpful framework from which we could evaluate 

Arius’ theology.  

 

As we approach Arius, it is important to realize that we possess only a handful of 

texts that can be claimed as reliably representing his own words.734 These are three 

complete letters735 (the confession of faith presented to Alexander of Alexandria, 

Arius’ letter to Eusebius of Nicomedia, and the confession submitted by Arius and 

Euzoius to the emperor in 327) and a few fragments of a fourth.736 Apart from these 

documents, we are wholly dependent upon quotations from Arius’ Thalia737 written 

in the Sotadean metre. This document is quoted by Athanasius in varying detail in 

his Orationes Contra Arianos, De Decretis Nicaenae Synodi, De Sententia Dionysii, 

Epistola ad Episcopos Aegypti et Libyae, and also found in the ‘Blasphemies of 

Arius’ in the De Synodis. In my analysis of Arius’ thought I will give priority to his 

letters so as to understand how he himself presented his case. After that I will bring 

into the discussion the Athanasian fragments of the Thalia. The reason for doing 

this is because Arius is quoted in the Thalia through the prism of his most vehement 
                                                           

734 When citing the Arian texts, I will first give the number of the old Opitz’s edition (1934) 
and then in the brackets the number of the revised Opitz’s edition (2007) in which the chronology of 
the Arian documents is different, and therefore it gives the same documents new document numbers.  

735  The dating adopted here is that proposed by Williams, Arius, 48-61: Letter of Arius to 
Eusebius of Nicomedia (Urk. 1[15]) dated in 321/2; Profession of Faith by Arius and his followers to 
Alexander of Alexandria (Urk. 6[1]) dated in 321; and Formula of Faith by Arius and Euzoios to 
Emperor Constantine (Urk. 30[34]) dated in the end of 327. 

736 Passages of Arius’ fourth letter are cited by Constantine in Urk. 34[27]. Eight letters written in 
support of Arius include Urk. 2[16]; Urk. 3[10]; Urk. 7[9]; Urk. 8[4]; Urk. 9[5]; Urk. 11[11]; Urk. 
12[6]; Urk. 13[7]. 

737 For the Thalia I have adopted the dating of Williams which is mid-323; Williams, Arius, 62-6. 
The novel thesis of Kannengiesser, ‘Scripture and Hermeneutics’, that the Thalia was written in 359 
has not been widely accepted and is conclusively refuted by Williams, ‘The Quest of the Historical 
Thalia’, 1-35. 
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opponent, which makes these fragments less objective than Arius’ own letters. 

Since I am interested both in what Arius stated, and how he was perceived, I will 

allow the side perspective from Alexander and Athanasius whenever they provide 

helpful data. In doing this, however, I will be careful to not use them as a way of 

compensating Arius’ own views. Moreover, I do not pretend to reconstruct a 

complete ‘profile’ of Arius, or provide the answer as to what were the actual 

sources from which he drew. I also realize that ‘Arianism’ is becoming an outdated 

terminology that does not do justice to the wide variety of opinions that were held 

in the fourth century. 738  Due to growing distrust of an overarching notion of 

‘Arianism’, I will seek to confine myself specifically to the task of identifying 

Arius’ theology rather than ‘Arianism’ as a whole. I will start my analysis by 

looking at Arius’ teaching about God, and then will turn my attention to his concept 

of Christ and salvation. 

 

4.2 God as the Transcendent Being and the Unique Possessor of Divine  

Qualities in Arius 

Arius’ letters together with the fragments of the Thalia present us with a very 

specific understanding of God. He is described as the transcendent being whose 

divine qualities are unique to him. This idea is reflected primarily in the way Arius 

relates the subordinated position of the Son to the Father who surpasses him. I will 

consider five major arguments about this relation by referring to them as (1) Quasi-

temporal priority, (2) Substantial difference, (3) Incomprehensibility, (4) 

Preeminence of the will, and (5) Trinitarian subordinationism.  

 

4.2.1 Arius’ Letters739 

(1) Quasi-temporal Priority. What is most distinctive in Arius’ documents is the 

emphasis on the absolute transcendence of the Father. He is consistently defined in 

terms of singularity, uniqueness, sovereignty, and absolute freedom of will. In this 

                                                           
738 Approaching ‘Arianism’ as a coherent system has been criticized most fully in the recent 

study of Williams, Arius. Cf. Vaggione, Eunomius, esp. 39-49; 60-73. According to Behr, The 
Nicene Faith, 2/1:132-3, the main problem of this approach is that it draws ‘from texts of later non-
Nicene writers, presuming that they all belonged to a coherent “Arian” position, of which they then 
claim to present the essence or the rationale’, whereas in actuality ‘there was no single theological 
agenda shared by all those opposed to Nicaea, and their attitudes toward Arius himself varied 
considerably’. Cf. also ibid., 23-7. 

739 For a fuller picture of Arius’ ideas I will make occasional reference to the Letter of Alexander 
to all Bishops (Urk. 4b[2.2] [Opitz 6-11]), which preserves additional quotations of Arius’ words.  



 163

position the Father is superior both to the Son and the world. In the statement from 

Urk. 6[1].4, Arius clarifies this point by affirming that: ‘As monad (mona,j) and 

origin (avrch,) of all, God is prior to everything; therefore he is also prior to the Son’ 

([Opitz 13; NPNF2 4:458, modified]).740 The idea of the Father’s superiority to the 

Son shows up most clearly in the way Arius speaks of the former as being prior to 

the latter in some kind of ‘quasi-time’. According to this argument the Father 

represents the most solitary being (monw,tatoj) with no beginning, while the Son is 

begotten, created and established by the Father.741 This logic is reflected in Arius’ 

letter to his old friend, Eusebius of Nicomedia. He complains there that he was 

unjustly excommunicated for heresy by Alexander of Alexandria, and claims a list 

of supporters who believed with him ‘that God had an existence prior to that of his 

Son’ (o[ti prou?parcei/ ò qeo.j tou/ uiòu/ avna,rcwj) (Urk. 1[15].3 [Opitz 2; NPNF2 

3:41]). To this he adds that he is being persecuted for teaching that ‘the Son has a 

beginning, but that God is without beginning (a;narcoj), and that the Son is brought 

into existence out of nothing (evx ouvk o;ntwn evsti,n)’ (Urk. 1[15].5 [Opitz 3]).742 The 

way his opponents perceived such statements is expressed by Alexander who writes 

that Arius was responsible for formulas like ‘there was a time when God was not 

the Father’ (h=n o[te ò qeo.j path.r ouvk h=n), and ‘there was a time when he [Christ] 

was not’ (dio. kai. h=n pote o[te ouvk h=n) (Urk. 4b[2.2].7 [Opitz 7]).  

             (2) Substantial difference. Another way in which Arius makes the Father 

superior to the Son has to do with the difference of substance. A good illustration of 

it is found at the end of Arius’ letter to Eusebius, where he asserts that ‘he [the Son] 

has no share in God, nor is he of any essential being’.743 A similar statement occurs 

in Alexander’s letter to all Bishops (èno.j sw,matoj) where Arius is quoted as saying 

that Christ is ‘not like the Father in substance’744 but rather ‘alien, different and 

excluded from the substance of God’.745 The Father, according to Arius, is alone 

self-subsistent, immaterial and non-compound; his substance is subject to no natural 

                                                           
740 wj̀ mona.j kai. avrch. pa,ntwn( ou[twj o ̀qeo.j pro. pa,ntwn evsti,) dio. kai. pro. tou/ uiòu/ evstin.  
741 Urk 6[1].2 [Opitz 12]. Cf. De Syn. 15.1 [Opitz 243; NPNF² 4:457]: ‘The monad was; the dyad 

was not, before it was in existence’ (su,nej o[ti h̀ mona,j h=n h̀ dua.j ouvk h= pri.n ùpa,rxh). 
742  avrch.n e;cei o ̀ uiò,j( ò de. qeo.j a;narco,j evvsti) dia. tou/to diwko,meqa kai. o[ti ei;pomen( evx ouvk 

o;ntwn evsi,n)  
743 Urk. 1[15].5 [Opitz 3]: ouvde. me,roj qeou/ evstin ouvde. evx ùpokeime,nou tino,j. 
744 Ibid. 4b[2.2].7 [Opitz 7]: ou;te de. o[moioj kat’ ouvsi,an tw/| patri, evstin’. 
745 Ibid. 4b[2.2].8 [Opitz 8]: xe,noj te kai. avllo,trioj kai. avpescoinisme,noj evsti.n ò lo,goj th/j tou/ 

qeou/ ouvsi,aj. 
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process or diffusion. 746  In contrast, the Son is created and mutable by nature. 

Quoting Arius, Alexander writes: ‘He [Christ] is by very nature susceptible to 

change and mutable, equally with other rational beings.... He was made for our 

sake, so that God might create us through him as by an instrument’ (Urk. 4b[2.2].8, 

9 [Opitz 8; NPNF2 2:3-5, modified]).747 Denouncing the substantial identity of the 

Father and Son, Arius argues that the Son’s being does not exist together with the 

Father’s, for if it were, we would be led to postulate ‘two unoriginated ultimate 

principles’ (du,o avgennh,touj avrca,j) (Urk. 6[1].4 [Opitz 13]). Based on this logic, he 

also protests against the argument from the relations (w[j tinej le,gousi ta. pro,j)748 

that assumes the existence of the Son from the existence of the Father. Peter 

Widdicombe, who specifically analized Arius’ reference to this argument, 

concludes:   

 

By definition Arius is neither concerned to explore a relation (of Father and Son) within the 

divine nature; nor is he concerned to explore what particular significance the language of Father 

and Son might have, an enterprise which, in any case, might have run the risk of implying that 

there was a natural continuity between the Father and the Son.749 

 

(3) Incomprehensibility. Arius’ claims that the Father has a ‘quasi-temporal’ 

priority and is substantially different from the Son have two major implications for 

him. In the first place, they establish the epistemological gap between the 

transcendent Father and the Son who is ‘one of the things made’ (ei=j evstin tw/n 

poihma,twn) (Urk. 4b[2.2].12 [Opitz 8]). This means that the difference of nature 

makes the Father incomprehensible to the Son. According to Alexander’s witness, 

Arius affirmed that: ‘The Father is invisible to the Son; for neither does the Word 

perfectly and accurately know the Father, nor can he perfectly see him’ (Urk. 

4b[2.2].8, 9 [Opitz 8; NPNF2 2:3-5, modified]). This being the case, ‘the Son’, for 

Arius, ‘indeed does not know his own substance as it is’ (Urk. 4b[2.2].8 [Opitz 

                                                           
746 Ibid. 6[1] [Opitz 12-3]. 
747  dio. kai. trepto,j evsti kai. avlloiwto.j th.n fu,sin wj̀ kai. pa,nta ta. logika,)))) di’ h̀ma/j ga.r 

pepoi,htai( i[na h̀ma/j di’ auvtou/ ẁj di’ ovrga,nou kti,sh| o ̀qeo,j. 
748 This argument goes back to Aristotle’s Categ. 7b15 [Minio-Paluello 22]. In the third century 

we can find it present in Alexander of Aphrodisias (Arist. Met. 406.8-10), Plotinus (Enn. 6.1.7 [LCL 
445:30-4]), and Porphyry (Exp. Cat. 119.4ff). 

749 Widdicombe, The Fatherhood of God, 144. Cf. Lorentz, Arius Iudaizans?, 56-7; Barnard, 
‘What was Arius’ Philosophy?’, 114-6; Gregg, Early Arianism, 35, n. 79; Stead, ‘Platonism of 
Arius’, 28-30. 
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8]).750 Williams suggests that ‘this may be a rather condensed way of saying that a 

creature cannot know itself as God knows himself, that is, eternally and necessarily, 

or it may be an affirmation that no creaturely self-knowledge can be knowledge of 

an ousia’.751 In either case, the Son’s knowledge is clearly not perfect; it is limited 

both with regard to the Father, and to himself.752  

             (4) Preeminence of will. In the second place, the Father’s superiority over 

the Son implies the fact that the latter exists by God’s free will, while the Father is 

alone free and self-determining.753 The Father’s preeminence of will over the Son is 

reflected in Arius’ letter to Eusebius, where he places Christ in a position dependent 

on the Father by asserting that ‘he [the Son] does not derive his subsistence from 

any matter, but by his [Father’s] will and council he has subsisted before time, and 

before ages’ (Urk. 1[15].4 [Opitz 3; NPNF2 3:41, modified]).754 A similar statement 

is given in Arius’ letter to Alexander where he claims that ‘he [the Father] made 

him [the Son] subsist at his own will’ (ùposth,santa ivdi,w| qelh,mati),755 and further 

again where it is said about Christ that he is ‘at the will of God, created before times 

and ages’ (qelh.mati tou/ qeou/ pro. cro,nwn kai. pro. aivw,nwn ktisqe,nta).756 Williams 

believes that Arius’ argument about the Father’s preeminent will grows out of his 

emphasis on God’s transcendent perfection. He writes: ‘God is the sole source of 

all, and has none beside him, so that his will is uniquely sovereign; his will is not to 

be restricted by anything that smacks of material or temporal limitation, or by any 

natural “inner dynamism” compelling God to go forth in creation beyond his own 

perfection’.757 In fact, God’s freedom of will in relation to the created order is so 

crucial for Arius that he systematically excludes anything that can threaten it, 

including the Son.  

             (5) Trinitarian subordinationism. Arius’ way of diminishing the Son’s 

status, leads him to describe Christ as a lesser being than the Father. One way in 

which he does this is by referring to the Father as the sole being who possesses a set 

                                                           
750  kai. avo,rato,j evstin o ̀ path.r tw/| uiẁ/|) ou;te ga.r telei,wj kai. avkribw/j ginw,skei o` lo,goj to.n 

pate,ra( ou;te telei,wj òra/n auvto.n du,natai.  
751 Williams, Arius, 106. Cf. ibid., ‘The Quest of the Historical Thalia’, 1-35. 
752  The doctrine of the Father’s utter incomprehensibility is not directly witnessed as being 

present in Arius’ letters themselves, and the earliest testimony for this doctrine remains to be that of 
Alexander’s in Urk. 4b[2.2] [Opitz 6-11].  

753 See Urk. 1[15].5 [Opitz 3], where or̀isqh, may imply deliberation. 
754 ou;te evx ùpokeime,nou tino,j( avll’ o[ti qelh,mati kai. boulh/| ùpe,sth pro. cro,nwn kai. pro. aivw,nwn.  
755 Ukr. 6[1].2 [Opitz 12; NPNF2 4:458]. 
756 Ibid. 6[1].3 [Opitz 13; NPNF2 4:458]. 
757 Williams, Arius, 98; emphasis is in the original. 
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of divine qualities that are unique to him. The best example of such a description of 

God is found in Arius’ profession of faith where he offers a list of the following 

characteristics: 

 

We acknowledge one God, alone ingenerate, alone everlasting, alone without beginning, alone 

true, alone having immortality, alone wise, alone good, alone sovereign, judge, governor, and 

provider of all, unalterable and unchangeable, just and good, God of law and prophets and New 

Testament (Urk. 6[1].2 [Opitz 12; NPNF2 4:458, modified).758 

 

This passage shows the full strength of Arius’ assumption that God is the perfect 

and transcendent being. Especially noteworthy is the fact that he attaches the word 

‘sole’ (mo,non) seven times in the one short text in order to mark the unique 

attributes of the ‘one God’ (e[na qeo,n). Another way in which Arius explicitly 

describes the Son as a lesser being than the Father is by subordinating him within 

the Trinity. Unfortunately, we have only a few remarks on the Trinity in the extant 

texts apart from the Thalia. The first trinitarian passage is found in Urk. 6[1], where 

Arius declares: ‘He [the Father] is the source of all things. Thus there are three 

subsistences (ùposta,seij). And God, being the cause of all things, is unbegotten and 

altogether sole, but the Son… was made to subsist by the Father’ (Urk 6[1].4 [Opitz 

13; NPNF2 4:458, modified]).759 The second passage is found in Arius’ short letter 

written by him together with Euzoius while both of them were in exile. The 

distinctive feature about this document is that it was addressed to the emperor 

Constantine as a plea for a return and re-admission to the Church. Therefore, it is 

carefully divested of any controversial wording in order to assure the emperor that 

they ‘receive truly the doctrines concerning the Father, the Son, and Holy Spirit, as 

they are taught by the whole Catholic Church and by the holy Scriptures’ (Urk. 

30[34].4 [Opitz 64]).760 The heart of their creedal statement reads as follows:  

 
We believe in one God, the Father almighty, and in his Son the Lord Jesus Christ, who was 

begotten from him before all ages, God the Word, by whom all things were made, whether things 

                                                           
758  oi;damen e[na qeo,n( mo,non avge,nnhton( mo,non avi,?dion( mo,non a;narcon( mo,non avlhqino,n( mo,non 

avqanasi,an e;conta( mo,non sofo,n( mo,non avgaqo,n( mo,non duna,sthn( pa,ntwn krith,n( dioikhth,n( 
oivkono,mon( a;trepton kai. avnalloi,wton( di,kaion kai. avgaqo,n( no,mou kai. profhtw/n kai. kainh/j 
diaqh,khj qeo,n. 

759 phgh. [o ̀path,r] ga,r evstin pa,ntwn) w[ste trei/j eivsin ùposta,seij) kai. o ̀me.n qeo.j ai;tioj tw/n 
pa,ntwn tugca,nwn evsti.n a;narcoj monw,tatoj( ò de. uiò.j))) ùpo. tou/ patro.j up̀e,sth.  

760 pisteu,omen kai. avpodeco,meqa avlhqw/j pate,ra kai. uiò.n kai. pneu/ma a[gion wj̀ pa/sa h̀ kaqolikh. 
evkklhsi,a kai. ai ̀grafai. dida,skousin.  
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in heaven or on earth; he came and took upon him flesh, suffered and rose again, and ascended 

into heaven, from where he will come again to judge the quick and the dead. 

We believe also in the Holy Spirit…. (Urk. 30[34].2-3 [Opitz 64; NPNF2 2:28, modified]).761 

 
At the end of this letter the authors suggest that all ‘useless questions and disputes 

may be put aside’ so that they could again dwell in peace with the Church and the 

emperor. There are several elements in this passage that are different from the one I 

quoted earlier. First, we find a clear-cut definition which spells out the Catholic 

faith in the Trinity in the traditional way of regula fidei. Arius lists all three persons 

of the Godhead distinguishing between their names and status. Second, we find no 

list of divine qualities or perfections similar to Arius’ profession of faith in Urk. 

6[1].2. Instead, we find an affirmation that describes God alongside Christ with no 

provocative distinctions. The second person of the Trinity is referred to as the Son, 

the Lord Jesus Christ, and God the Word. He is begotten from the Father, but also 

took flesh and suffered in it. Because of the context in which this Creed was 

written, scholars are usually reluctant to regard it as the genuine expression of 

Arius’ beliefs. They give greater preference to the first of the two trinitarian 

passages.762 According to that statement, there are three subsistences (their names 

and roles are left unspecified) and apparently one of them, namely the Son, is ‘made 

to subsist by the Father’. The latter is said to be the sole cause and fountain of 

everything. Noticeably, we find no reference to the incarnation characteristic of the 

previous Creed. Instead, we have a formulation that is quite consistent with Arius’ 

overall emphasis on God as the unique transcendent being.  

 

4.2.2 Fragments of the Thalia 

Turning now from Arius’ documents to the extracts of the Thalia, his only 

theological work, we find that the bulk of its ideas is quoted in the Orationes 

Contra Arianos 1.5-6 and De Synodis 15. Together with the letters, the Thalia 

comprises our most important piece of evidence for Arius’ theology. At the same 

time, the extracts of the Thalia present us with a dilemma due to the fact that all of 

its quotations were reproduced by Athanasius, who was Arius’ fiercest opponent 

                                                           
761  pisteu,omen eivj e[na qeo.n pate,ra( pantokra,tora\ kai. eivj ku,rion ivhsou/n cristo.n to.n uiò.n 

auvtou/ to.n monogenh/( to.n evx auvtou/ pro. pa,ntwn tw/n aivw,nwn gegennhme,non( qeo.n lo,gon( di’ ou- ta. 
pa,nta evge,neto ta, te evn toi/j ouvranoi/j kai. ta. evpi. th/j gh/j( to.n katelqo,nta kai. sa,rka avnalabo,nta 
kai. paqo,nta kai. avnasta,nta kai. avnelqo,nta eivj tou.j ouvranou.j kai. pa,lin evrco,menon kri/nai zw/ntaj 
kai. nekrou,j) kai. eivj to. a[gion pneu/ma.  

762 See Athanasius’ discussion of Arius’ trinitarian beliefs in CA 1.17 [Metzler 127].  
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and therefore could easily misrepresent what he said. In addition, modern scholars 

have noticed that the Thalia of the Contra Arianos is to a certain extent different 

from the Thalia of the De Synodis, and some have argued for different authorship of 

them. Thus, in Hanson’s view the former passage represents a less favourable 

redaction of Arius’ thought, and therefore it is more likely to be quoted by 

Athanasius. As to the latter passage he argues that, in addition to having a more 

obvious metrical pattern in which the Thalia is claimed to be written,763 it is less 

provocative in style. Therefore, in his view, it must have been reproduced by the 

anonymous compiler of ‘The Blasphemies of Arius’,764 and then given its title by 

Athanasius.765 Most other scholars,766 whether sharing Hanson’s conviction or not 

with regard to the different authorship of the two passages of the Thalia, normally 

agree that they need to be treated distinctly and with a fair amount of confidence 

that the passage from De Syn. 15 represents a more reliable account of the surviving 

fragments of Arius’ theological work. With this idea in mind, I will distinguish 

between the two passages under consideration and will analize each of them in their 

turn. I will first pay attention to those elements of the Thalia which are similar to 

the ideas we have already highlighted from Arius’ letters, and then consider other 

points which are missing in the letters, but present in the Thalia. In this way, I will 

endevour to reconstruct the specific content of both passages in order to determine 

those elements which are unique to each one of them, and use this data to expand 

our understanding of Arius.  

 

4.2.2.1 Contra Arianos 1.5-6767 

                                                           
763 On the Sotadean metre of Thalia, see Bardy, Lucien d’Antioche; Stead, ‘The Thalia of Arius’, 

20-52; West, ‘The Metre of Arius’ Thalia’, 98-105. 
764 See CA 1.7 [Metzler 116], where Athanasius qualifies the Thalia as ‘blasphemies of Arius’ 

(tai/j avrei,ou blasfhmi,aij). 
765 Hanson, The Search for God, 10-2. 
766  e.g. Stead, ‘The Thalia of Arius’, 20-52; West, ‘The Metre of Arius’ Thalia’, 98-105; 

Williams, ‘The Quest of the Historical Thalia’, 1-35. With the current state of documentation, it is 
not possible to reach a full account of Arius’ teaching bypassing Athanasian witness in Contra 
Arianos 1.5-6 and De Synodis 15. Cf.  Kannengiesser, ‘Arius and the Arians’, 460, who contends 
that ‘we reach the essential Arius through Athanasius, and in no other way’, and ‘[t]he historian who 
writes on Arius without the needed concern for the Athanasian literary mediation can easily miss the 
point, as soon as he or she characterizes Arius’ thought and position with the help of quoted extracts, 
which must be understood in the light of the writer who transmits them to us’. 

767 In this section I have adjusted the order of rubrics to Athanasius’ flow of argument in CA 1.5-
6 [Metzler 113-5]: (1) Quasi-temporal priority, (2) Substantial difference, (3) Trinitarian 
subordinationism, (4) Incomprehensibility, (5) The Preeminence of will. 
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(1) Quasi-temporal priority. The quotations of the Thalia from CA 1.5-6 [Metzler 

113-5], reiterate Arius’ argument about the ‘quasi-temporal’ priority of the Father 

over the Son to which he referred in his letters. To stress the Son’s posteriority he 

uses the same word ‘sole’ (mo,non) with regard to the Father that he used in his 

letters.768 In the first of the two instances where this word appears, Arius aims at 

refuting the fatherhood of God. He says: ‘“God was not always a Father”; but “once 

God was alone (mo,noj), and not yet a Father, but afterwards He became a Father”’ 

(CA 1.5 [Metzler 114; NPNF² 4:308]).769 It seems that Athanasius’ quote here is 

intended to show that Arius attributed a change in God suggesting that God’s 

‘fathering of the Son is a pretty peripheral matter’.770 Generally, scholars find it 

doubtful that Arius would embrace such implications and believe that Athanasius’ 

citations here go beyond what Arius actually said. Widdicombe, who has come to 

conclude that ‘wittingly or not, the pattern of Arius’ use of fatherhood language 

suggests a de-emphasizing of fatherhood as a divine attribute’,771 explains this point 

as follows: 

 

It is doubtful whether Arius would have been prepared to accept that such conclusions about the 

fatherhood of God could be legitimately derived from his theology. And it is even more doubtful 

that, if he had been, he would have been prepared to state the conclusions in as forthright a 

manner as they appear in Athanasius’ summaries, which presumably would have caused needless 

offence among the faithful and not helped the credibility of his theology.772  

 

This may well be so, since we do not find an explicit parallel to this idea in Arius’ 

letters. However, the fact that Alexander ascribes the denial of the fatherhood of 

God to Arius in his èno.j sw,matoj (‘God was not always the Father, but there was a 

time when God was not the Father’ in Urk. 4b[2.2].7 [Opitz 7]),773 may suggest that 

at least by 325 774  (if not earlier) this doctrine was already recognized as 

undermining the Christian faith in God as Father. The same perception is also 

                                                           
768 In addition to the two occurrences of the word mo,non considered here, it is also used in CA 1.5 

[Metzler 114] and 1.6 [Metzler 115] without any significant theological meaning.  
769  ouvk avei. o` qeo.j path.r h=n\ avll’ h=n o[te o ̀ qeo.j mo,noj h=n( kai. ou;tw path.r h=n u[steron de. 

evpige,gone path,r. 
770 Williams, Arius, 104. 
771 Widdicombe, The Fatherhood of God, 140. 
772 Ibid. 163. Cf. Gregg, Early Arianism, 84, who suggest that ‘[f]atherhood and sonship are 

neither absolute nor essentialist words in the Arian vocabulary. They pertain to priority of 
importance, sequence of time, and quality of relationship’. 

773 ouvk avei. o ̀qeo.j path.r h=n( avll’ h=n o[te ò qeo.j path.r ouvk h=n.  
774 See the note on the dating of Urk. 4b below in sect. 4.3.2. 
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prompted by the fact that such expressions as ‘he [the Father] is before the Son’ 

(pro. tou/ uìou/ evstin),775 or ‘we say that the Son has a beginning, while God is 

without origin’ (avrch.n e;cei ò uiò,j( o ̀de. qeo.j a;narco,j evsti),776 could lead to an 

implication that God was not always the Father. Whether Arius did deny the eternal 

fatherhood of God or not, Athanasius considers it to be the crux of Arian thought, 

and this may be one of the reasons why he spends so much time trying to refute it (a 

subject to be discussed in the next chapter). The second instance where the word 

mo,non occurs in the Thalia is just another way of describing the ‘quasi-temporal’ 

priority of the true God. In the short statement from CA 1.5 [Metzler 114; NPNF² 

4:309], which looks more like a paraphrase, we read: ‘“For God”, he says, “was 

alone, and the Word as yet was not, nor the Wisdom”’.777 Here the language is less 

personal: the names ‘Father’ and ‘Son’ are substituted by the terms ‘God’ for the 

Father, and ‘Logos’ and ‘Wisdom’ for the Son. It implies that the existence of the 

second person of the Trinity is ‘posterior’ to that of the Father who has eternally 

been the true God. 

             (2) Substantial difference. Another way in which the Father’s superiority 

over the Son is emphasized in the Thalia has to do with the difference of substance. 

In the first place, we find that Athanasius ascribes to Arius the belief that the 

Father’s substance is radically different from the substance of created beings. In 

particular, Arius is said to assert that all beings are ‘foreign and different from God 

in essence’ (pa,ntwn xe,nwn kai. avnomoi,wn o;ntwn tou/ qeou/ kat’ ouvsi,an) (CA 1.6 

[Metzler 115; NPNF² 4:309]). Extending this contrast between the Father and 

created things to Christ, the fragment continues: ‘“the Word alien and unlike in all 

things to the Father’s essence and propriety”, but belongs to things originated and 

created, and is one of these’ (CA 1.6 [Metzler 115; NPNF² 4:309]).778 Being placed 

above the order of created beings, the Father’s substance is superior to Christ’s. The 

latter is described in this statement as being ‘alien’ (avllo,trioj) and ‘unlike’ 

(avno,moioj) to God both in his ‘essence’ (ouvsi,a) and ‘the individual qualities’ 

(ivdio,thj).779 Therefore, the difference between the Father and Son is the difference 

                                                           
775 Urk. 6[1].4 [Opitz 13].  
776 Ibid. 1[15].5 [Opitz 3].  
777 h=n ga.r( fhsi.( mo,noj o` qeo.j( kai. ou;pw h=n o ̀lo,goj kai. h̀ sofi,a.  
778  kai. ou[tw kai. ò lo,goj avllo,trioj me.n kai. avno,moioj kata. pa,nta th/j tou/ patro.j ouvsi,aj kai. 

ivdio,thto,j evsti tw=n de. genhtw/n kai. ktisma,twn i;dioj kai. ei=j auvtw/n tugca,nei.  
779 For a discussion of Arius’ concept of the Son’s ‘foreigness’ with regard to the Father, see 

Mortley, ‘The Alien God’, 205-15, who analyses the same terminology in Plotinus concluding that 
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of nature. Interestingly, we do not find the terms avllo,trioj and avno,moioj in Arius’ 

letters. The earliest occurrence of the word avllo,trioj is in Urk. 4b, where 

Alexander reports Arius to be teaching that Christ is ‘alien, different and excluded 

from the substance of God’.780 Based on this observation, Hanson doubts that such a 

terminology really belonged to Arius’ theological vocabulary. At the same time, he 

observes that later Arians were indeed associated with this doctrine and tended to 

avoid it in the face of their opponents’ criticism.781 Perhaps, what could lead Arius’ 

opponents to charge him for teaching that the Son was foreign to the Father is his 

consistent practice of singling out the Father’s qualities. Indeed, to stress that Christ 

is devoid of the perfect qualities that the sole God possesses may not be too far 

from saying that the former is radically unlike the latter. Interestingly, each time 

Arius introduces the idea of qualities—be it the created qualities of the Son (as in 

CA 1.6), or the unique qualities of the Father (as in Urk. 6[1])—he retains the 

consistent intention: to protect God’s transcendence from everything that can 

potentially rob it of its perfections. Gregg and Groh believe that this distinction of 

the substantial qualities between the Father and the Son lays at the heart of what it 

means to be Father and Son. In their study on early Arian thought, they write: 

 

The point to be registered… has to do with the significance which Arians attached to the terms 

“Father” and “Son”. They are descriptive of a relationship in which priority of importance and 

sequence of time are clear; and they underline, in addition, qualities which define the bond 

between the one who derives existence and power, submitting himself (ùpome,nei), and the one 

who creates, empowers, and rules.782 

  

(3) Trinitarian subordinationism. Another way in which we may see the substantial 

difference between the Father and the Son is the trinitarian conception of the 

Thalia. The fragment which discusses the idea of the Trinity reads as follows:  

 

And that ‘the essences of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit, are separate in nature, and 

estranged, and disconnected, and alien, and without participation of each other’; and, in his own 

words (wj̀ auvto.j evfqe,gxato), ‘utterly unlike from each other in essence and glory, unto infinity’. 

                                                                                                                                                                                                    
while the latter stressed the continuity between the three hypostases, Arius sought to emphasize the 
discontinuity between the Father and the Son. 

780 Urk. 4b[2.2].8 [Opitz 8]: xe,noj te kai. avllo,trioj kai. avpescoinisme,noj evsti.n ò lo,goj th/j tou/ 
qeou/ ouvsi,aj. 

781 Hanson, The Search for God, 23. 
782 Gregg, Early Arianism, 86. 
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Thus as to ‘likeness of glory and essence’, he says (fhsi,n) that the Word is entirely diverse from 

both the Father and the Holy Spirit (CA 1.6 [Metzler 115; NPNF² 4:309, modified]).783 

 

From the way the passage is put together (ẁj auvto.j evfqe,gxato and fhsi,n), it does 

not look that Athanasius is quoting Arius directly; rather it seems that he is 

paraphrasing Arius in a more or less independent way. In addition to the two words 

avllo,trioj and avno,moioj used in the previously discussed fragment (CA 1.6) Arius 

uses here several other terms in relation to the three persons of the Trinity. These 

are avpexenwme,nai( avpescoinisme,nai( and avme,tocoi. Together with the word avno,moioi 

these terms seem to go with the phrase ‘unto infinity’ (eivsi.n evp’ a;peiron) which is 

probably meant to emphasize the Father’s transcendence over the other trinitarian 

hypostases. The same idea can be inferred from the fact that the Father’s substance 

cannot be shared (avme,tocoi);784 it suggests that the Father is utterly transcendent and 

uniquely incommunicable. In Williams’ view this means that ‘whatever is 

communicated from the Father to Son, then, is not ousia or phusis…. God and the 

Son cannot be joint ‘participants’ in a common form of Godhead’.785 Likewise, 

Gregg and Groh point out that Arius’ formulations about the Trinity have ‘the 

purpose to prohibit belief in any substantialist connection between the Persons’.786 

A similar remark is made by Hanson who concludes that ‘[t]he union which makes 

them a Trinity is a purely moral one, a unity of will and disposition’.787 Seen in this 

way, the uniqueness of the Father’s substance is what presses Arius to subordinate 

the Son and Holy Spirit788 to the transcendent God.  

             (4) Incomprehensibility. Closely related to Arius’ concern for the 

transcendence of God are two other arguments: one has to do with knowledge, the 

                                                           
783  kai. o[ti memerisme,nai th/| fu,sei( kai, avpexenwme,nai kai. avpescoinisme,nai( kai. avllo,trioi( kai. 

avme,tocoi, eivsin avllh,lwn ai ̀ouvsi,ai tou/ patro.j kai. tou/ uiòu/ kai. tou/ àgi,ou pneu,matoj( kai.( wj̀ auvto.j 
evfqe,gxato( avno,moioi pa,mpan avllh,lwn tai/j te ouvsi,aij kai. do,xaij eivsi.n evp’ a;peiron) to.n gou/n lo,gon 
fhsi.n eivj o`moio,thta do,xhj kai. ouvsi,aj avllo,trion ei=nai pantelw/j èkate,rwn tou/ te patro.j kai. tou/ 
àgi,ou pneu,matoj. 

784 The same word in the analogous context is used again in CA 1.6 [Metzler 115; NPNF² 4:309, 
modified]: ‘He says that the Son is in no respect partaker of the Father’ (kai. avme,tocon kata. pa,nta 
tou/ patro.j to.n uiò.n e;fhse). 

785 Williams, Arius, 222.  
786 Gregg, Early Arianism, 98. Cf. CA 3.10 [Savvidis 316-8].  
787 Hanson, The Search for God, 23. 
788 Arius’ doctrine of the Holy Spirit needs to be approached with caution, since we have no 

explicit descriptions about it in his extant writings. Hanson, The Search for God, 24, suggests that 
‘speculation can be indulged about what Arius’ doctrine of the Spirit would be if we knew it, but this 
is a futile exercise. It is enough to say that he rigourously subordinated the Son to the Father so no 
doubt he subordinated the Holy Spirit to the Son. Certainly his disciples, of every colour and period, 
did so’. 
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other with will. Earlier we mentioned that only the second idea (that the Father is 

volitionally preeminent over the Son) is directly present in Arius’ letters. In the 

Thalia of CA 1.6 we find that out of the two ideas only the first one (that the Father 

is incomprehensible to the Son) is conveyed in the form of an elaborated argument, 

whereas the second one is mentioned only in passing. Thus, in the fragment that 

speaks about the Son’s ignorance of the Father’s substance as well as his own, we 

read the following statement: ‘“even to the Son the Father is invisible”, and “the 

Word cannot perfectly and exactly either see or know his own Father”; but even 

what he knows and what he sees, he knows and sees “in proportion to his own 

nature”’ (CA 1.6 [Metzler 115; NPNF² 4:309].789 Immediately after that, it is added: 

‘For the Son, too, he says, not only knows not the Father exactly, for he fails in 

comprehension, but “he knows not even his own essence”’ (CA 1.6 [Metzler 115; 

NPNF² 4:309]).790 In this passage, we see all the essential elements of the Father’s 

incomprehensibility which Alexander pointed out in Urk. 4b[2.2]. In the first place, 

it is the fact that the Father is ineffable to the Son and, in the second—that he 

cannot be known or seen in a perfect and accurate way. Additionally, several other 

things are adduced here which we do not find in Urk. 4b[2.2]. First, the Son is said 

to be limited in knowledge of the Father in proportion to his natural abilities 

(avnalo,gwj toi/j ivdi,oij me,troij). Second, a parallel is drawn between the Son’s 

ability to know the Father and our ability to know him (both come to know the 

Father according to their natural powers which are certainly less than absolute). 

And third, the Son is understood as being short of comprehending (eivj to. 

katalabei/n) the Father because of the lack of necessary power in his being. All three 

elements have christological significance, and I will return to them in my discussion 

of Christ and salvation in the next section. 

             (5) The Preeminence of will. Arius’ argument about the Father’s volitional 

preeminence over the Son is given in the Thalia in the form of a short phrase: ‘“For 

wisdom”, says he, “by the will of the wise God, had its existence in Wisdom”’ (CA 

1.5 [Metzler 114; NPNF² 4:309]).791 It is somewhat unclear what Arius means by 

making a distinction between two wisdoms in this statement. In Behr’s view it is 

                                                           
789 kai. tw|/ uiẁ/| ò path.r avo,ratoj ùpa,rcei( kai. ou;te or̀a/|n( ou[te ginw,skein telei,wj kai. avkribw/j 

du,natai o` lo,goj to.n èautou/ pate,ra\ avlla. kai. o[ ginw,skei kai. o[ ble,pei( avnalo,gwj toi/j ivdi,oij 
me,troij oi=de kai. ble,pei( w;sper kai. h̀mei/j ginw,skomen kata. th.n ivdi,an du,namin. 

790 kai. ga.r kai. o ̀uiò.j( fhsi.n( ouv mo,non to.n pate,ra avkribw/j ouv ginw,skei\ lei,pei ga.r auvtw/| eivj 
to. katalabei/n\ avlla. kai. auvto.j ò uiò.j th.n èautou/ ouvsi,an ouvk oi=de. 

791 h̀ sofi,a ga.r( fhsi.( th/| sofi,a| ùph/rxe sofou/ qeou/ qelh,sei.  
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another way of making Christ distant from the Father. He believes that this phrase is 

intended to emphasize that the proper wisdom belongs to the Father alone, while 

Christ is wisdom in the derived and secondary sense.792 In any way, the statement 

clearly implies that rather than being an extension of the Father’s nature, the Son is 

a creation of the divine will. According to Gregg and Groh’s documentation of the 

early Arian sources, this is exactly how the phrase evk tou/ qeou/ was interpreted in 

the Arian texts: not ‘out of his substance’, but ‘by his will’.793 Although never 

mentioned again in this version of the Thalia, the argument about the Father’s 

relation to the Son through the will rather than nature is continuous with what Arius 

claims in similar instances in Urk. 1 and 6. In all these cases, Christ is said to be 

created to subsist by the will and council of the Father who is superior over him in 

all respects. 

 

4.2.2.2 De Synodis 15 

Turning now to the fragments of the Thalia in De Syn. 15 [Opitz 242-3], we find 

that they largely cover all the previously discussed ideas from CA 1.5-6 [Metzler 

113-5], and yet express them in a language that is far more neutral and refined. To 

make it easier for us in identifying the points of difference or emphasis between the 

two fragments of the Thalia and determine the degree to which the version of De 

Syn. 15 expands on the ideas from CA 1.5-6, I will use a comparative table in which 

summaries of both versions are placed consecutively in a thematical manner. In this 

table, I will attempt to locate as many quotations as possible and in as much length 

as I can to fit in the complete texts of both versions (apart from the christological 

allusions which will be examined separately in the next section) in order to expose 

the specific elements proper to each of them. Certainly my arrangement of the 

material is arbitrary, but I hope that by placing it into two separate columns (one for 

CA 1.5-6 and one for De Syn. 15) I will be able to illustrate more tangibly the key 

ideas which are to be discussed afterwards. In quoting from CA 1.5-6, I will be 

using Robertson’s translation in NPNF² edition, while for the extracts of the Thalia 

from De Syn. 15, I will employ the translation of Stead.794 All the quotations under 

the five major rubrics are numerated with the Roman numbers in order to maintain 

                                                           
792 Behr, The Nicene Faith, 2/1:145-6.  
793 Gregg, Early Arianism, 5-6.   
794 Stead, ‘The Thalia of Arius’, 218-50. 
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their original order and allow one to see where they belong in the flow of the Thalia 

argument.795 

 

CA 1.5-6796 

 

(1) Quasi-temporal priority: 

(i) ‘God was not always a Father’; but ‘once God was alone, and not yet a Father, but afterwards 

he became a Father’. ‘The Son was not always’; for, whereas all things were made out of 

nothing, and all existing creatures and works were made, so the Word of God himself was ‘made 

out of nothing’; and ‘once he was not’, and ‘he was not before his origination’, but he as others 

‘had an origin of creation’. ‘For God’, he says, ‘was alone, and the Word as yet was not, nor the 

Wisdom. Then, wishing to form us, thereupon he made a certain one, and named him Word and 

Wisdom and Son, that he might form us by means of him’. 

(iv) ‘…but [the Word] belongs to things originated and created, and is one of these’. 

 

(2) Substantial difference: 

(iii) ‘And, whereas all beings are foreign and different from God in essence, so too is ‘the Word 

alien and unlike in all things to the Fathers’ essence and propriety…’  

 

(3) Incomprehensibility: 

(v) ‘…even to the Son the Father is invisible’, and ‘the Word cannot perfectly and exactly either 

see or know his own Father’; but even what he knows and what he sees, he knows and sees ‘in 

proportion to his own measure’, as we also know according to our own power. For the Son, too, 

he says, not only knows the Father exactly, for he fails in comprehension, but ‘he knows not even 

his own essence’. 

 

(4) The preeminence of will: 

(ii) ‘For Wisdom’, says he, ‘by the will of the wise God, had its existence in Wisdom’. 

 

(5) Trinitarian Subordinationism: 

(vi) ‘… the essences of the Father and the Son and the Holy Ghost, are separate in nature, and 

estranged, and disconnected, and alien, and without participation of each other; and, in his own 

words, ‘utterly unlike from each other in essence and glory, unto infinity’. Thus as to ‘likeness of 

glory and essence’, he says that the Word is entirely diverse from both the Father and the Holy 

Ghost’. 

 

                                                           
795 All the dots, if not bracketed, are mine; otherwise, they are not omissions, but the parts of the 

corrupted texts indicated by the editor. 
796 I have kept the inverted comas of NPNF’s edition to differentiate direct citations from the 

paraphrase. 
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De Syn. 15797 
 

(1) Quasi-temporal priority: 

(iii) We call him unoriginated (avge,n[n]hton) in contrast to him who is originated (ge,nnhton) by 

nature […] we praise him as without beginning in contrast to him who has a beginning, we 

worship him as eternal in contrast to him who came into existence in times (cro,noij). He who 

was without beginning made the Son a beginning of all things which are produced (gennh,twn), 

and he made him into a Son for himself; begetting (teknopoih,saj) him. 

(viii) The Greater One is able to beget (genna/n) someone equal to the Son. 

 

(2) Substantial difference: 

(ii) He alone has no equal, none like him, none of equal glory. 

(iv) He (the Son) has nothing peculiar to (i;dion) God according to the reality of that which is 

peculiarly his (kaq’ ùpo,stasin ivdio,thtoj), and he is not equal […] far less is he consubstantial 

(om̀oou,sioj) to him (God). And God is wise because he is the Teacher of Wisdom. 

 

(3) Incomprehensibility: 

(i) God Himself, therefore, in himself remains mysterious (a;rrhtoj). 

(v) As a sufficient proof that God is invisible (avo,ratoj) to all, that he is invisible to the Son’s 

people and to the Son himself […] I will declare roundly, how the invisible can be visible to the 

Son: by the power in which God can see, the Son is able to see […] the Father according to his 

individual […] capacities (ivdi,oij)))me,troij), as is determined (qe,mij). 

(x) To summarize, God is mysterious (a;rrhtoj) to the Son, for he is to him that which he is, i.e. 

ineffable (a;lektoj), so that none of the things … [text is corrupt for some words] for it is 

impossible for him to trace out in the case of the Father what he is in himself. Indeed the Son 

himself does not know his own substance (ouvsi,a)… 

(xii) … for what sense does it make that he who is from the Father should [text corrupt] in 

comprehending his own begetter? For it is clear that that which has a beginning could not 

possibly comprehend or grasp the nature (o]j e;stin) of him who is without a beginning.  

 

(4) The preeminence of will: 

(vii) So the Son having not existed attained existence by the Father’s will… Wisdom became 

Wisdom by the will of the wise God… 

(ix) It is by the will of God that the Son has his stature and character (h[likoj kai. o[soj) when and 

whence and from what time he is from God.   

(xi) … for though he is the Son he is really so by the will of the Father.  

 

                                                           
797 In addition to the text below, Stead adds two more rather less securely established lines: ‘They 

are altogether infinitely dissimilar (avno,moioi) from each other in their levels of glory’ (tai/j do,xaij). 
‘He (God) is set apart (dihrh|me,noj) in himself and in every way without a participator (avme,tocoj)’. 
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(5) Trinitarian subordinationism: 

(vi) Certainly there is a Trinity […] their individual realities (ùposta,seij) do not mix with each 

other, and they possess glories of different levels (do,xaij ouvc om̀oi,aij). The sole glory is of the 

Sole (mi,a th/j mi,aj), infinitely more splendid in his glories. The Father is in his substance (ouvsi,an) 

alien (xe,noj) from the Son because he remains without beginning. Understand therefore that the 

Monad (mona,j) existed, but the Dyad (dua,j) did not exist before it attained existence.  

 

The appearance of new terminological expressions in De Syn. 15 has led some 

scholars to doubt that this piece of writing really belongs to Arius. For example, 

Kannengiesser believes that this fragment was transmitted not ‘from Arius, but 

from a neo-Arian in the second half of the fourth century’ because it introduces 

‘new terms, new images, which need a special justification’.798 More specifically, 

he states: ‘In the Blasphemies, the quoted text is continuous… But what is 

remarkable in this continuous series of propositions is the fact that their logical and 

rhetorical continuity had been assured by a disciple of Arius (not Arius himself), 

before they fell into the hands of Athanasius. In other words, the Blasphemies 

include phrases coming from the Thalia fragments, transmitted by Athanasius since 

c. Ar. 1.5-6, but in a continuous text, itself Arian’.799 Others have noted that the 

language of De Syn. 15 is more philosophical and succinct than in the fragments of 

CA 1.5-6, and even more technical than in Athanasius’ writings. In Williams’ 

understanding, Arius is presented in De Syn. 15 ‘as a scholarly trained philosopher 

who speaks and writes in a technical language, who presents in his lexical data and 

his style the rigour of a systematic thinker, who belongs to a definite school of 

thought’.800 More recently, a new work on the text of the Thalia published by Karin 

Metzler801 has shown that we have some solid ground that the passages of the 

Contra Arianos and De Synodis come from the same source and make the same 

point. Taking these considerations into account, I will further argue in my own 

analysis of these two passages that even if De Syn. 15 is indeed a kind of remake of 

Arius’ Thalia, it nevertheless reinforces his central idea about God as the 

transcendent being and the unique possessor of divine qualities. To substantiate this 

                                                           
798 Kannengiesser, ‘Arius and the Arians’, 474. 
799 Kannengiesser, ‘The Blasphemies of Arius’, 68-69. A similar view is promoted by Stead, ‘The 

Thalia of Arius’, 27. 
800 Williams, ‘The Logic of Arianism’, 76, in Kannengiesser, ‘Arius and the Arians’. 
801 Metzler, ‘Ein Beitrag zur Rekonstruktion der ‘Thalia’ des Arius’, 11-45.  
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claim and highlight some of the distinctive emphases of De Syn. 15, I will take a 

brief look at the five arguments, or themes, into which I have divided the passages. 

             (1) Quasi-temporal priority. When we compare the quotations (i) and (iv) 

of the Contra Arianos with the quotations (iii) and (viii) of the De Synodis, we 

observe that both versions of the Thalia draw a fundamental contrast between the 

Father and the Son in terms of ‘quasi-temporal’ priority. The Father is always 

primary, the Son is always secondary. This idea of contrast is established in the De 

Synodis through a series of oppositions in which the Father is ‘unoriginated’, 

‘without beginning’, and ‘eternal’, while the Son is ‘originated’, ‘has a beginning’, 

and ‘came into existence in times’. The Father is said to be ‘the Greater One’ in 

(viii) of the De Synodis, and his ‘quasi-temporal’ priority of existence suggests that 

he transcends the Son. The main emphasis of the quotation from the Contra Arianos 

seems to be on clarifying the idea of God’s solitariness (‘once God was alone’) by 

drawing a contrast between the One who existed even before becoming a Father and 

the one who came to be and once was not. The denial of fatherhood in the Contra 

Arianos (if not genuine)802 may represent either a deduced paraphrase of the De 

Synodis or Athanasius’ way of reductive argument: if the Son was not, then God 

was not the Father. In either way, Arius’ emphasis on the transcendent aspect of 

God’s existence is perceived as making a strong claim for the inferiority of the Son 

who is said to belong to the created things and made out of nothing. At the same 

time, the author of the Thalia in the Contra Arianos does not seem to be interested 

in clarifying the nature of Christ’s creaturehood; he does not distinguish Christ from 

other creatures. This fact is sometimes used to charge Athanasius for making blunt 

polemic statements without providing the proper distinctions, or clarifications, of 

what Arius really said. More specifically, he is accused for de-emphasizing the fact 

that the Arian Christ, though being a creature, was understood as having the highest 

status in the whole created realm. Thus, to quote Arius as saying that Christ is a 

creature without clarifying what it means is a half-truth, for the created nature of 

Christ, according to Arius, was in some sense higher than the nature of the rest of 

the created things. I will come back to this argument when I discuss Arian 

christology.803 For now, however, it is worth noting that if Athanasius did quote 

                                                           
802 Williams, Arius, 104, doubts that this quotation really belonged to Arius. He argues that the 

phrase e[na tina, which is used here in relation to Christ, is ‘almost certainly a deliberately 
contemptuous paraphrase’. 

803 See sect. 4.3.1. 
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Arius in a biased way, it does not seem to be the case here. Instead, the more 

credible passage of the Thalia in the De Synodis is just as silent about the meaning 

of the created nature of Christ as the same passage from the Contra Arianos. 

Moreover, the overall dynamic of the De Synodis’ argument is identical with that of 

the Contra Arianos, for both passages make Christ emphatically lesser than the true 

God. 

             (2) Substantial difference. The argument of the Father’s substantial 

superiority over the Son in the quotations (ii) and (iv) of the De Synodis is 

expressed in three ways; one of them has no exact terminological parallel in the 

Contra Arianos. First, we find that God is said to be ‘alone’ (mo,noj), and therefore 

no one is like him; no being possesses the glory which he has. Second, God’s 

individual qualities (kaq’ ùpo,stasin ivdio,thtoj) are such that the Son cannot be 

proper (i;dion) to him. By implication, the Son is described as not being equal to 

God and in no way consubstantial (òmoou,sioj) to him. The fact that the word 

òmoou,sioj appears in the more credible version of the Thalia from the De Synodis 

and is not paralleled in the Contra Arianos may indicate the likelihood that it was 

obscure or ambiguous for Athanasius; he uses it only once in all of his Contra 

Arianos.804 Since it is not entirely clear what this word means in the immediate 

context, I will come back to this issue in my discussion of Arius’ understanding of 

Christ.805 For now, it is important to highlight that the term òmoou,sioj functions here 

as a way of stressing the substantial difference between the Father and the Son. In 

his article ‘Nikaia als Krisis’, Friedo Ricken draws seven specific qualities from De 

Syn. 15 that circumscribe the Father’s substance and cannot be attributed to the 

Son.806 Ricken’s list includes such qualities as a;rrhtoj( avge,nnhtoj( a;narcoj( avi?,dioj( 

avo,ratoj( mo,naj( and basileu,j) They make the Father substantially superior to the 

Son in much the same way in which Arius himself does this in his own letters. 

             (3) Incomprehensibility. The next argument of the Thalia has to do with the 

Father’s incomprehensibility. It is worth noting that no other subject covers so 

much space in the passage of the De Synodis as this one. In fact, the passage opens 

up with the statement about God’s incomprehensibility and it ends with the same 

argument. The quotations (i), (v), (x), and (xii) of the De Synodis reiterate the basic 

                                                           
804 For a discussion on Athanasius’ use of o`moou,sioj in Contra Arianos, see Pettersen, Athanasius, 

147-55. 
805 See sect. 4.3.1. 
806 Ricken, ‘Nikaia als Krisis’, 323.  
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argument of the Contra Arianos and add several more elements that are intended to 

clarify what it means for God to be incomprehensible. First, both passages use a 

special terminology to stress the fact that God is unknown to the Son. The key word 

for the incomprehensibility in the quotation (v) of the Contra Arianos is a;rrhtoj. 

The passage in the De Synodis uses two other words for the same idea―avo,ratoj 

(used twice) and a;lektoj (used once)―which makes the argument sound stronger. 

Second, we find that the author of the De Synodis adds an argument which is 

missing in the Contra Arianos. This argument is expressed in the line where it is 

said that ‘that which has a beginning could not possibly comprehend or grasp the 

nature (o]j e;stin) of him who is without a beginning’. Given some scholarly 

opinions, such as one by Gustave Bardy (the first scholar to charge Athanasius for 

citing Arius carelessly) who says that ‘[l]’évêque d’Alexandrie indique très 

inexactement ses sources…. abrège, résume, bouleverse les texts qu’ilcite’,807 it is 

hard to rationalize why Athanasius might have missed to integrate such an 

important argument in his Contra Arianos. Instead, it seems that at least in this case 

Athanasius is not being simply polemic. He seeks to generalize in the Contra 

Arianos what is more specifically stated in the De Synodis, while making the same 

point.   

             (4) The preeminence of will. The argument of the Father’s preeminence of 

will in the quotations (vii), (ix), and (xi) of De Synodis is just as suspicious in this 

regard. It is four times longer than the corresponding argument in the quotation (ii) 

of the Contra Arianos, and it is used not so much as an incidental remark (like in 

the Contra Arianos), but as an important fact stated four times. Just as in the 

quotation (ii) of the Contra Arianos the passage of the De Synodis calls Christ 

Wisdom and repeats literally the key phrase that he is ‘by the will of the wise God’. 

According to the De Synodis, the Son’s stature and character (h[likoj kai. o[soj) rests 

on the will of God and his whole existence depends on it as well. 

             (5) Trinitarian subordinationism. Finally, the concept of the Trinity in the 

quotation (vi) of the De Synodis is couched in the same language of 

subordinationism as we find it in the quotation (vi) of the Contra Arianos. The 

distinctive emphasis of the De Synodis seems to revolve around two contrasting 

                                                           
807 Bardy, ‘Recherches sur saint Lucien d’Antioche’, 247. The same argument is made in his 

‘Alexandre d’Alexandrie’. For similar concerns, see Stead, ‘The Thalia of Arius’, 20-38; Williams, 
Arius, 104-6. 
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categories: the Father as ‘the Monad’ (mona,j) whose existence is primary, and the 

Son as ‘the Dyad’ (dua,j), whose existence is secondary.808 On the Son’s status as 

the Dyad Thomas Böhm makes a helpful remark that ‘dua,j doesn’t mean the 

twoness of Father and Son, but the “twofold” as non-monas and the second after the 

Father who has caused him’.809 In general, the way the quotation of the De Synodis 

is phrased gives an impression of a philosophical argument supplied with the proper 

technical terminology. In particular, it speaks about the Trinity by assigning to it the 

individual hypostases that do not mix with each other, and it distinguishes between 

their glories (do,xaij ouvc om̀oi,aij) in terms of ‘the sole of the Sole’ (mi,a th/j mi,aj). 

When speaking about the Father who ‘remains without beginning’, the De Synodis 

uses the same word ‘foreign’ (xe,noj) as in the Contra Arianos to draw a radical 

distinction between the Father’s essence and the essence of the Son. This difference 

is said to be infinite both in the De Synodis and the Contra Arianos. Overall, this 

drives home the main point of Arius’ theology that seeks to stress the transcendence 

of God and his unique qualities. 

 

4.2.3 Conclusions 

Although the amount of Arius’ extant writings is scarce and the certainty about how 

representative they are is not at all obvious, it is still appropriate to make several 

observations from what I have examined thus far. First of all, my brief comparative 

analysis of the Thalia fragments in the Contra Arianos and the De Synodis 

corroborate with the view of those scholars who discern that there is more overlap 

between the two than a marked difference. Such is the view of Metzler who has 

convincingly argued that both passages of the Thalia fragments come from the 

same source and seem to be intended for the homogenous argument.810 Similarly, 

Williams concludes that, all in all, there is a common style between the two,811 

while Martin West argues that even the metre is uniform.812 Furthermore, we find a 

great deal of continuity between the way Arius presents himself in the letters and 

the way he is quoted in the extracts of the Thalia. In both cases God is consistently 

                                                           
808 Kannengiesser, ‘Blasphemies of Arius’, remarks that ‘h̀ mona,j and h̀ dua,j are completely new 

in a supposed quotation of the Thalia. Only the Letters to Serapion 1 and 3, from 357-359, start, in 
the Athanasian writings, to denounce the Arian dyas’. 

809 Böhm, ‘Exegesis of Arius’, 700.  
810 Metzler, ‘Ein Beitrag zur Rekonstruktion der ‘Thalia’ des Arius’, 11-45.  
811 Williams, ‘The Quest of the Historical Thalia’, 1-35. 
812 West, ‘The Metre of Arius’ Thalia’, 98-105. 
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described as the sole being that possesses unique qualities and transcends 

everything else. Again, in both cases, the Father’s qualities are said to be proper 

only to him and in the Thalia it is somewhat more emphatically established that 

they cannot be shared in any real or substantialist way by Christ.  

             Second, the differences that we do find between the letters and the Thalia 

on the one hand, and the fragments of the Contra Arianos and the De Synodis on the 

other, have to do largely with a set of additional terms or phrases which actually 

reinforce the most controversial points of Arius’ thought rather than softening it. In 

light of this fact, the difference of emphasis between the letters and the fragments of 

the Thalia as well as the difference of emphasis between the two passages of the 

Thalia fragments are indicative of a continuous development rather than of sharp 

contrast. At times, Athanasius does quote Arius’ Thalia in a biased way, but it 

would be an exaggeration to say that the fragments of the Contra Arianos are 

radically ‘other’ than the fragments of the De Synodis. This leads me to the third 

point that the language of the Contra Arianos is undoubtedly more contentious than 

the language of the De Synodis. One can probably charge Athanasius for making 

arguments in less than gentle terms, or even inserting his own words, but we need 

not forget that he was a man of his time and we cannot judge him according to the 

standards of modern rhetoric or political correctness. In this regard, Gregg and Groh 

remind that ‘plain speech is not the style of patristic debate’,813 and I propose that a 

more helpful approach to Athanasius is the one expressed by Kannengiesser. In his 

view ‘[t]he practice of polemic quotations in late antiquity presents certain 

flexibility. Even careful authors, like Eusebius of Caesarea, may put their own mark 

on their citations. In dogmatic polemics it is not always easy to detect where a 

quotation starts or ends, or if its text has only been paraphrased. Before being 

charged as untrustworthy or negligent, these authors deserve to be recognized as 

following the practices of quotation customary in their time’.814 Aside from this, it 

is thanks to having both passages that we can reconstruct what strikes a fair balance 

between Arius’ own letters and the quoted passages of his Thalia.  

                                                           
813 Gregg, Early Arianism, 45.  
814 Kannengiesser, ‘Arius and Arians’, 460. Cf. Gregg, Early Arianism, 45, who writes that ‘[t]he 

orthodox and the Arians observed the codes and conventions of polemic and were equally adept at 
argument by insinuation, slander by association, and the deflection and misrepresentation of 
opponents’ assertions’. 
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All this being said, I suggest that it is not absolutely obvious that Arius’ theology is 

‘unmistakably a hymn to the living God of scriptural narrative’.815 We do possess 

some evidence that Arius’ used a number of biblical quotations in the course of his 

arguments (e.g. Rom. 11:36, Ps. 110:3 LXX], and Jn. 8:42 in Urk. 6), and could 

have in mind a variety of other biblical allusions.816 However, the language in 

which he writes reflects a more metaphysical way of describing God; it does not 

seem to be explicitly informed by the scriptural terminology. This is so much so 

that some scholars completely rule out the biblical concern in Arius’ language. 

Perhaps the clearest example of this approach is Thomas Pollard who concludes the 

following:  

 

There can be no doubt that the compelling motive of Arianism was the desire to preserve a strict 

monotheism, but that does not mean that its monotheism was “biblical”. The God whom the 

Arians declare to be “One” is not the Living God of the Bible, but rather the Absolute of the 

philosophical schools.817  

 

This criticism may be harsher than Arius deserves if one considers it significant that 

he retains some biblical/theological terminology and imagery throughout his 

writings. At the same time, his philosophical rigour does lead him to explain 

himself in a way that makes the scriptural language less obvious. Furthermore, 

independent of what we consider to be the central concern in the controversy―be it 

Arius’ monotheistic tendency, or his philosophical rigourism, or else his attempt to 

be consonant with the Scriptures―Arius’ preoccupation with cosmological issues 

creates specific repercussions for soteriology. To explain this point a little more, 

Arius’ focus on the transcendence of God and his unique qualities leads him to 

make Christ as far apart from the Father as possible. Indeed, as soon as one is 

concerned primarily with defending the transcendence of God one is likely to 

become concerned about ensuring that no lesser being compromises the perfections 

of this highest Deity. As a result, the Arian God turns out to be so remote that he 

                                                           
815 Williams, Arius, 111. 
816 A helpful study on Arius’ own exegesis can be found in Böhm ‘Exegesis of Arius’, 687-705, 

who also provides a complementary bibliography on Arian exegesis on pages 704-5. Cf. Gregg, 
Early Arianism, 89-91, who offer some suggestions as to what could be the biblical texts that Arius 
might have alluded to. In particular, they list Romans 16:27; John 17:3; 1-Timothy 1:17, 6:15-16; 
Mark 10:18. All in all, however, we have very little information in Arius’ letters, or in the fragments 
of the Thalia, that would provide us with any direct scriptural quotations by which Arius could reach 
his conclusions. 

817 Pollard, ‘The Origins of Arianism’, 104. 
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cannot be directly involved in creation and salvation. In this sense, LaCugna’s 

arguments against the Nicene preoccupation with metaphysics (as opposed to 

soteriology) should really be directed to Arius rather than to Athanasius. When 

addressed to Arius her warnings about the danger of taking refuge in what she calls 

‘the metaphysical properties of God’ sound quite reasonable. Understandable is also 

her suggestion that ‘the root of the nonsoteriological doctrine of God is its 

metaphysics of substance: the pursuit of what God is “in se”, what God is “in 

Godself” or “by Godself”’.818 Seen in this perspective, it is not surprising that 

incarnation is not found in Arius. Instead, we find a paradigm preoccupied with 

what God is in himself, not who he is in his relation toward humanity. If this is a 

fair observation, then it does raise a question about what kind of soteriology this 

approach implies. 

 

4.3 The Saviour Who is to Be Saved: Arian Christ, Salvation, and Alexander’s  

Response 

In the beginning of this chapter, I discussed Gregg and Groh’s view that 

deliberately emphasizes the importance of the soteriological theme in the Arian 

dispute. These two scholars attribute Arius’ christology to the influence of Stoicism 

and interpret his soteriology in terms of Christ’s moral progress to perfection as an 

example to be followed by all believers. Their study has drawn both positive and 

negative responses from scholars. Among the critical assessments of this theory (in 

addition to those I have alluded to before)819  modern commentators have paid 

attention to several major issues. First, Gregg and Groh seem to overlook the fact 

that Arians considered Christ as a soulless being. On this basis, scholars argue that 

there is significant evidence which indicates the Arians emphatically distinguished 

the Son from the rest of creation, and therefore did not conceive of him as fully 

human and like us in all respects.820 Second, among the Arian statements about 

Christ there are a few texts that claim Christ’s special position as a unique creature 

that stood in a subordinate, yet exceptional relation to the Father. In particular, he is 

called monogenh,j qeo,j(821 ivscuro.j qeo,j(822 a;nwqen qeo,j(823 a;treptoj824 and so forth. 

                                                           
818 LaCugna, God for Us, 3. 
819 See sect. 4.1.2.  
820 e.g. Hanson’s Review of Early Arianism in ‘New Light on Arianism’, 433-4, who provides 

references to Epiphanius, Anc. 35.1-6; Gregory of Nyssa, Eun. 15.473 [GNO 163], and a few others. 
Gregg and Groh never discuss the issue of Christ’s soulless being in the Arian texts. 

821 De Syn. 15 [Opitz 243]. 
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Nevertheless, Gregg and Groh repeatedly emphasize that ‘the earthly Arian 

redeemer emphatically was not God; he was an embodied creature’.825  

             I find these points of criticism fair enough and, in addition, I think that 

Gregg and Groh’s argument about the Stoic influence and the exemplarist 

soteriology is difficult to maintain due to the lack of direct evidence about it in the 

Arian texts. Nevertheless, I do find their perspective helpful and I also find it 

plausible that ‘soteriology never recedes very far into the background whether 

attention is being addressed to christology… or to cosmology’.826 In this section I 

will discuss Arian christology and will interact closely with Gregg and Groh’s 

views on the subject. I will proceed by exploring the meaning of those passages 

from Arius’ letters and the Thalia which either elevate or demean Christ’s status 

with occasional references to Alexander and Athanasius’ perception of these ideas. 

I will then introduce Alexander’s response to Arius in order to show how the latter 

was perceived in addition to what he himself stated. 

 

4.3.1 Christ’s Preeminent and Inferior Status, and the Implications for Soteriology 

In Arius’ letters there are several christological statements which at first glance 

appear surprisingly non-Arian. In the first statement recorded in Urk. 6[1].2 [Opitz 

12], we read that Arius draws a contrast between the preaching of Alexander and 

his own belief. In doing this, he proclaims that the Son is an ‘unalterable, 

unchangeable, and perfect creature of God (a;trepton kai. avnalloi,wton( kti,sma tou/ 

qeou/ te,leion)’. Another similar statement is found in Arius’ Urk. 6[1], where it says 

that God (also referred to as unalterable and unchangeable—a;trepton kai. 

avnalloi,wton)827 made his ‘only begotten Son’ to ‘subsist at his own will… but not 

as one of the creatures; offspring, but not as one of things begotten’.828 When we 

turn to the fragments of the Thalia, we find that Athanasius recognized the fact that 

Arius’ called Christ ‘God’ in CA 1.5-6. We also have several extended lines of 

christological argument in De Syn. 15 [Opitz 243; Stead op. cit.], where Arius 

writes the following: ‘he [Christ] is only-begotten God and he is different from any 

                                                                                                                                                                                                    
822 Ibid. 15 [Opitz 243]. 
823 Ibid. 15 [Opitz 243]. 
824 Urk. 6[1].2 [Opitz 12]. 
825 Gregg, Early Arianism, 16; emphasis in the original.  
826 Ibid. 70.  
827 Urk. 6[1].2 [Opitz 12].  
828  Ibid. 6[1].2 [Opitz 12; NPNF2 4:458]: gennh,santa uiò.n monogenh/))) ùposth,santa ivdi,w| 

qelh,mati))) avll’ ouvc wj̀ e[n tw/n ktisma,twn( ge,nnhma( avll’ ouvc ẁj e[n tw/n gegennhme,nwn)  
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others. …and so he is apprehended in an uncountable number of aspects (evpinoi,aij). 

He is God’s glory and truth, and image and Word. Understand too that he is 

apprehended as reflection (avpau,gasma) also and light’.829 And then toward the end 

of the passage, it is added (apparently with a reference to Isa. 9:15) that Christ is 

‘the mighty God’ (ivscuro.j qeo,j).830 

             In light of such statements about the preeminent role of Christ it is not clear 

how they fit other claims that make him profoundly inferior to the Father. In 

particular, Christ’s exalted status as God runs into a conflict with Arius’ arguments 

(examined above) that the second person of the Trinity is posterior to God the 

Father, substantially less than him, limited in knowledge, and sustained by the 

divine will. How can then Christ’s divinity be truly divine if Arius makes him so 

different from the Father? Or how can Christ be God if Arius denounces the 

following essentials about him in Urk. 1[15] [Opitz 2; NPNF2 3:41]:  

 

Thus he [Alexander] drives us out of every city like godless men, since we will not agree with his 

public statements:  that there was ‘always a God, always a Son’; ‘as soon as the Father, so soon 

the Son [existed]’; ‘with the Father co-exists the Son unbegotten, ever-begotten, begotten without 

begetting’; ‘God neither precedes the Son in aspect or in a moment of time’; ‘always a God, 

always a Son, the Son being from God himself’.831 

 

How can Arius’ combine such inferior statements about Christ with those claims 

where he exalts him above every created being? One way to deal with this question 

is to ask further to what end Arius portrayed Christ as God. The best answer to this 

question is provided by Alexander who was the first one to respond to the teaching 

of Arius. Apparently, from the beginning of the controversy Arius cited Psalm 44:7 

[LXX] as evidence of Jesus’ advance in virtue. 832  To counter this argument 

Alexander devotes a major part of his letter to his episcopal namesake in 

Thessalonica in order to show that Arius’ claim about Christ’s moral improvement 

stems from his belief that Christ was a changeable being. He asks Arius: ‘For what 

                                                           
829  monogenh.j qeo,j evsti kai. èkate,rwn avllo,trioj ou-toj))) evpinoei/tai gou/n muri,aij o[saij 

evpinoi,aij))) do,xa qeou/( avlh,qeia, te kai. eivkw.n kai. lo,goj ou-toj) su,nej o[ti kai. avpau,gasma kai. fw/j 
evpinoei/tai.  

830 De Syn. 15 [Opitz 243]. 
831  w[ste evkdiw/xai h̀ma/j evk th/j po,lewj wj̀ avnqrw,pouj avqe,ouj( evpeidh. ouv sumfwnou/men auvtw/| 

dhmosi,a| le,gonti( avei. qeo.j avei. uiò,j( a[ma path.r a[ma uiò,j( sunupa,rcei o` uiò.j avgennh,twj tw|/ qew/|( 
aveigennh,j( avgennhtogenh,j( ouvt’ evpinoi,a| ouvt’ avto,mw| tini. proa,gei o ̀qeo.j tou/ uiòu/( avei. qeo.j avei. uiò,j( 
evx auvtou/ tou/ qeou/ ò uiò,j)  

832 Urk. 14[17].14 [Opitz 22]. 
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advance can the wisdom of God make [1 Cor 1:24]? What increase can the truth 

itself and God the Word receive? How can the life and the true light [John 14:6; 1:4, 

9] be made better?’ (Urk. 14[7].30 [Opitz 24; NPNF2 3:38, modified]). 833  To 

answer his own questions, Alexander goes on to argue that there is nothing that God 

needs in order to be what he is, and if Christ is God then he must be so by nature, 

rather than by advance or moral progress. To this end, Alexander draws a contrast 

between the natural (fu,sei) sonship of Christ and the believers’ sonship by adoption 

(qe,sei). He writes that on the one hand ‘the sonship of our Saviour has nothing at all 

in common with the sonship of the rest’, whereas, on the other, ‘men and angels, 

who are his creatures, have received his blessing that they might make progress, 

exercising themselves in virtues and in the commandments of the law in order to 

avoid sin’ (Urk. 14[17].28, 30-1 [Opitz 24; NPNF2 3:37-8, modified]). 834  The 

former type of sonship is truly divine and unalterable, while the latter is subject to 

change and attainment.835 Arius’ Christ, however, falls precisely together with other 

creatures whose sonship is not natural but attained. Against this Alexander contends 

that Christ is not a creature, and therefore does not need to make progress towards a 

better status. In his letter to the Egyptian church he summarizes these points of 

Arius’ teaching as he seeks to explain why the Nicene Council issued the anathema 

for Arius:  

 

We unanimously decided that his impious opinion should be anathematized… that ‘the Son of 

God came to be out of nothing’, that ‘there was a time when he was not’, and even that ‘the Son 

of God, because he possessed free will, was capable either both evil and good’. They also call 

him a creature (kti,sma) and a work (poi,hma). The holy Council has anathematized all these ideas 

(Urk. 23[25].3-4 [Opitz 48; NPNF2 2:12-3, modified]).836 

 

The fact that Christ is ‘capable either both evil and good’ like all other creatures 

explains in what sense Arius was prepared to call Christ God. According to 

                                                           
833 ti, ga.r a'n kai. proko,yai e;coi h̀ tou/ qeou/ sofi,a( h' ti, proslabei/n h̀ auvtoalh,qeia* h' o` qeo.j 

lo,goj pw/j a'n e;coi beltiwqh/nai h' h̀ zwh. h' to. avlhqino.n fw/j*  
834 evx h-j e;stin ivdei/n th.n uiò,thta tou/ swth/roj h̀mw/n ouvdemi,an e;cousin koinwni,an pro.j th.n tw/n 

loipw/n uiò,thta’ and ‘oi ̀ de. kti,smata auvtou/ tugca,nontej( a;nqrwpoi, te kai. a;ggeloi( kai. euvlogi,aj 
eivlh,fasi proko,ptein avretai/j avskou,menoi kai. nomi,moij evntolai/j pro.j to. mh. àmarta,nein.  

835 Urk. 14[17].29 [Opitz 24]. 
836 kai. pamyhfi. e;doxen avnaqematisqh/nai th.n avsebh/ auvtou/ do,xan))) le,gwn ‘evx ouvk o;ntwn ei=nai’ 

kai. ‘pri.n gennhqh/nai mh. ei=nai’ kai. ‘ei-nai, pote o[te ouvk h=n’( kai. auvtexousio,thti kaki,aj kai. avreth/j 
dektiko.n to.n uiò.n tou/ qeou/ le,gontoj kai. kti,sma ovnoma,zontoj kai. poi,hma) a[panta avneqema,tisen h̀ 
àgi,a su,nodoj. 
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Athanasius’ witness Arius taught that ‘Christ is not very God, but he, as others, was 

made God by participation’ (CA 1.9 [Metzler 118; NPNF² 4:311]).837 Apparently, 

the same sort of differentiation stands behind Arius’ declaration in the Thalia that 

Christ is not true God but possesses this name, as do others, by participation.838 

Based on this distinction between the true God and those who are gods by 

participation, Greg and Groh make the following conclusion: ‘When therefore Arius 

describes Christ as “God” (qeo,j) without the article, we have every right to read 

“divine” (qei/oj); for he has in mind the scheme of a perfected creature who, after 

progress in virtue, has been raised by the Creator to the status of a uìo,j, understood 

to mean qeo,j (= qei/oj)’.839 Although Arius’ letters do not provide sufficient data 

(only the Thalia fragments do) to support such an observation, this is exactly how 

Arius was perceived both by Alexander and Athanasius. On one particular occasion, 

Athanasius presses Arius’ understanding of Christ to what it may imply 

soteriologically:  

 

If then the Word is not in such sense from God, as a son, genuine and natural, from a father, but 

only as creatures because they are framed, and as ‘all things are from God’, then neither is he 

from the essence of the Father, nor is the Son again Son according to essence, but in consequence 

of virtue, as we who are called sons by grace (De Decr. 22 [Opitz 19; NPNF² 4:165]).840 

 

According to this passage the fact that Christ does not share the Father’s 

substance—which is the same as saying that he is not truly God—implies that he is 

in need of being saved like all others by grace. Whether Arius himself would be 

prepared to make such a statement, his description of Christ does fit what he teaches 

about God. More specifically, his non-relational emphasis on God as the 

transcendent being leaves very little room for the divine involvement and creates a 

risk of relegating salvation to the practice of moral advancement. If this observation 

is fair, then it is quite possible that Arius did have a soteriological view even if we 

do not find it explicitly stated. Moreover, some scholars find this possibility more 

definite than not. Thus, based on their own documentation of data, Gregg and Groh 

                                                           
837 ouvk e;stin avlhqino.j qeo.j o` cristo,j( avlla. metoch/| kai. auvto.j evqeopoih,qh.  
838 e.g. CA 1.6 [Metzler 115]; 1.9 [Metzler 118]; Ep. Aeg. Lib. 12 [Metzler 52]. 
839 Gregg, Early Arianism, 21. 
840 eiv me.n ou=n mh. evk tou/ qeou/ evstin ò lo,goj( wj̀ a'n ei;h uiò.j fu,sei gnh,sioj evk patro,j( avll’ ẁj 

ta. kti,smata dia. to. dedhmiourgh/sqai le,getai kai. auvto.j wj̀ ta. pa,nta evk tou/ qeou/( ou;te evk th/j 
ouvsi,aj evsti. tou/ patro.j ou;te auvto.j o` uiò.j kat’ ouvsi,an evsti.n uiò,j( avll’ evx avreth/j( wj̀ h̀mei/j oi ̀kata. 
ca,rin kalou,menoi uiòi,. 
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suggest that ‘the literature of the controversy contains indications that the Arian 

spokesmen produced their own version of a doctrine of the deification of 

believers—one “high” enough to compete with and threaten the Athanasian theory 

that the incarnation effected the reversal of human corruptibility and enabled 

persons to become divine’.841 A similar suggestion is made by Williams in the 

postscript to his second edition of Arius. He concludes that ‘Arians claimed to take 

theōsis no less seriously than Nicenes; but Athanasius makes a powerful case for 

denying that this can be done while still clinging to the idea of a mediatorial created 

redeemer’.842 I will return to this point once more towards the end of this section. 

             Just as with the name ‘God’ for Christ, Arius’ use of other christological 

titles―Wisdom, Word and Power―is not intended as the descriptions of his 

ontological identity with God the Father. Rather they are understood as metaphors 

of the pre-incarnate position of Christ in the role of the Father’s instrument. This 

functional sense of Christ’s role as Wisdom, Word, and Power was clearly 

recognized by Alexander and Athanasius. The former affirms that for Arius, Christ 

‘was made for our sake, so that God might create us through him as by a tool’ (Urk. 

4b[2.2].8, 9 [Opitz 8; NPNF2 2:3-5, modified]).843 The latter reconstructs this point 

more extensively in the Thalia of CA 1.5 [Metzler 114; NPNF² 4:309]: 

 

Accordingly, he [Arius] says that there are two wisdoms, first, the attribute coexistent with God, 

and next, that in this wisdom the Son was originated, and was only named Wisdom and Word as 

partaking of it. ‘For Wisdom’, says he, ‘by the will of the wise God, had its existence in 

Wisdom’. In like manner, he says, that there is another Word in God besides the Son, and that the 

Son again, as partaking of it, is named Word and Son according to grace. And this too is an idea 

proper to their heresy, as shewn in other works of theirs, that there are many powers; one of 

which is God’s own by nature and eternal; but that Christ, on the other hand, is not the true power 

of God; but, as others, one of the so-called powers, one of which, namely, the locust and the 

caterpillar [Joel 2:25], is called in Scripture, not merely the power, but the ‘great power’. The 

others are many and are like the Son, and of them David speaks in the Psalms, when he says, 

‘The Lord of hosts’ or ‘powers’ [Ps. 23:10 LXX].844  

                                                           
841 Gregg, Early Arianism, 66.  
842 Williams, Arius, 241, who supports his claim with the reference to the long quotation from 

Eusebius of Emesa in Theodore’s Eran. 3 [PG 83:312c-317a], as a possible evidence for the Arian 
interest in the subject of deification. 

843 Urk. 4b[2.2].8, 9 [Opitz 8; NPNF2 2:3-5, modified]: dio. kai. trepto,j evsti kai. avlloiwto.j th.n 
fu,sin wj̀ kai. pa,nta ta. logika,))) di’ h̀ma/j ga.r pepoi,htai( i[na h̀ma/j di’ auvtou/ wj̀ di’ ovrga,nou kti,sh| 
ò qeo,j. 

844 du,o gou/n sofi,aj fhsi.n ei=nai( mi,an me.n ‘th.n evdi,an kai. sunupa,rcousan tw/| qew/|’( to.n de. uiò.n 
evn auvth|/ th/| sofi,a| gegenh/sqai tau,thj te mete,conta wvnoma,sqai mo,non sofi,an kai. lo,gon) ‘h̀ sofi,a 
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The delineation which is made here concerns two types of Word, Wisdom, and 

Power. The real qualities of Word, Wisdom, and Power are intrinsic only to God. In 

Christ they are manifested derivatively. He is Word, Wisdom, and Power by name 

rather than by nature. The assumption behind this distinction is that God’s 

transcendence excludes Christ from sharing the Father’s substantial characteristics. 

In Arius’ understanding, God can be God only by retaining his own Wisdom, Word, 

and Power which Gregg and Groh consider as a ‘protection of God’s enduring 

attributes’845 because ‘no theory of the Word issuing from God which obscures 

God’s full sovereignty or the utter dependency of the Son is allowable’.846 It is not 

surprising that this long quotation from the Thalia ends with the christological 

application in which the Son is represented as on par with other creatures:  

 

And by nature, as all others, so the Word himself is alterable, and remains good by his own free 

will and choices. When, however, he wills, he can alter as we can, as being of an alterable nature. 

For ‘therefore’, he says, ‘as foreknowing that he would be good, did God by anticipation bestow 

on him this glory, which afterwards, as man, he attained from virtue. Thus in consequence of his 

works foreknown, did God bring it to pass that he, being such, should come to be’ (CA 1.5 

[Metzler 114-5; NPNF² 4:309, modified]).847 

 

Here Christ is said to be of alterable nature, but persistent in good deeds. In fact, it 

is by virtuous living that he achieved the position of honour proleptically held by 

him. Thus, Christ wins divine approval and promotion to the glories and dignities 

ascribed to him in the Scriptures as the Word, Wisdom, and Power of God by his 

free obedience in the performance of good acts. How does then Christ’s alterable 

nature square with the fact that he was a perfect and unchangeable creature? It does 

                                                                                                                                                                                                    
ga,r’( fhsi,( ‘th/| sofi,a| ùph/rxe sofou/ qeou/ qelh,sei’) ou[tw kai. lo,gon e[teron ei-nai le,gei para. to.n 
uiò.n evn tw/| qew/| kai. tou,tou mete,conta to.n uiò.n wvnoma,sqai pa,lin kata. ca,rin lo,gon kai. uiò.n auvto,n) 
e;sti de. kai. tou/to th/j air̀e,sewj auvtw/n i;dion fro,nhma dhlou,menon evn et̀e,roij auvtw/n suggra,mmasin( 
o[ti ‘pollai. duna,meij eivsi,\ kai. h̀ me.n mi,a tou/ qeou/ evstin ivdi,a fu,sei kai. avi,dioj\ o` de. cristo.j pa,lin 
ouvk e;stin avlhqinh. du,namij tou/ qeou/( avlla. mi,a tw/n legome,nwn duna,mew,n evsti kai. auvto,j( w=n mi,a 
kai. ‘h̀ avkri.j kai. h̀ ka,mph’ ouv du,namij mo,non( avlla. kai. ‘mega,lh’ prosagoreu,etai\ ai ̀ d’ a;llai 
pollai. kai. o[moiai, eivsi tw/| uiẁ|/( peri. w-n kai. dabi.d ya,llei le,gwn\ ‘ku,rioj tw/n duna,mewn’. Cf. 
similar statements in Urk. 4b[2.2].7-9 [Opitz 7-8]. 

845 Gregg, Early Arianism, 104.  
846 Ibid. 105. 
847  kai. th/| me.n fu,sei( w[sper pa,ntej( ou[twj kai. auvto.j ò lo,goj evsti. trepto,j( tw/| de. ivdi,w| 

auvtexousi,w|( e[wj bou,letai( me,nei kalo,j\ o[te me,ntoi qe,lei( du,natai tre,pesqai kai. auvto.j w[sper kai. 
h̀mei/j trepth/j w'n fu,sewj) ‘dia. tou/to ga,r’( fhsi,( ‘kai. proginw,skwn o ̀qeo.j e;sesqai kalo.n auvto.n 
prolabw.n tau,thn auvtw/| th.n do,xan de,dwken( h[n a;n kai. evk th/j avreth/j e;sce meta. tau/ta’\ w[ste evx 
e;rgwn auvtou/( w-n proe,gnw o ̀qeo,j( toiou/ton auvto.n nu/n gegone,nai) 
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so according to the same logic by which Arius called Christ God. Just as Christ’s 

divinity was about his moral status rather than nature, so does his unchangeability 

and perfection have to do with his virtuous living and the unswerving love to God 

rather than with his substantial relatedness to the Father. Gregg and Groh explain 

this point (correctly in my view) in full length: 

  

When the orthodox put forward the word “unchangeable” (a;treptoj) as a term which could not 

describe creatures but only the Son, the Arians present at the synod assented to this term also, 

confident that it did not damage their case. In defence of the applicability of “unchangeable” to 

themselves, they paraphrased Paul’s utterance in the eighth chapter of Romans. “Nothing will 

separate us from the love of Christ”, they declared. By using this text in this way, the Arians 

made clear that for them unchangeability had to do with constancy of affection, with persistence 

in willing, with steadfast faith. To be a;treptoj, they held, was not to possess a natural property 

reserved to Godhead alone but to intend and to do those things which accord with the Father’s 

good purpose. Inseparability from the love of God was that which the chosen one and other 

adopted sons could be said to share in their perfected state.848 

 

Thus, we can conclude that whatever title Christ is given by Arius (be it God, Son, 

Word, Wisdom, Power, or perfect and unchangeable being) it is always on account 

of grace, name, or participation rather than on account of his nature. In other words, 

Christ is not of ‘the same essence’ (òmoou,sioj) with the Father and his close relation 

to him in the role of the Son can be defined only in conceptual (in contrast to 

substantial) terms. A closer examination of this point shows that Arius might have 

denied the substantial communion849 between the Father and Son because of the 

way he understood the word òmoou,sioj. This word carried at least two meanings for 

him. First, there is evidence that he understood it to mean a compound and divisible 

substance. In this sense, the word òmoou,sioj had materialist implications because ‘it 

conveyed the notion that two or more subsistents were co-ordinate members of the 

same class’.850 Arius rules out this meaning of Christ’s relation to the Father in his 

letters because it threatened to undermine the divine simplicity and immutability of 

                                                           
848 Gregg, Early Arianism, 68. 
849 Arius claims that the Son is ‘not of one essence (ouvde. o`moou,sioj) with the Father’, and that his 

‘essence is foreign to [the Father’s] essence (xe,noj))) kat’ ouvsi,an)’ (De Syn. 15 [Opitz 242). He also 
rejects the idea that the Son is ‘a one-in-essence-portion’ (me,roj om̀oou,sion) with the Father in his 
letter to Alexander (Urk. 6[1].3 [Opitz 12]), and denies that the Son is ‘a portion of the ingenerate’ 
(me,roj avgennh,tou) in Urk. 1[15].4 [Opitz 3]. For a discussion of Arius’ interpretation of the word 
òmoou,sioj, see e.g. Widdicombe, The Fatherhood of God, 141-3; Williams, ‘Arius’, 63-6; Hanson, 
The Search for God, 92-3; Gregg, Early Arianism, 25, 70. 

850 Widdicombe, The Fatherhood of God, 141-2. 
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God. More exactly, he asserts: ‘But if the terms from him [Rom. 11:36], and from 

the womb [Ps. 110:3 LXX], and I came forth from the Father, and I have come [Jn. 

16:28] be understood by some to mean as if a part of him, one in essence 

(òmoousi,ou) or as an issue, then the Father is according to them compounded and 

divisible and alterable and material, and, as far as their belief goes, has the 

circumstances of a body, who is the incorporeal God’ (Urk. 6[1].5 [Opitz 13; 

NPNF2 4:458, modified]). 851  The second meaning of the term òmoou,sioj is 

commented in the Thalia, where it is claimed that the Son ‘is not equal’ (ouvde.))) 

evstin i;soj), nor one in essence (ouvde. om̀oou,sioj)’ with the Father (De Syn. 15 [Opitz 

242; NPNF2 4:458). In Widdicombe’s view ‘this phrase implies that such an 

equality would mean a total identity of attributes, so the Son, like the Father, would 

be ingenerate, eternal, and without beginning’. This idea of òmoou,sioj is equally 

rejected by Arius when he says: ‘The Father is in his substance (kat’ ouvsi,an) other 

than the Son because he remains without beginning’ (De Syn. 15 [Opitz 242; Stead 

op. cit.]).852 I will return to this argument in my discussion of Alexander’s response 

to Arius.853 For now, however, it is important to ask why then it was so crucial for 

the Nicene representatives to insist on using the word òmoou,sioj, if it had such 

misleading connotations at that time. According to Behr, originally this term was 

neither a part of anyone’s technical vocabulary, nor the rallying point that it would 

later become. Its meaning was no yet fully clear, but it was introduced most likely 

‘because it was known that Arius and his most ardent supporters objected to it’.854 

In this perspective, the word òmoou,sioj was used in order to defend the substantial 

unity between the Father and Son in view of the cosmological concern in the 

controversy. But if Arius’ theology allows us to draw the soteriological implications 

based on his view of God, as I pointed out earlier, then how does the word 

òmoou,sioj apply here? Gregg and Groh answer this question in light of what they 

call exemplarist soteriology: 

 

                                                           
851 eiv de. to. ‘evx auvtou/’ kai. to. ‘evk gastro.j’ kai. to. ‘evk tou/ patro.j evxh/lqon kai h[kw’ wj̀ me,roj 

auvtou/ om̀oousi,ou kai. wj̀ probolh. ùpo, tinwn noei/tai( su,nqetoj e;stai ò path.r kai. diaireto.j kai. 
trepto.j kai. sw/ma kat’ auvtou.j kai. to. o[son evp’ auvtoi/j ta. avko,louqa sw,mati pa,scwn o ̀avsw,matoj 
qeo,j.  

852 xe,noj tou/ uiòu/ kat’ ouvsi,an o` path,r( o[ti a;narcoj ùpa,rcei.  
853 Sect. 4.3.2.   
854 Behr, The Nicene Faith, 2/1:157.  
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Believing the Arian picture of salvation blasphemous, orthodox representatives introduced and 

took battle positions behind the word o`moou,sioj, judging that this idea of identity of essence could 

alone differentiate the Son’s divine likeness and unchangeability from that imitation (mi,mhsij) 

which the faithful appropriate “through virtue from keeping commandments.855 

 
In Gregg and Groh’s understanding the whole controversy revolved around two 

alternative perspectives of deification. The first one, associated with the early 

Arians, was advocating a saviour who was imitable to Christians. This model 

understood Christ as a perfect example of virtuous life; by following him believers 

could reach the same progress. The other perspective of deification was associated 

with the adherents of the Nicene faith. It placed Christ alongside the Father and 

used the word òmoou,sioj to safeguard his divine ability to deify human beings. 

While this distinction between two alternative models of deification can be objected 

on the ground that Arius himself does not present Christ for imitation, Gregg and 

Groh do make a helpful point; they draw attention to the issues left unnoticed 

before. One thing that is noteworthy is that according to the witness of Alexander 

and Athanasius the Arian Christ appears to be capable of doing the same things as 

the rest of the creatures. To quote just one example from Alexander, we read: ‘The 

accursed ones say, “Certainly we also are able to become sons of God, just like that 

one [Christ]”. For it is written, “I begot and raised up sons” [Isa. 1:2]’ (Urk. 

14[17].11 [Opitz 21; NPNF2 3:37]).856 We also find many analogous statements 

throughout Athanasius’ main writing Contra Arianos (to be considered in the next 

chapter). Gregg and Groh approach such instances as evidence that Arius taught 

what they call exemplarist soteriology, namely the notion of salvation in which 

Christ is the perfect example of how one is to be saved. They argue that Arian 

watchwords such as ‘there was when he was not’, ‘creature’, ‘work’, and 

‘changeable’ had soteriological implications which were  

 

epitomized and made explicit in phrases like ‘even as we’, ‘like us’, ‘as all others’. He [Christ] 

had a beginning of his existence, as others. He is called ‘power’ as others, and knows the Father 

as we also do. He is changeable and wills the good as we can. He carries the title ‘God’ by 

participation of grace, like others.857  

 
                                                           

855 Gregg, Early Arianism, 70.  
856  duna,meqa gou/n kai. h̀mei/j’( fasi.n oi` avlastorej( ‘uiòi. gene,sqai qeou/( w[sper kavkei/noj’) 

ge,graptai ga,r’ ‘uiòu.j evge,nnhsa kai. u[ywsa) 
857 Gregg, Early Arianism, 68. 
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Scholars dispute whether this perception of the imitability of Christ (insisted by 

Arius’ opponents) is true to what Arius actually taught. With no direct witness in 

Arius’ own texts, there is always a temptation to dismiss the arguments of 

Alexander and Athanasius as irrelevant. However, their perception might not be 

completely groundless. After all, as we saw earlier, Arius’ doctrine of God does 

imply specific soteriological repercussions, and I suggest that regardless of whether 

we are willing to take the witness of Alexander and Athanasius as credible, we do 

need to consider at least two major points.  

             In the first place, as I have just indicated, Arius’ view of God as the utterly 

transcendent being leaves very little room, if any, for personal salvation. In other 

words, Arius’ doctrine of God finds its counterpart in the unstated concept of 

salvation in which the saving subject is not God―he is too transcendent for a direct, 

or personal involvement―but human beings. Seen in this perspective, salvation 

stops being God’s initiative and becomes dependent on the human role. 

Furthermore, Arius’ insistence that God’s perfection is based on his possession of 

the unique qualities (which the Son and Holy Spirit do not share) makes the 

òmoou,sioj formula unnecessary. And in as much as òmoou,sioj is unnecessary, the 

Father-Son language is redundant as well. Hence, there is more sense to speak of 

God as the self-contained essence rather than a communion of the trinitarian 

persons. In fact, this is exactly how Athanasius perceived Arius talking about God, 

and I will discuss this point in more detail in the next chapter. For now, it is 

important to note that the sort of deification this approach encourages (even though 

Arius himself never said this) is to become as far like God as possible in those 

qualities that make him what he is in the supreme sense. It is this logic that may be 

at work in Arius’ christology, for it seems to suggest a deification account of how 

one unique creature becomes promoted to the status of god, rather than how 

God―the Son being òmoou,sioj with the Father―becomes an embodied creature. If 

this observation is fair, then the reason why both Alexander and Athanasius were so 

persistent in emphasizing the role of virtue for Arius’ christology is because it was 

the only way how Christ could become like God and resemble the perfection of his 

qualities.  
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In the second place, Gregg and Groh are sometimes criticized for not taking into 

account the fact that early Arians understood Christ to be soulless. 858 In light of this 

characteristic, Christ is claimed to be special and unlike other creatures, which 

means that he cannot be a model in the true sense. Can such a christology be 

soteriological? According to Meijering, Arian cristology could hardly be 

soteriological even if Christ were thought to possess the exemplary role. He 

remarks: ‘Can a doctrine which advocates the imitation of the perfect creature 

Christ be called a doctrine of salvation? Is this not moralism?’859 However, the fact 

that Christ does the same things others do (whether he is the soulless being or a 

being like us in all respects) shows him to fall short of being the true God and 

suggests that he is in need of progress and salvation like all others. Perceiving it 

precisely in this way, Athanasius would later say in his CA 2.41 [Metzler 217; 

NPNF2 4:370]: ‘If the Son be a creature, the nature of rational creatures being one, 

no help will come to creatures from a creature, since all need grace from God’.860 

Seen from this perspective, Arius’ christology is quite soteriological, even though 

Christ himself appears in need of salvation rather than saving those who need him.  

 

4.3.2 Alexander’s Response to Arius’ Teaching about God and Salvation 

If Arius considered God in terms of the transcendent being whose divine qualities 

could not be communicated—neither its substance, nor its intrinsic wisdom, word 

or power—but all creation (including Christ) depended on his divine will, 

Alexander inclined sharply toward the opposite pole. For him the key to salvation 

lay in the fact that the Father and Son share in the same divine nature. More 

precisely this means that the latter’s natural sonship is the ground for human 

sonship by grace. Alexander introduced into the early stages of the debate most of 

the basic categories that were later used by Athanasius to counter Arius’ stance that 

Christ was posterior to the Father, substantially less than him, limited in knowledge, 

and sustained by his will. He also underscored the downward act of God for the 

salvation of humanity. Among the extant writings861 (archived by the fifth-century 

                                                           
858 For more critical remarks on Gregg and Groh’s approach in which particular emphases of 

Arius’ christology are considered as being dictated by the exemplarist soteriology, see Williams, 
‘The Logic of Arianism’. 

859 Meijering, in his Review, 67-8, of Gregg, Early Arianism.  
860  eiv kti,sma evsti.n o` uiò.j mia/j ou;shj th/j fu,sewj tw/n logikw/n ktisma,twn( ouvdemi,a para. 

kti,smatoj kti,smasi boh,qeia genh,setai dia. to. pa,ntaj dei/sqai th/j para. tou/ qeou/ ca,ritoj)  
861 The dating adopted here is that put forward by Williams: èno.j sw,matoj (Urk. 4b[2.2] [Opitz 6-

11]) dated ca. early in 325 and h̀ fi,larcoj (Urk. 14[17] [Opitz 19-29]) dated ca. 321/2; see 
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historians Socrates and Theodoret) that belong to Alexander, the two most 

important ones are a short Letter of Alexander to all Bishops (also known as èno.j 

sw,matoj from its opening words, and sometimes believed to be Athanasius) and a 

longer Letter to Alexander of Thessalonica862 (known as h̀ fi,larcoj), which was 

written when the controversy had already lasted for several years. I will look at both 

of these letters in their turn.   

             Alexander’s letter to the bishops is written in the form of a synodal report 

and addressed to his Alexandrian colleagues ‘of the Catholic Church in all 

places’.863 It does not reveal much of Alexander’s own ideas, because it was aimed 

primarily at recapitulating what Arius taught. The central part of the letter offers a 

summary of the most distinctive elements of Arius’ teaching in the form of the 

quotation that reflects the Thalia propositions: 

 
God was not always the Father; but there was a time when God was not the Father. The Word of 

God was not always, but was made ‘out of nothing;’ for he who is God fashioned the non-

existing from the non-existing; wherefore there was a time when he was not. For the Son is a 

thing created, and a thing made: nor is he like to the Father in substance; nor is he the true and 

natural Word of the Father; nor is he his true Wisdom; but he is one of the things fashioned and 

made. And he is called, by a misapplication of the terms, the Word and Wisdom, since he is 

himself made by the proper Word of God, and by that wisdom which is in God, in which, as God 

made all other things, so also did he make him. Wherefore, he is by his very nature changeable 

and mutable, equally with other rational beings. The Word, too, is alien and separate from the 

substance of God. The Father also is ineffable to the Son; for neither does the Word perfectly and 

accurately know the Father, neither can he perfectly see him. For neither does the Son indeed 

know his own substance as it is. Since he for our sakes was made, that by him as by an 

instrument God might create us; nor would he have existed had not God wished to make us. 

Someone asked of them whether the Son of God could change even as the devil changed; and 

                                                                                                                                                                                                    
Williams, Arius, 48-61 and esp. 58-9 where the author gives a list of documents and dates. This 
dating means that the Thalia was written some time after h̀ fi,larcoj but before èno.j sw,matoj. This 
makes sense of apparent ignorance of the Thalia in Alexander’s h̀ fi,larcoj and explains the 
appearance of the extended Thalia quotation in his èno.j sw,matoj. Many scholars now believe that 
èno.j sw,matoj was written by Athanasius at the request of Alexander. For this view, see Stead, 
‘Athanasius’ Earliest Work’, 76-91. For the arguments on Alexander’s authorship, see Barnes, 
Constantine and Eusebius, 202-3. For the discussion on the relationship between èno.j sw,matoj and 
h̀ fi,larcoj (which is still debated by scholars), see Williams, Arius, 48-59; Parvis, Arian 
Controversy, 68-81. 

862  Although Opitz presents h̀ fi,larcoj as being referred to ‘Alexander of Thessalonica’, 
Theodoret (HE 1.3.3 [SC 501:150-2]) reports that it was sent to Alexander of Byzantium, the 
archbishop of Constantinople. More on this, see Behr, The Nicene Faith, 2/1:63; Williams, Arius, 
267, n. 3. 

863 Urk. 4b[2.2].1 [Opitz 6]: toi/j àpantacou/ th/j kaqolikh/j evkklhsi,aj) 
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they feared not to answer that he can; for since he was made and created, he is of mutable nature 

(Urk. 4b[2.2].7-10 [Opitz 7-8; NPNF2 2:5, modified]).864 

 

This quotation fully concords with all the most important aspects of Arius’ thought 

found in his letters and the fragments of the Thalia. Having quoted Arius’ own 

words, Alexander goes on to state (with reference to Jn. 1:1; 3:18; Ps. 45:2 [LXX]; 

Wis. 7:26; Col. 1:15; Heb. 1:3; and Mal. 3:6) that the Son’s essence is like that of 

the Father, that the Son is unchangeable in his nature, and that he possesses perfect 

knowledge of his Father.  

             Alexander’s h̀ fi,larcoj is more extensive in length. It deals with a range of 

key theological issues ordered around the Father-Son relationship with specific 

implications for soteriology. After a short description of the ongoing debate, which 

had now spread accross most of the Eastern churches, Alexander discusses the 

typical expressions of the Arian propaganda. The first one is that ‘there was a time 

when the Son of God was not’ (h=n pote o[te ouvk h=n o ̀uiò.j tou/ qeou/),865 and the 

second one is that ‘God created all things out of nothing’ (pa,nta))) ò qeo.j evx ouvk 

o;ntwn evpoi,hse),866 including the Son. He expresses a concern that Arius and his 

advocates ‘deny the divinity of our Saviour’ (th.n qeo,thta tou swth/roj hm̀w/n 

avrnou,menoi),867 and reduce him to ‘the level of being equal to all others’.868 As a 

result, the kind of Christ that Arians posit is a mutable creature whose sonship is 

dependent on his moral endeavor. Alexander counters these tenets of Arius’ 

teaching by arguing that God should be understood as a communion of three divine 

persons.869 This communion is shown to us most clearly in the relationship of the 

                                                           
864 ouvk avei. o` qeo.j path.r h-n( avll’ h-n o[te o ̀qeo.j path.r ouvk h=n) ouvk avei. h=n o ̀tou/ qeou/ lo,goj( 

avll’ evx ouvk o;ntwn ge,gonen) o` ga.r w;n qeo.j to.n mh. o;nta evk tou/ mh. o;ntoj pepoi,hke) dio. kai. h=n pote 
o[te ouvk h=n) kti,sma ga,r evsti kai. poi,hma ò uiò,j) ou;te de. o[moioj kat’ ouvsi,an tw/| patri, evstin ou;te 
avlhqino.j kai. fu,sei tou/ patro.j lo,goj evsti.n ou;te avlhqinh. sofi,,a auvtou/ evstin( avll’ ei=j me.n tw/n 
poihma,twn kai. genhtw/n evsti( katacrhstikw/j de. le,getai lo,goj kai. sofi,a( geno,menoj kai. auvto.j tw/| 
ivdi,w| tou/ qeou/ lo,gw| kai. th/| evn tw|/ qew/| sofi,a| evn h-| kai. ta. pa,nta kai. auvto.n pepoi,hken o ̀qeo,j) dio. 
kai. trepto,j evsti kai. avlloiwto.j th.n fu,sin wj̀ kai. pa,nta ta. logika,) xe,noj te kai. avllo,trioj kai. 
avpescoinisme,noj evsti.n o` lo,goj th/j tou/ qeou/ ouvsi,aj kai. avorato,j evstin o ̀path.r tw/| uiẁ/|) ou;te ga.r 
telei,wj kai. avkribw/j ginw,skei o ̀lo,goj to.n pate,ra( ou;te telei,wj or̀a/n auvto.n du,natai) kai. ga.r kai. 
èautou/ th.n ouvsi,an ouvk oi=den o ̀uiò.j wj̀ e;sti) di’ h̀ma/j ga.r pepoi,htai( i[na h̀ma/j di’ auvtou/ wj̀ di’ 
ovrga,nou kti,sh| o ̀qeo,j) kai. ouvk a;n ùpe,sth( eiv mh. h̀ma/j o ̀qeo.j hvqe,lhse poih/sai) hvrw,thse gou/n tij 
auvtou,j( eiv du,natai ò tou/ qeou/ lo,goj traph/nai wj̀ o` dia,boloj evtra,ph( kai. ouvk evfobh,qhsan eivpei/n( 
òti nai. du,natai\ trepth/j ga.r fu,sew,j evsti genhto.j kai. ktisto.j ùpa,rcwn)  

865 Urk. 14[17].10 [Opitz 21]. 
866 Ibid. 14[17].11 [Opitz 21]. 
867 Ibid. 14[17].4 [Opitz 20]. 
868 Ibid. 14[17].37 [Opitz 25]. 
869 In Ibid. 14[17].53 [Opitz 27; NPNF² 3:41, modified], Alexander asserts: ‘And besides the 

pious opinion concerning the Father and the Son, we acknowledge the one Holy Spirit, as the divine 
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Father and Son. He insists that ‘the Father is always present with the Son’ (e;sti de. 

path.r avei. paro,ntoj tou/ uiòu/), 870  and that there is no ‘interval’ or ‘distance’ 

(dia,sthma—a term he uses 5 times to describe the Father-Son relation)871 between 

them. In fact, it is on account of this close union between the two that the Father is 

called ‘Father’.872 The Son’s relation to the Father resembles that of the original 

light and brightness (avpau,gasma).873 Several times Alexander depicts the Son as the 

Father’s image (eivkw,n),874 and ‘the expression of his Father’s person’ (carakth.r 

th/j patrikh/j up̀osta,sewj).875 To seal these arguments, he appeals to the confession 

of the Apostolic Church that believes 

 

in one Father unbegotten, who has from no one the cause of his being, who is unchangeable and 

immutable, who is always the same, and admits of no increase or diminution; who gave to us the 

law, the prophets, and the gospels; who is Lord of the patriarchs and apostles, and all the saints. 

And in one Lord Jesus Christ, the only-begotten Son of God; not begotten of things which are 

not, but of him who is the Father; not in a corporeal manner, by excision or division as Sabellius 

and Valentinus thought, but in a certain inexplicable and unspeakable876 manner (Urk. 14[17].46 

[Opitz 26-7]).877  

 

While Alexander’s attempt to bring the Father and Son together reflects his desire 

to combat Arius’ doctrine of subordinationism, there are also indications that he 

was concerned to qualify the divine relationship in such a way that the Son would 

                                                                                                                                                                                                    
Scriptures teach us’ (pro.j de. th/| euvsebei/ tau,th| peri. patro.j kai. uiòu/ do,xh|( kaqw.j h̀ma/j ai ̀ qei/ai 
grafai. dida,skousin( e]n pneu/ma a[gion om̀ologou/men). Socrates reports that Alexander used the 
expression evn tria,di mona,da (HE 1.5). 

870 Urk. 14[17].26 [Opitz 23]. 
871 The specific instances where the term dia,sthma is used by Alexander to stress a close union 

between the Father and Son are: Urk. 14[17].18 [Opitz 22]; Urk. 14[17].22 [Opitz 23]; Urk. 
14[17].23 [Opitz 23]; Urk. 14[17].24 [Opitz 23]; Urk. 14[17].26 [Opitz 23]. 

872 Ibid. 14[17].26 [Opitz 23]. 
873 Ibid. 14[17].48 [Opitz 27]. 
874 Ibid. 14[17].39 [Opitz 25]; Urk. 14[17].48 [Opitz 27].  
875 Ibid. 14[17].48 [Opitz 27]. 
876 Alexander’s logic here is that if the Father is unknowable, then the manner of origin and the 

hypostasis of the Son is also beyond the comprehension of created minds (Urk. 14[4].21 [Opitz 23]). 
Cf. Williams, Arius, 155, who says that ‘if the begetting of the Son is an eternal and “necessary” 
aspect of the divine life, part of the proper account of “what it is to be God”, the Father cannot be 
more unknowable than the Son; what is incomprehensible is not the persona of the Father but the 
pattern of the divine nature’. 

877  eivj mo,non avge,nnhton pate,ra( ouvde,na tou/ ei=nai auvtw/| to.n ai;tion e;conta( a;trepto,n te kai. 
avnalloi,wton( avei. kata. ta. auvta. kai. ws̀au,twj e;conta( ou;te prokoph.n ou;te mei,wsin evpideco,menon( 
no,mou kai. profhtw/n kai. euvaggeli,wn doth/ra( patriarcw/n kai. avposto,lwn kai. àpa,ntwn àgi,wn 
ku,rion\ kai. eivj e[na ku,rion ivhsou/n cristo,n( to.n uiò.n tou/ qeou/ monogenh/( gennhqe,nta ouvk evk tou/ mh. 
o;ntoj( avll’ evk tou/ o;ntoj patro,j( ouv kata. ta.j tw/n swma,twn om̀oio,thtaj tai/j tomai/j h; tai/j evk 
diaire,sewn avporroi,aij( w[sper sabelli,w| kai. balenti,nw| dokei/( avll’ avrrh,twj kai. avnekdihgh,twj. 
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not threaten the Father’s unique status as the unbegotten (avge,nnhtoj), or the first 

principle (avrch,).878 The way Alexander does this has led some scholars to believe 

that he lacked a proper trinitarian terminology,879 and to argue that he ‘does not 

wholly banish the subordination of the Son to the Father’.880 Thus, in the several 

instances where Alexander slides into subordinationist expressions, he affirms that 

Christ holds ‘the middle place’ (mesiteu,ousa fu,sij monogenh,j) 881  between the 

Father and created beings, and that he is ‘inferior’ (leipo,menon)882 to the Father in 

that he is not unbegotten. In the creedal part of his letter he seems to struggle 

finding such a definition of the Son’s eternity that would be compatible with the 

Father as alone unbegotten. He ends up suggesting that we must preserve the proper 

dignity of the Father as the unbegotten, while confessing that ‘the Son must also be 

given his own honour, since his generation from the Father has no beginning… not 

rejecting his divinity’. 883  While Alexander’s language of describing the Son in 

relation to the Father may be questionable, it should not be so if what he states has a 

functional meaning rather than ontological. In this regard, Behr points out that 

‘Alexander does not clarify what he means by describing the Word as a “mediating 

nature”. It would seem, however, that the “mediation” is functional, in terms of 

being the means by which the Father created all things, rather than ontological, 

placing the Word at a mid-point in a chain of being, for he is clear that the Word is 

not included amongst created things, which have come into being by him and which 

stand at a great distance from the Father, but is instead begotten by the Father 

himself’.884 If Alexander’s terminology is sloppy, it is because he was not driven by 

terminological clarity. Rather his main concern was to safeguard the truth that 

Christ was God, not someone promoted to that status by means of virtue.  

                                                           
878 In sect. 4.2.1, I remarked that Arius protested against the substantial identity of the Father and 

Son as postulating ‘two unoriginated ultimate principles’ (du,o avgennh,touj avrca.j) (Urk. 6[1].4 [Opitz 
13]), and I promised to return to this argument again in my discussion of Alexander’s response to 
Arius. 

879 Thus, Widdicombe, The Fatherhood of God, 134, concludes that ‘Arius’ claim that Alexander 
described the Son as avgennhtogenh,j, if it is not simply satirical, suggests that Alexander was prone to 
resort to novel and paradoxical expressions to resolve this tension in his Trinitarian thought’. 

880 Hanson, The Search for God, 144. Cf. Simonetti, Studi, 133-4; Widdicombe, The Fatherhood 
of God, 134-7. 

881 Urk. 14[17].45 [Opitz 26]. 
882 Ibid. 14[17].47 [Opitz 27]. Alexander attaches to this argument the quotation from John 14:28, 

where Christ says that ‘my Father is greater than I’ (o ̀path.r mei,zwn mou, evstin) in Urk. 14[17].52 
[Opitz 28]. 

883  Ibid. 14[17].53 [Opitz 28; NPNF2 3:41, modified]: tw/| de. uiẁ|/ th.n àrmo,zousan timh.n 
avponemhte,on( th.n a;narcon auvtw|/ para. tou/ patro.j ge,nnhsin avnatiqe,ntaj))) qeo,thta auvtou/ mh. 
paraitou,menoi. 

884 Behr, The Nicene Faith, 2/1:129.  
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Alexander’s depiction of the Father-Son relationship in terms of close union allows 

him to speak of salvation in terms of adoption, giving it a distinctly personal sense. 

Drawing a sharp distinction between Christ and believers, he introduces the idea of 

two kinds of sonship: natural and adoptive. He writes: 

 

For just as it has been shown that the nature of his existence cannot be expressed by language, 

and infinitely surpasses in excellence all things to which He has given being, so his sonship, 

naturally partaking in his paternal divinity, is unspeakably different from the sonship of those 

who, by his appointment, have been adopted as sons (Urk. 14[17].29 [Opitz 24; NPNF² 3:38, 

modified]).885 

 

By distinguishing between these two kinds of sonship, Alexander is able to show 

the difference between them in ontological terms. Christ’s sonship is natural and 

immutable just as the Son is immutable and wanting in nothing. The adoptive 

sonship, on the other hand, is subject to change and increase. Shortly after that, 

Alexander draws a soteriological implication as he writes:  

 

And do not these words, I begot thee ‘from the womb before the morning [Ps 109:3 LXX]’, 

plainly show the natural sonship of the paternal birth, which he obtained not by the careful 

framing of his manners, not by the exercise of and increase in virtue, but by individuality of 

nature (fu,sewj ivdiw,mati)? Therefore, the only-begotten Son of the Father, indeed, possesses an 

indefectible sonship; but the adoption of rational sons belongs not to them by nature, but is 

prepared for them by the probity of their life, and by the free gift of God (dwrea/| qeou/) (Urk. 

14[17].34 [Opitz 24-5]).886 

 

According to this passage Christ’s natural sonship is the basis for the adoptive 

sonship of men; the former is ‘by individuality of nature’, the latter is ‘by the free 

gift of God’. Moreover, Christ’s natural sonship is not obtained ‘by the exercise of 

and increase in virtue’. Rather, it belongs to him in virtue of being the only-

begotten Son of the Father. Another way in which Alexander expresses the personal 

nature of salvation is by stressing the divine subject of Christ. Towards the end of 

                                                           
885 o[n tro,pon ga.r h̀ a;rrhtoj auvtou/ ùpo,stasij avsugkri,tw| ùperoch/| evdei,cqh ùperkeime,nh pa,ntwn 

oi=j auvto.j to. ei=nai evcari,sato( ou[twj kai. h̀ uiò,thj auvtou/( kata. fu,sin tugca,nousa th/j patrikh/j 
qeo,thtoj( avle,ktw ùperoch/| diafe,rei tw/n di’ auvtou/ qe,sei uiòqethqe,ntwn. 

886 ti, de. kai. to. evk gastro.j pro. èwsfo,rou evge,nnhsa, se ouvci. a;ntikruj th/j patrikh/j maiw,sewj 
fusikh.n evndei,knutai uiò,thta( ouv tro,pwn evpimelei,a| kai. prokoph/j avskh,sei( avlla. fu,sewj ivdiw,mati 
tau,thn laco,ntoj* o[qen kai. avmeta,ptwton e;ceii th.n uiò,thta o ̀monogenh.j uiò,j tou/ patro,j) th.n de. 
tw/n logikw/n uiòqesi,an ouv kata. fu,sin auvtoi/j ùpa,rcousan avlla. tro,pwn evpithdeio,thti kai. dwrea/| 
qeou/ kai. metaptw,thn oi;den o ̀lo,goj. 
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his letter he writes that ‘[o]ur Lord… had a true body, of Mary mother of God, not 

merely the appearance of a body; in the fullness of time he came to live among 

humanity in order to bring forgiveness of sins. He was crucified and died, and yet 

did not perceive any detriment to his divinity. He rose from the dead, was taken into 

heaven, and sat down at the “right hand of the Majesty on high [Heb 9:26]”’ (Urk. 

14[17].54 [Opitz 28; NPNF² 3:41]).887 What is noteworthy here is that Alexander 

attributes to the pre-incarnate Christ those actions which he did while living in 

body. In particular, it is stated that Christ came down to live among men, took ‘a 

true body’ (as opposed to a mere bodily appearance) and experienced those things 

which were necessary for our salvation. He suffered the death of crucifixion for ‘the 

forgiveness of sins’, but being God, he ‘rose (avnasta,j) from the dead’ (the verb 

form is used in the active voice rather than passive ‘was risen’) in order to return to 

his Father from whom he came. All these actions point to one and the same person, 

the Father’s Son, whose ability and initiative to save is effective precisely because 

he is God.888 Alexander does not use the specific terminology of deification in 

either of his two letters. His way of expressing the idea of godlikeness is to affirm 

that we can become like the natural Son of God. It was Athanasius’ task to explain 

what this means.  

 

By way of conclusion, it is worth noting that both Arius and Alexander presented 

their own statements of faith. This is not surprising since both of them sought to 

clarify their respective positions. What is illustrative, however, is the way they start 

their confessions. Arius begins by saying that ‘we recognize (oi;damen) one 

God….’,889 whereas Alexander states ‘we believe (pisteu,omen) in one unbegotten 

Father….’890 In light of my analysis, this difference is not incidental; it reflects 

something very fundamental, namely the way both of these thinkers understood 

God. It should be clear by now that it matters much if God is presented as the 

Monad whose qualities are not to be shared with the other trinitarian persons, or if 

                                                           
887 o ̀ku,rioj h̀mw/n ivhsou/j cristo,j( sw/ma fore,saj avlhqw/j kai. ouv dokh,sei evk th/j qeoto,kou mari,aj 

‘evpi. suntelei,a| tw/n aivw,nwn eivj avqe,thsin àmartiaj’( evpidhmh,saj tw/| ge,nei tw/n avnqrw,pwn( 
staurwqei.j kai. avpoqanw,n( avll’ ouv dia. tau/ta th/j èautou/ qeo,thtoj h[ttwn gegenhme,noj( avnasta.j evk 
nekrw/n( avnalhfqei.j evn ouvranoi/j( kaqh,menoj ‘evn dexia|/ th/j megalwsu,nhj’.  

888 The main text where Alexander is occupied in explicating the meaning of Christ as God 
incarnate is his sermon De Corpore et Anima that survived in Syriac. For more on this, see 
Baumstark, Geschichte der syrischen literatur, 261; Urbina, Patrologia Syriaca, 248. 

889 Urk. 6[1]2 [Opitz 12]. 
890 Ibid. 14[17].46 [Opitz 26-7].  
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he is conceived as the Father who has natural relationship with the Son. While the 

best that Arius’ view of God could theoretically offer was the model of what one 

was to be like (without God being personally involved on behalf of humanity), 

Alexander’s concept of God offered something different. It spoke of God in the 

relational sense and described salvation as God’s initiative to make us his adopted 

children. Seen in this light, the term om̀oou,sioj carried both properly theological and 

soteriological significance. It described the natural relations between the Father and 

Son, and it indicated the kind of relationship we enter by being saved. (I will spend 

more time considering this link in the next chapter). Therefore, I suggest that the 

controversy included both cosmological and soteriological concerns. It was not only 

about God, but about the God who accomplishes salvation. Even though Arius’ 

texts are emphatically cosmological, I have tried to show that they do imply a 

certain soteriology, as Hanson puts it: ‘the ontology fitted soteriology and the 

soteriology the ontology’.891 Both Alexander and Athanasius recognized this, and 

the way the Nicene Creed defends Christ’s divinity shows that salvation was a part 

of what Christ did as God. This observation questions LaCugna’s argument that 

fourth-century theology displays ‘a de-emphasis on the details of the economy of 

redemption, and a weakening of the soteriological basis for the Christian doctrine of 

God’.892 Based on my own analysis, if the ‘weakening’ did happen in the fourth 

century, it happened above all in Arius’ teaching. Its potential consequences were 

timely recognized at Nicaea and in many ways, Athanasius’ later writings, to which 

I now turn, is a profound reflection of what the Nicene Creed was aimed to teach 

about God and salvation. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
891 Hanson, The Search for God, 122.  
892 LaCugna, God for Us, 9.  
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CHAPTER FIVE 

God and Deification 
in Athanasius’ Later Writings 

 
 

Athanasius’ doctrine of God and deification finds its mature expression in his later 

writings. Of these writings seven are of special interest for my purpose in this 

chapter. They include three Orationes contra Arianos (c. 339/40-345), 893  De 

decretis nicaenae Synodi (c. 352), Tomus ad Antiochenos (362) together with 

various letters, especially Epistula de Synodis (359), Epistulae ad Serapionem (late 

350s), Epistula ad Epictetum (c. 371), and Epistulae festales (written in the period 

between 329 and 373). In all of these writings Athanasius writes about God and 

deification in one breath, and to follow his model, I will include both topics in one 

chapter. I will start with the consideration of God in Athanasius’ Contra Arianos by 

looking at two major sections where he contrasts his relational understanding of 

divinity with the Arian concept of God. This discussion will be followed by an 

examination of the Father-Son relationship which Athanasius describes in terms of 

participation, love, and eternal delight. After that I will turn to the work of the Son 

and Holy Spirit. I will explore Athanasius’ method of christological/partitive 

interpretation of Scripture and consider 26 passages where he uses deification as a 

way of reflecting on the divine initiative and the personal nature of our participation 

in God. When summarizing my analysis of deification, I will pose three specific 

questions that have to do with the modern criticism of this concept as described in 

the Introduction to this study. Based on my own examination of Athanasius’ 

deification, I will revisit some traditional assumptions in this regard, and suggest a 

more comprehensive approach that considers the physical and juridical aspects of 

salvation within the relational framework. I will conclude this chapter with a brief 

look at the identity and work of the Holy Spirit―a question that occupied 

Athanasius’ later career―by bringing to attention the specifically pneumatological 

and trinitarian passages that complete Athanasius picture of God and deification. 

More immediately, I will begin with an introductory discussion of the modern 

scholarship on the starting points for the doctrine of God. 

                                                           
893 Kannengiesser’s argument about the genuiness of the third Oration has been convincingly 

questioned and disputed within the last 20 years or so. Cf. Kannengiesser, ‘Athanasius’ Three 
Orations Against the Arians’, 981-95; Stead, ‘Review of C. Kannengiesser, “Athanase d’Alexandrie, 
évêque et écrivain”’, 220-29. 
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5.1 God as Father 

5.1.1 Starting Points for the Doctrine of God: Modern Discussions 

Athanasius’ doctrine of God and the Nicaean Creed―both of which place a strong 

emphasis on the distinct persons of the Trinity―have sometimes been interpreted as 

being concerned primarily with the one essence of God. One precedence of such 

interpretation is pointed out by Fairbairn894 as going back to the sixteenth century 

when the Nicaean Creed was cast in the distinctly essentialist terms in the Confessio 

Augustana and the Confessio Belgica. In the first Creed the Nicaean faith is 

summarized in the following way: 

 

Our churches with full consent do teach that the decree of Nicene Council regarding the unity of 

the Godhead or divine essence and of the three persons is true, and ought to be believed without 

any doubting, that is to say, that there is one deity of divine essence, which is both called and is 

indeed God, everlasting, without body, without parts, unmeasurable in power, wisdom and 

goodness, the maker and preserver of all things, as well visible as invisible, and yet be three 

distinct persons all of one Godhead or essence, and all of one power, and which be co-eternal, 

that is to say, the Father, the Son and the Holy Ghost (Con. Aug. I [Creeds, Pelikan 50; Taverner 

16-7, slightly modified]).895 

 

The other Creed, Confessio Belgica, offers a similar statement of faith stating that 

‘we believe in the one only true God, who is one in essence, but truly distinguished 

from all eternity by His matchless and incommunicable attributes into three 

Persons—namely, the Father, the Son, and the Holy Ghost’ (Con. Bel. VIII [Creeds, 

Pelikan 81; Jones 207]).896 Citing these two Creeds Fairbairn illustrates that both of 

them identify God with the divine essence which is reflective of neither the Nicaean 

Creed nor Athanasius. He also points out that while the reformed Creeds begin with 

the one God, or his essence, the Nicaean Creed as well as Athanasius’ formulations 

begin with the Father and proceed to the other trinitarian persons. Discussing the 

same type of interpretation in his The Nicene Faith, Behr refers to the entry under 

                                                           
894 Fairbairn, ‘Reflections on the Patristic Approach to the Trinity’ (audio file). 
895 Ecclesiae magno consensu apud nos docent, decretum Nicaenae synodi de unitate essentiae 

divinae et de tribus personis verum et sine ulla dubitatione credendum esse, videlicet, quod sit una 
essentia divina, quae et appellatur et est Deus, aeternus, incoporeus, impartibilis, immensa potentia, 
sapientia, bonitate, Creator et Conservator omnium rerum, visibilium et invisibilium; et tamen tres 
sint personae eiusdem essentiae et potentiae, et coaeternae, Pater, Filius et Spiritus Sanctus.  

896 Secundum hanc veritatem et Dei Verbum credimus in unum Deum, qui est unica essential, in 
qua tres sunt Personae, incommunicabilibus proprietatibus ab aeterno revera ac reipsa distinctae; 
nempe Pater, Filius et Spiritus Sanctus. 
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‘Trinity’ in the Oxford Dictionary of the Christian Church that says: ‘The central 

dogma of Christian theology, that the one God exists in three Persons and one 

substance, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. God is one God equally in three distinct 

modes of existence, yet remains one through all eternity’. Behr’s insightful 

comments that follow are good to be cited in full:  

 

These ‘facts of dogma’ have been assumed as a given, and so trinitarian theology concerns itself 

with reflecting on how the one God can simultaneously be three eternally distinct persons, 

without the plurality destroying the unity or the unity undermining the reality of the distinctions. 

In this form, such theology begins with what can be known and said of this God―that he is one, 

the uncreated origin of all creation, love, goodness and so on; and then proceeds to analize how 

this same God is three―how the persons of the Trinity are related, their different characteristics 

and relationship. Having explained this ‘immanent’ trinitarian theology, describing the being of 

such a God as it is in itself, the next step is to relate this Trinity to the activity of revelation, the 

economy of salvation recorded in Scripture, the “economic” dimension of trinitarian theology. 

But now, because of the position already established, it is simply assumed, beginning with 

Augustine, that the theophanies described in the Old Testament were not uniquely manifestations 

of the Son and Word of God, but of any of the three, or the Trinity itself, the one Lord God, as 

Augustine put it [De Trin. 3.1.3] . Finally, it is claimed, first by Peter Lombard, though it is still a 

common presupposition, that while it was the Son who became man, as Jesus Christ, it was 

nevertheless possible (and that it still is would seem to be the working presupposition for much 

modern theology), for the Father and the Spirit also to be incarnate. Trinitarian theology is thus 

made into a realm unto itself, requiring subsequent reflection on “the incarnation” of one of the 

three divine persons: Triadology are taken as being the linchpins of Christian 

theology―Christian faith is “trinitarian” and “incarnational”, the unquestioned premise for most 

modern theology. 

 

Slightly later he continues: 

 

The basic scriptural grammar of trinitarian theology―that the one God, the God of Abraham, 

Isaac, and Jacob, is the Father of the Lord Jesus Christ, the Son of God, made known in and 

through the Spirit―is preserved in the most abstract discussions of the fourth century, in the 

creeds of Nicaea and Constantinople, and in liturgical language. Yet this fundamental grammar is 

overlooked when the point of these discussions is neglected and the resulting formulae are taken 

in abstraction, as referring to an ‘immanent’ Trinity―one God existing in three Persons―which 

is then presupposed and superimposed upon the scriptural revelation.  
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For scholars who interpret the Nicene Creed in this way the heart of its formulation 

reads less about how the person of the Son is equal to the person of God the Father, 

and more about how both of them conform to the qualities of the divine essence 

such as those to which Behr refers―‘love’, ‘goodness’, ‘one’, ‘the uncreated origin 

of all creation’, etc. The same view of God in terms of the divine essence has also 

been attributed to Athanasius. Benjamin King traces such interpretation specifically 

to Newman (nineteenth-century Athanasian expert and translator) who, in his view, 

‘changed interpretation of Athanasius from one in which “the one God” signified 

the Father to one in which each of the three persons is equally the one God’.897 

Having examined particular instances where this interpretation shows up most 

clearly, he suggests that ‘Newman seems to have been following his Catholic 

contemporaries by implying in the revised translation [of Athanasius’ Contra 

Arianos] that the doctrine of God divided into de Deo uno (on God’s unity) and de 

Deo trino (on God’s Trinity)’. Criticizing Newman’s statement that ‘the three 

persons are each really identical with the one divine essence… yet each really 

distinct’,898 King writes that ‘for Athanasius, the hypostases differed because God’s 

very essence (ousia) was the Father’s alone, from whom the Son and Spirit were 

eternally derived in the doctrine of the monarchia’. 899  Yet, in his view, it is 

Newman’s interpretation of Athanasius’ doctrine of God as ‘One divine essence’ 

that shaped the history of doctrine. It especially influenced twentieth-century British 

scholars, and most notably, Bright’s Greek edition of The Orations of St. 

Athanasius Against the Arians. As a result, Newman’s scholarship solidified what 

King calls a ‘Latinized’900 notion of God guided by ‘a generical’ view of substance. 

According to this view, ‘God’s substance is where Father, Son, and Spirit find their 

unity’.901 In one of his concluding remarks, King observes: ‘The Latin way in which 

Newman read the Eastern patriarch would influence generation of Anglophone 

readers [the list includes Bright, Kaye, Gwatkin, Robertson, Cross, Marriott and 

Cureton] through the widespread availability of the first translation [of the Contra 

Arianos] in A Library of the Fathers and the Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers series. 

Newman’s second translation in volume 1 of Select Treatises and the amplified 

                                                           
897 King, Newman and the Alexandrian Fathers, 212.  
898 Newman, Tracts, 172. The italics are original. 
899 King, Newman and the Alexandrian Fathers, 241. 
900 Ibid. 260-1. 
901 Ibid. 201.  
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annotations gathered in volume 2, were less widely available. Yet, the notes in 

particular shaped the way Athanasius was interpreted’.902 

             In contrast to Newman’s interpretation of Athanasius’ doctrine of God, 

other scholars argue that Athanasius had a distinctly personal theology. According 

to Behr, Athanasius’ use of the ousia language is stamped with a relational concept 

of God. He never departs from the central argument that the Son is from the 

Father’s essence using the term essence ‘not in a generic sense, but as referring to 

the kind of being that God is... to indicate the very being of God, God himself’.903 

Presenting a similar argument, Zizioulas suggests that Athanasius’ trinitarian 

theology is best understood in terms of what he calls ‘the ontology of 

communion’.904 He writes: 

 

By connecting the Son’s being with the very substance of God, Athanasius also transformed the 

idea of substance. And it is here that his departure from the cosmological thinking of Origen 

appears…. To say that the Son belongs to God’s substance implies that substance possesses 

almost by definition a relational character…. If God’s being is by nature relational, and it can be 

signified by the word “substance”, can we not then conclude almost inevitably that, given the 

ultimate character of God’s being for all ontology, substance, in as much as it signifies the 

ultimate character of being, can be conceived only as communion?905 

 

Discussing Athanasius’ argument that the Son is homoousios with the Father, Stead 

points out that Athanasius never turns it into a formula of how both are homoousioi 

together. Instead, the term homoousios is used to depict ‘the perfect continuity of 

the being of the Father in the Son, who is from his essence and so homoousios with 

him’. 906  For Widdicombe this argument shows up most strongly in the way 

Athanasius speaks of God as Father.907 He suggests that Athanasius relates the 

divine attributes not to the essence of God, but to the personal source, the Father. 

He writes that ‘all the divine attributes are necessarily subordinate and can be given 

their proper weight only in relation to fatherhood’.908 Accordingly, instead of seeing 

Athanasius as measuring the Father and Son against their common essence as that 

which makes both of them God, Widdicombe understands his main point in terms 
                                                           

902 Ibid. 261.  
903 Behr, The Nicene Faith, 2/1:232.  
904 Zizioulas, Being as Communion, 83. 
905 Ibid. The italics are in the original. 
906 Stead, Divine Substance, 260. 
907 Widdicombe, The Fatherhood of God, 172. 
908 Ibid. 171. 
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of how the Son is equal to God the Father.909 For these scholars trinitarian theology 

of the fourth century is not a result of abstract formulae such as homoousios, three 

hypostases, and one ousia. Rather, it is a reflection ‘on how the crucified and 

exalted Lord Jesus Christ reveals the one and only God as Father, in and through 

the Holy Spirit, who also enables adopted sons crucified with Christ to call upon the 

same God as Father’.910 This means that ‘trinitarian theology has less to do with the 

heavenly existence of three divine persons than with this new manner of confessing 

the one God—as Father, in the Son, by the Holy Spirit’.911 One example of such 

reflection is Baxter Kruger’s discussion of what it means to believe in God 

according to the early Creeds. In his book, The Great Dance, he cites a portion from 

the Larger Catechism that says:  

 

Question 7. What is God? 

A. God is a Spirit, in and of himself infinite in being, glory blessedness, and perfection; all-

sufficient, eternal, unchangeable, incomprehensible, everywhere present, almighty; knowing all 

things, most wise, most holy, most just, most merciful and gracious, long-suffering, and abundant 

in goodness and truth.912 

 

Describing his experience of making sense of this Creed, he admits that ‘[i]t is this 

God, this severely abstract divinity, that created the dilemma for me’, and it is 

‘under... the writings of Athanasius and others, that my basic notion of God was 

being converted. It was moving from the abstract to the concrete, from the austere 

to the personal’.913 Slightly later, he writes:  

 

When we recite the Nicene Creed of the Apostle’s Creed and affirm that Jesus Christ is the 

eternal Son of God, we are saying that there has never been a moment in eternity when God was 

alone. We are saying that God has always been Father, Son and Spirit. We are saying that there 

was never a time when the Father was not Father, when the Son and the Spirit were not there and 

there was just God, so to speak, just some abstract divinity. God has always existed in 

relationship. Fellowship, camaraderie, togetherness, communion have always been at the centre 

of the very being of God, and always will be.914 

 

                                                           
909 Ibid., 172. 
910 Behr, The Nicene Faith, 2/1:8.  
911 Ibid., 2/1:8. 
912 Kruger, The Great Dance, 20.  
913 Ibid., 14, 21.  
914 Ibid., 23-4.  
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To this he adds:  

 

The early Church understood this, and their understanding is reflected in the opening sentence of 

the Nicene Creed. ‘We believe in one God, the Father almighty, maker of heaven and earth’. The 

Creed does not say: ‘We believe in one God, maker of heaven and earth’. It says, ‘God, the 

Father almighty, maker of heaven and earth’. That is very deliberate on the part of the authors. 

They were placing creation in the context of the Fatherhood of God, and that means in the 

context of the relationship of the Father, Son and Spirit.915 

 

For Kruger and others, Athanasius’ concept of God is fundamentally relational. It 

begins with the Father as the personal source of divinity; it does not start with the 

impersonal essence or the qualities therein. But what difference does it make (if 

any) for Athanasius’ soteriology if God is understood in either of these two ways? 

Identifying the concept of God as the divine essence with the Latin way of 

describing God, Lossky answers this question with a polemical remark: ‘The 

tradition of the Eastern Church does not have a place for the theology of the divine 

essence…. The ultimate purpose of the spiritual life and eternal bliss in the 

kingdom of Heaven is not a contemplation of the essence, but above all sharing in 

the divine life of the Holy Trinity, becoming deified and participating in God’s 

nature. By becoming created gods in the likeness of the uncreated God we receive 

by grace what the Holy Trinity possesses by nature’.916 In his ‘Reflections on the 

Patristic Approach to the Trinity’, Fairbairn917 offers a more specific distinction. He 

suggests that the way we describe God (emphasizing either the essence or the 

persons of God) directly affects our description of deification. If God is understood 

primarily in terms of the divine essence, then deification is related to our sharing in 

the divine qualities that tend to be impersonal and independend of God himself (an 

approach that fits the ‘physical soteriology’). And if God is understood primarily as 

a communion of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, then deification is about God’s 

personal initiave of restoring us into his divine relations rather than implying that 

his gifts alone (with our cooperation) are supposed to make us godlike. 

                                                           
915 Ibid., 24-5.  
916  Lossky, Otcherk Misticheskogo Bogosloviya, 159: ‘В предании Восточной Церкви нет 

места для богословсия Божественной сущности…. Конечная цель духовной жизни и вечное 
блаженство в Царствии Небесном – не созерцание сущности, но прежде всего соучастие в 
Божественной жизни Пресвятой Троицы, обоженное состояние «сонаследников 
Божественного естества», как богов, созданных после несозданного Бога, и обладающих по 
благодати всем, чем Пресвятая Троица обладает по природе’.  

917 Fairbairn, Life in the Trinity, e.g. 6-9. 
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             Based on the above observations, I will endevour to show that Athanasius’ 

later thought corresponds to the second of the two interpretations of God and 

deification. He presents God as a communion of the trinitarian persons, and depicts 

deification in the personal sense of being joined to God as adopted children of the 

Father. I will also argue that behind this understanding of God and salvation stands 

Athanasius’ passion (inspired by the Nicene formula about the Father-Son relation) 

to explain how the Son is equal to and homoousios with the One God, the Father, 

rather than how Father and Son (and Holy Spirit) are one essence, or how one God 

could have three persons. 

 

5.1.2 Person versus Essence in the Contra Arianos 1.14-34 

Defending Christ’s divinity and eternal sonship against the Arian teaching, 

Athanasius charges his opponents for excluding the Son from the natural 

relationship with the Father by deliberately depicting the Godhead in abstract ways. 

To refute this way of conceptualizing God, he argues that proper theological 

discourse should start with God as a personal being expressed to us in Father-Son 

language. He lays down this argument in two passages of the Contra Arianos: CA 

1.14-29 [Metzler 123-39] and 30-4 [Metzler 139-44]. In the first one, he deals with 

the Arian reproach that the Son’s equality with the Father implies that the former is 

the latter’s brother and a potential father. In the second, he grapples with the issue 

of eternal generation of the Son rebutting the charge that it implies two unoriginate 

entities. In the first passage, Athanasius affirms that the most appropriate 

description of God in the order of theology is one that begins with the Father and 

proceeds to the Son. In the second one, he adds that the best epistemological 

starting point is to begin with the revelation of the Son and proceed to the Father. In 

what follows, I will consider each passage separately, paying special attention to 

Athanasius’ reasoning about God as a personal and relational being. 

  

5.1.2.1  Contra Arianos 1.14-29 

In CA 1.14 Athanasius begins with the Arian contention that ‘If there never was, 

when the Son was not’, say they, ‘but he is eternal, and coexists with the Father, 

you call him no more the Father’s Son, but brother’ (CA 1.14 [Metzler 123; NPNF² 
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4:314]).918 Although it is not certain that either Arius or his supporters made this 

claim,919 its logic is clear: if the Father and Son are coeternal, there must be a third 

pre-existing origin from which both persons have come. In the process of 

responding to this charge, Athanasius shows what kind of language about God he 

sought to avoid in the face of the Arian opposition:  

 

For the Father and the Son were not generated from some pre-existing origin (e;k tinoj avrch/j 

prou?parcou,shj), that we may account them brothers, but the Father is the origin of the Son and 

begat him; and the Father is Father, and not born the Son of any; and the Son is Son, and not 

brother (CA 1.14 [Metzler 124; NPNF² 4:314]).920 

 

In this passage Athanasius draws a contrast between two different ways of speaking 

about God: one that begins with the pre-existing essence, and the other that starts 

with the Father. The difference between the two is so fundamental that it leads to 

completely dissimilar notions of God. If one begins with the pre-existing essence, 

then the natural way to relate the Father and Son to each other is by tying both of 

them to this pre-existing essence. But if one begins with the Father, then instead of 

postulating the pre-existing essence it follows that the Father implies the Son. His 

discussion of this argument recurs in a more elaborate form in De Syn. 51 [Opitz 

274-5]. He starts by citing the Arian indictment against the use of òmoou,sioj: 

 

They say then, as you have written, that it is not right to say that the Son is coessential with the 

Father, because he who speaks of ‘coessential’ speaks of three, one essence pre-existing, and that 

those who are generated from it are coessential: and they add, ‘If then the Son be coessential with 

the Father, then an essence must be previously supposed (ouvsi,an tina. proupokeime,nhn), from 

which they have been generated; and that the One is not Father and the other Son, but they are 

brothers together (De Syn. 51 [Opitz 275; NPNF2 4:477]).921 

 

                                                           
918 eiv mh. h=n pote o[te ouvk h=n( avll’ avi,dio,j evstin o ̀uiò.j kai. sunupa,rcei tw|/ patri.( ouvke,ti uiò.n( 

avll’ avdelfo.n ei=nai tou/ patro.j le,gete tou/ton)  
919 A third-man argument is also found in Eusebius of Caesarea in Urk. 3[10] [Opitz 4-6].  
920  ouv ga.r e;k tinoj avrch/j prou?parcou,shj o` path.r kai. o ̀ uiò.j evgennh,qhsan( i[na kai. avdelfoi. 

nomisqw/sin\ avll’ o` path.r avrch. tou/ uiòu/ kai. gennhth,j evsti kai. o ̀path.r path,r evsti kai. ouvc uiò,j 
tinoj ge,gone\ kai. o ̀uiò.j de. uiò,j evsti kai. ouvk avdelfo,j)  

921  fasi. toi,nun( wj̀ ùmei/j evgra,yate( mh. crh/nai le,gein om̀oou,sion to.n uiò.n tw/| patri.( o[ti ò 
le,gwn om̀oou,sion tri,a le,gei( ouvsi,an tina. proupokeime,nhn kai. tou.j evk tau,thj gennwme,nouj 
òmousi,ouj ei=nai) kai. evpile,gousin\ ‘eva.n ou=n o ̀ uiò.j om̀oou,sioj h-| tw/| patri,( avna,gkh proupokei/sqai 
auvtw/n ouvsi,an( evx h-j kai. evgennh,qhsan( kai. mh. ei=nai to.n me.n pate,ra( to.n de. uiò,n( avll’ avmfote,rouj 
avdelfou,j’)  
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Here Athanasius asserts that the Arian rejection of òmoou,sioj has led them to a 

mistaken belief that the Father and Son derive from a pre-existing essence (ouvsi,an 

tina. proupokeime,nhn). To deal with this issue, Athanasius goes on to discuss what it 

means for a generated thing to be òmoou,sion with what has generated it.922 In the 

process, he makes several arguments. First, he points out that there is a fundamental 

difference between the human generation and the generation proper to God. While 

people beget by employing an existing entity (h ̀ùpokeime,nh u[lh), God generates out 

of himself as Father having nothing that would preexist him. Therefore, to think of 

God as being born of another essence is to project unto him a human way of 

generation and ‘give a corporeal sense to coessential’. 923  Second, Athanasius 

contends that for the Son to be òmoou,sioj with the Father means to possess the same 

qualities as the latter does. Locating these qualities within the Father (as opposed to 

the pre-existing essence), he argues that for the Son to be of the Father means to 

possess the qualities of his Father’s essence (ivdio,thta th/j patrikh/j ouvsi,aj).924 It 

also means that being of the Father’s essence the Son is òmoou,sioj with him. 

Clarifying this argument, he states: ‘Since the Son’s nature is not divisible from the 

Father, and the Father’s divinity is essentially in the Son (th/j patrikh/j qeo,thtoj 

ou;shj evn tw/| uiẁ/|), everyone who has seen the Son has seen the Father in Him [Jn. 

14:9]. Why then should not the Son be called coessential?’ (De Syn. 52 [Opitz 276; 

NPNF2 4:478, modified]).925  

             To make the same point in CA 1.21 [Metzler 130], Athanasius draws a list 

of ten divine qualities in the following order: ‘eternal’, ‘immortal’, ‘powerful’, 

‘light’, ‘king’, ‘almighty’, ‘God’, ‘Lord’, ‘creator’, ‘maker’.926 Having listed them, 

he goes on to ascribe these qualities to the Father and the Son in the same way as he 

did in De Syn. 51-2. He remarks that ‘if we consider the attributes of the Father 

[contained in the list] we will come to know whether this image [namely, Son] is 

really his…. These attributes must be in the image, to make it true that he who has 

seen the Son has seen the Father [Jn. 14:9]’ (CA 1.21 [Metzler 130; NPNF² 4:318, 

                                                           
922 De Syn. 51 [Opitz 275]: to. e;k tinoj gennw,menon om̀oou,sio,n evsti tw/| gennh,santi.  
923 Ibid. 51 [Opitz 275; NPNF2 4:478]: evpi. qeou/ to. o`moou,sion swmatikw/j evklamba,nein) 
924 Ibid. 51 [Opitz 276]. 
925  toiau,thj de. ou;shj kai. ma/llon avdiaire,tou th/j fu,sewj tou/ uiòu/ pro.j to.n pate,ra kai. ouvk 

evpisumba,shj th/j qeo,thtoj tw/| uiẁ/|( avlla. th/j patrikh/j qeo,thtoj ou;shj evn tw/| uiẁ/|( w[ste to.n 
èwrako,ta to.n uiò.n or̀a/n evn auvtw/| to.n pate,ra( dia. ti, o ̀toiou/toj mh. a'n le,goito o`moou,sioj*  

926 avi?,dioj( avqa,natoj dunato,j( fw/j( basileu,j( pantokra,twr( qeo,j( ku,rioj( kti,sthj( poihth,j.  
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modified])’.927 When compared to the way Arius treated the divine qualities, the 

difference is stark. While the latter used the divine qualities (his list consists of ‘one 

God’, ‘alone ingenerate’, ‘alone everlasting’, ‘alone without beginning’, ‘alone 

true’, ‘alone having immortality’, ‘alone wise’, ‘alone good’, ‘alone sovereign’, 

‘judge’, ‘governor’, ‘provider of all’, ‘unalterable’ ‘unchangeable’, ‘just’, and 

‘good’)928 to exclude the Son from the true God, Athanasius uses them here for 

precisely the opposite―to prove that the Son is coessential and coeternal with the 

Father. Seen in this light, Arian rejection of the Son’s divinity such as ‘there was a 

time when he was not’ (h=n pote( o[te ouvk h=n), ‘he was not before he came to be’ 

(ouvk h==n pri.n ge,nhtai), and he came ‘from nothing’ (evx ouvk o;ntwn) has to do 

directly with his way of speaking about God.929 Athanasius clarifies: ‘They do not 

explain who it is they ask about, so as to allow of an answer, but they say in an 

abstract way, “He who is”, “him who is not”. Who then “is”, and what “are not”, O 

Arians? Or who “is”, and who “is not”? What are said “to be”, what “not to be”?’ 

(CA 1.24 [Metzler 133; NPNF2 4:320]).930 In contrast to this way of approaching 

God in the abstract terms such as o ̀w;n( ò mh. w;n( ta. o;nta, and ta mh. o;nta, the 

Christian tradition, according to Athanasius, begins with the personal concept of 

God as Father. And once God is seen as Father then Christ is seen as his natural Son 

who must have the same qualities as the one from whom he is begotten. Only this 

way of understanding God, according to Athanasius, can result in the proper 

christology that confesses the Son to be coessential and coeternal with the Father. 

             Another issue that was posed by the Arians had to do with turning the Son 

into the potential father. Athanasius reports them claiming the following: ‘If the Son 

is the Father’s offspring and image, and is like in all things to the Father, then it 

necessarily holds that as he is begotten, so he begets, and he too becomes father of a 

son. And again, he who is begotten from him, begets in his turn, and so on without 

                                                           
927 i;dwmen ta. tou/ patro,j( i[na kai. th.n eivko,na evpignw/men)))) tau/ta  ei=nai dei/ evn th/| eivko,ni( i[na 

avlhqw/j o ̀to.n uiò.n èwrakw.j èwrakw.j h=| to.n pate,ra)  
928 Urk. 6[1].2 [Opitz 12; NPNF2 4:458]:   e[na qeo,n( mo,non avge,nnhton( mo,non avi,?dion( mo,non 

a;narcon( mo,non avlhqino,n( mo,non avqanasi,an e;conta( mo,non sofo,n( mo,non avgaqo,n( mo,non duna,sthn( 
pa,ntwn krith,n( dioikhth,n( oivkono,mon( a;trepton kai. avnalloi,wton( di,kaion kai. avgaqo,n) For a 
discussion of Arius’ treatment of these qualities, see sect. 4.2.1, point (5). 

929 CA 1.5 [Metzler 113-5]. 
930 ouv ga.r shmai,nousi peri. ti,noj punqa,nontai( i[na kai. o ̀evrwtw,menoj avpokri,nhtai\ avll’ a`plw/j 

le,gousin( ò w;n to.n mh. o;nta’) ti,j ou=n ‘o` w;n’ kai. ti,na ‘ta. mh. o;nta’( w=  avreianoi,*  h' ti,j ‘o` w;n’ 
kai. ti,j ‘o ̀mh. w;n’( kai. ti,na le,getai o;nta h' mh. o;nta*  
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limit’ (CA 1.21 [Metzler 131; NPNF² 4:319]).931 In response, he elaborates on the 

argument about the difference between the human and divine types of generation 

mentioned above in connection with De Syn. 51 [Opitz 275]. He argues that the 

difference between the two is that the human beings are imperfect and therefore 

beget in time, while God is perfect and begets eternally and impassibly.932 In the 

created order, there can be no son without a father who exists before him, and once 

being born from his father the son himself becomes a potential father to someone 

else. Being of transitory nature, human way of begetting is bound to time and 

exhibits a passible reproduction. In the Godhead, however, the Father does not 

beget a Son in such a way that the latter would become a father; instead they remain 

in their respective positions in the absolute sense (kuri,wj). Athanasius asserts: 

‘Thus it belongs to the Godhead alone, that the Father is properly father, and the 

Son properly son, and in them, and them only, does it hold that the Father is always 

Father and the Son always Son’ (CA 1.21 [Metzler 131-2; NPNF² 4:319, 

modified]).933 To seal this argument, he refers to Eph. 3:15934 (from whom every 

family in heaven and on earth is named) and asserts that God is the immutable 

exemplar of human generation. Interestingly, Athanasius ties the immutability of 

God directly to the Father and through him to the Son. 935 More specifically, he 

writes: ‘If the Father is unalterable, and what he is that he continues, necessarily 

does the image also continue what he is, and will not alter’ (CA 1.22 [Metzler 132; 

NPNF² 4:319]).936 Here, as elsewhere,937 Athanasius predicates the divine attribute 

of immutability to the Father (as opposed to the pre-existing entity), presenting him 

as the source of the same attribute in the Son. Discussing this relation more fully in 

CA 3.4 [Savvidis 310; NPNF² 4:395], Athanasius argues that the Son reflects all the 

                                                           
931  eiv ge,nnhma, evstin o ̀ uiò.j tou/ patro.j kai. eivkw.n kai. o[moio,j evsti kata. pa,nta tou/ patro,j( 

ovfei,lei pa,ntwj( w[sper gege,nnhtai( genna/n kai. o ̀uiò.j kai. gi,nesqai kai. auvto.j path.r uiòu/\ pa,lin te 
ò evx auvtou/ gennw,menoj genna/n kai. auvto.j kai. kaqexh/j e[wj eivj a;peiron)  

932 Athanasius emphasizes in various ways that God is not like man (ouv ga.r wj̀ a;nqrwpoj ò 
Qeo,j) (CA 1.21 [Metzler 130-1]). 

933  eiv de. ‘ouvk e;stin wj̀ a;nqrwpoj o ̀ qeo,j’ ouvk e;sti ga,r( ouv dei/ ta. avnqrw,pwn evp’ auvtou/ 
logi,zesqai))))   o[qen evpi. th/j qeo,thtoj mo,nhj o` path.r kuri,wj path,r evsti kai. ò uìo.j kuri,wj uiò,j evsti( 
kai. evpi. tou,twn kai. mo,nwn e[sthke to. path.r avei. path.r ei=nai kai. to. uiò.j avei. uio.j ei=nai)  

934 evx auvtou/ ga.r pa/sa patria. evn ouvranoi/j kai. evpi. gh/j ovnoma,zetai)  
935 Cf. CA 1.28 [Metzler 137-8]: dia. tou/to avei. path.r( kai. ouvk evpige,gone tw/| qew/| to. path.r) i[na 

mh. kai. trepto.j ei=nai nomisqh/) 
936  eiv de. a;trepto,j evstin o ̀ path.r kai. o[ evstin ou[twj diame,nei( evx avna,gkhj kai. eivkw.n o[ evsti 

diamenei/ kai. ouv traph,setai. 
937 e.g. CA 1.21 [Metzler 130-1]; 1.42 [Metzler 152]; 3.4 [Metzler 310]. 
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divine qualities that are found in the Father and is the same as he is except for being 

the Father and not Son. He writes:  

 

And so, since they are one, and the Godhead itself one, the same things are said of the Son, which 

are said of the Father, except his being said to be Father:—for instance, that he is God, ‘And the 

Word was God’; Almighty, ‘Thus says he which was and is and is to come, the Almighty’; Lord, 

‘One Lord Jesus Christ’; that he is Light, ‘I am the Light’; that he wipes out sins, ‘that you may 

know’, he says, ‘that the Son of man has power upon earth to forgive sins’; and so with other 

attributes. For ‘all things’, says the Son himself, ‘whatsoever the Father has, are mine’; and 

again, ‘And mine are thine’ (CA 3.4 [Savvidis 310; NPNF² 4:395]).938 

 

The principle behind this statement is that the Father is the source of divinity, and 

therefore all divine qualities are properly indwelled in him. Furthermore, being 

embedded in the Father’s being, these qualities are shared by the Son in the way 

that what is said of the Father should also be said of the Son. If the former is ‘God’, 

‘Almighty’, ‘Light’, and ‘Forgiver’, so is the latter except that he is named Son, and 

not Father. Consequently, in view of the Father and Son being one, we can speak of 

the indivisible Godhead as resting on the person of the Father rather than on a pre-

existing divine essence, or entity. 

             While Athanasius is consistent in describing God in terms of the Father-Son 

relationship, in one particular passage he seems to exploit such categories that 

separate God from the divine persons. In CA 1.16 [Metzler 125-6], he speaks of the 

danger of dividing God’s being into different essences (ouvsi,ai), and in the process 

of doing this, he resorts to such phrases as ‘division of God’s essence’ (merismo.n 

th/j tou/ qeou/ ouvsi,aj), 939  ‘division of that blessed essence’ (merismo,j evsti th/j 

makari,aj evkei,nhj ouvsi,aj),940 and ‘division of the essence of God’ (merismo.n th/j 

ouvsi,aj tou/ qeou/).941 This is the closest Athanasius ever comes to using impersonal 

language for God. However, a closer look at this passage reveals that what 

Athanasius means by the essence of God is not an isolated entity, but the Father’s 

                                                           
938 ou[tw gou/n e]n auvtw/n o;ntwn kai.. mia/j ou;shj th/j qeo,thtoj ta. auvta. le,getai peri. tou/ uiòu/( o[sa 

le,getai kai. peri. tou/ patro..j cwri.j tou/ le,gesqai path,r\ oi-on ‘qeo,j’( kai. qeo.j h=n o` lo,goj’( to. 
‘pantokra,twr’( ta,de le,gei o` h=n kai. ò w;n kai. o ̀evrco,menoj o ̀pantokra,twr’( to. ‘ku,rioj’( ei-j ku,rioj 
ivhsou/j cristo,j’( to. ei=nai fw/j( ‘evgw, eivmi to. fw/j’( to. evxalei,fein àmarti,aj—‘i[na de.’( fhsi,n( ‘eivdh/te( 
o[ti e;cei evxousi,an o ̀uiò.j tou/ avnqrw,pou evpi. th/j gh/j avfie,nai àmarti,aj’—kai. o[sa a;lla a'n eu[roij) 
‘pa,nta’ ga,r( fhsi.n auvto.j o ̀uiò,j( ‘o[sa e;cei o ̀path,r( evma, evsti’\ kai. pa,lin ta. evma. sa, evstin) 

939 CA 1.16 [Metzler 126].  
940 Ibid.  
941 Ibid.  
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essence. Thus, arguing against the Arian way of understanding the Father-Son 

relation as implying two different ouvsi,ai, he writes that it is more accurate to say 

that the Son’s being is derived from the Father’s. He affirms that ‘what is from the 

essence of the Father’ (to. evk th/j ouvsi,aj tou/ patro,j), and proper (i;dion) to him is 

entirely (su,mpan) the Son’.942 Therefore, we are to describe the Son not in terms of a 

separate ouvsi,a, but as ‘the offspring of the Father’s essence’ (evk th/j ouvsi,aj tou/ 

patro.j ge,nnhma)943 and being ‘proper to the essence of the Father’ (i;dion th/j ouvsi,aj 

tou/ patro,j).944 In all of the above instances the divine essence is identified directly 

with the Father, and the Son’s relation to him is such that he cannot be other than 

what he is, the Father’s own (i;dioj) Son. I will discuss this argument and 

Athanasius’ use of the term i;dioj more specifically later in this chapter. For now, it 

is important to note that Athanasius’ focus on the Father-Son language affects the 

way he speaks of God as the personal being even in those instances where it seems 

that he does otherwise.  

             Another way in which Athanasius counters the Arian way of describing 

God in CA 1.14-29 is by drawing a distinction between two types of relations. He 

explains it as follows:  

 

A work is external to the nature, but a son is the proper offspring of the essence; it follows that a 

work need not have been always, for the workman frames it when he wills; but an offspring is not 

subject to will, but is proper to the essence. And a man may be and may be called maker, though 

the works are not as yet; but father he cannot be called, nor can he be, unless a son exist (CA 1.29 

[Metzler 139; NPNF² 4:323]).945 

 

Behind this statement stands the Arian charge that if the Father has eternal power to 

beget the eternal Son, then creation must also be eternal, for both the Son and 

creation come from the same source, the Father.946 In response, Athanasius objects 

by pointing out to the lack of proper distinction between two types of relations: 

between the Father and his Son on account of the same nature or being, and 

                                                           
942 Ibid. 1.16 [Metzler 125; NPNF² 4:315]: to. ‘evk th/j ouvsi,aj tou/ patro.j’ i;dion auvtou/ su,mpan 

ei=nai to.n uiò,n) 
943 Ibid. 1.16 [Metzler 126; NPNF² 4:316]. 
944 Ibid. 
945 to. poi,hma e;xwqen tou/ poiou/nto,j evstin( w[sper ei;rhtai( o` de. uiò.j i;dion th/j ouvsi,aj ge,nnhma, 

evsti\ dio. kai. to. me.n poi,hma ouvk avna,gkh avei. ei=nai\ o[te ga.r bou,letai o ̀dhmiourgo,j( evrga,zetai\ to. de. 
ge,nnhma ouv boulh,sei ùpo,keitai( avlla. th/j ouvsi,aj evsti.n ivdio,thj) kai. poihth.j me.n a;n ei;h kai. le,goito( 
ka;n mh,pw h=| ta. e;rga\ path.r de.. ouvk a;n lecqei,h ouvd’ a;n ei;h mh. ùpa,rcontoj uiòu/)  

946 CA 1.29 [Metzler 128-9].  
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between the Maker and his works on the basis of will. Discussing the former,947 he 

establishes the correlation between the one who wills and the thing willed. He 

points out that that which is willed are ‘created things’ (ta. genhta,) that come ‘from 

nothing’ (evx ouvk o;ntwn).948 They are directly dependent on the subject that wills 

them. In other words, every created being derives its existence from the Creator, 

while the Creator himself exists independent of whether he creates anything or not. 

In contrast to this type of relation, the other one―that of being―implies a 

necessary existence. Athanasius explains the precise difference between the two 

types of relation as follows: ‘Whereas when we call God a Maker, we do not of 

necessity intimate the things which have come to be, for a maker is before his 

works. But when we call God Father, at once with the Father we signify the Son’s 

existence’ (CA 3.6 [Savvidis 312; NPNF² 4:396-7]).949 Here the existence of one 

entity, namely the Father, necessarily entails the existence of another, namely the 

Son. To illustrate this logic with regard to the Father-Son relation, Athanasius uses 

an analogy from human experience. In CA 1.26 [Metzler 135-6], he points out that 

in ordinary life we distinguish between owning a house and owning a child. Of the 

two only the child can be proper (i;dion) to someone’s being, not the house. 

Likewise, a father cannot obtain a son in the same way as he would a house, or any 

other possession. While the house is ‘external’ (e;xwqen) and ‘foreign’ (avllo,trion) to 

the father, the son is proper to the father’s being (i;dion th/j ouvsi,aj) and is ‘out of 

him’ (evx èautou/).950 In the same way, the Son is related to the Father. He is begotten 

from him by nature (kata. fu,sin), and therefore has a qualitatively different relation 

than the works to their Maker. To substantiate this claim, Athanasius refers to the 

fact that even the Scripture depicts the father and son as two simultaneous and 

coinherent subjects. Thus, before Levi was born, he was already considered to be in 

the loins of his great-grand father. After the latter attained the age of being able to 

have children, he produced a son and became a father.951 Applying this analogy to 

                                                           
947 On the subject of will in Athanasius and Arius, see Stead, ‘The Freedom of the Will and the 

Arian Controversy’, 245-57; Meijering, ‘The Doctrine of the Will and of the Trinity in the Orations 
of Gregory of Nazianzus’, 224-34, and his Orthodoxy and Platonism, 69-85.  

948 CA 1.29 [Metzler 128-9]. 
949 o ̀me,ntoi poihth.n le,gwn to.n qeo.n ouv pa,ntwj kai. ta. geno,mena dhloi/—e;sti ga.r kai. pro. tw/n 

poihma,twn poihth,j—ò de. pate,ra le,gwn euvqu.j meta. patro.j shmai,nei kai. th.n tou/ uiòu/ u[parxin) Cf. 
Williams, Arius, 229: ‘What [the Father] does in producing the Son is the enactment of what he is; 
and as his acts are not temporal and episodic, he always and necessarily “does” what he is—by the 
necessity of his own being’. 

950 CA 1.26 [Metzler 136].  
951 Ibid.  
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the Son, Athanasius makes him speak in the first person: ‘Therefore I too am 

wholly in him, while I remain myself what I am’ (CA 1.26 [Metzler 136; NPNF² 

4:322]).952 This coinherence between the Father and Son is such that one cannot be 

without the other, while the works―being external and dependent on the will of 

their Maker―may or may not be. 

             Athanasius specifies this concept God―grounded on the primacy of 

persons―by qualifying the content of the Father-Son relationship in terms of union 

and love. He insists: ‘Thus let everyone religiously account of the pleasure (to. 

qe,lein) and the not-unwillingness of God (to. mh. avbou,lhton). For by that good 

pleasure (th|/ qelh,sei) wherewith the Son is the object of the Father’s pleasure 

(qe,letai para. tou/ patro,j), is the Father the object of the Son’s love, pleasure, and 

honour (avgapa/| kai. qe,lei kai. tima/|); and one is the good pleasure (qe,lhma) which is 

from Father in Son, so that here too we may contemplate the Son in the Father and 

the Father in the Son’ (CA 3.66 [Savvidis 379-80; NPNF² 4:430]).953 Athanasius is 

so intent about stressing the personal nature of the Father-Son relationship that he 

allows himself to use the words bou,lomai and qe,lw (usually reserved for the 

description of the contingent relations) in order to express the kind of intimacy that 

the Father and Son enjoy between themselves. To not be taken incorrectly, he 

explains that ‘to say, ‘The Father’s good pleasure is the Son’, and ‘The Word’s 

good pleasure is the Father’, implies, not a precedent will, but genuineness of nature 

(fu,sewj gnhsio,thta), and propriety and likeness of essence (ouvsi,aj ivdio,thta kai. 

òmoi,wsin)’ (CA 3.66 [Savvidis 380; NPNF² 4:430]).954 In this relationship love, 

pleasure, and honour are both given and received. They begin with the Father 

(Athanasius quotes Jn. 5:20 that says, for the Father loves the Son and shows him 

all his works),955 and once they are passed to the Son, the latter returns them to their 

initial source. Athanasius states: ‘the Father has love and good pleasure towards the 

Son, and the Son has love and good pleasure towards the Father’ (CA 3.66 

                                                           
952 dio. kai. evn evkei,nw| o[loj eivmi. me,nwn auvto.j o[ eivmi, . 
953 kai. ou[twj to. qe,lein kai. to. mh. avbou,lhton tou/ qeou/ tij euvsebw/j logize,sqw) kai. ga.r o` uìo.j 

th|/ qelh,sei h-| qe,letai para. tou/ patro,j( tau,th| kai. auvto.j avgapa/| kai. qe,lei kai. tima/| to.n pate,ra( kai. 
e[n evsti qe,lhma to. evk patro.j evn uiẁ/( wj̀ kai. evk tou,tou qewrei/sqai to.n uiò.n evn tw/| patri. kai. to.n 
pate,ra evn tw/| uiẁ|/) 

954  to. de. le,gein ‘o` path.r qe,lei to.n uiò.n’ kai. ‘o ̀ lo,goj qe,lei to.n pate,ra’ ouv bou,lhsin 
prohgoume,nhn dei,knusin( avlla. fu,sewj gnhsio,thta kai. ouvsi,aj ivdio,thta kai. om̀oi,wsin gnwri,zei) 

955 evgw. evn tw/| patri.( kai. o` path.r evn evmoi, evstin) 
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[Savvidis 380; NPNF² 4:430]). 956  This reciprocal dynamic of the love-bond 

between the Father and Son exists eternally for its own sake. It is grounded on 

God’s eternal being in which ‘the Father has love and good pleasure (avgapa/| kai.. 

qe,lei) towards his Son who is his own by nature’ (i;dion o;nta fu,sei) (CA 3.66 

[Savvidis 380; NPNF² 4:430]).957 This intimacy of relationship between the Father 

and Son is such that there can be nothing intermediate (mhde. me,son tij, or tij 

metaxu,)958 between them. In the context, the sort of intermediacy Athanasius speaks 

about is the Gnostic concept of ‘will’ that pre-exists the willing act of the Father 

towards the Son. Discerning here the same logic as in the Arian desire to 

superimpose the pre-existing essence over the persons of the Father and Son, 

Athanasius rejects it by pointing out that ‘to say, “of will he came to be” (‘evk 

boulh,sewj ge,gone’) implies that once he was not’ (CA 3.66 [Savvidis 380; NPNF² 

4:430]).959 Therefore, neither the Arian ‘pre-existing essence’, nor the Gnostic ‘pre-

existing will’ fit the proper understanding of God. The only right way (ovrqw/j) of 

approaching the Deity is one that begins with the Father and regards the Son as 

coessential and coeternal with him.  

 

5.1.2.2 Contra Arianos 1.30-4 

In the second passage where Athanasius gives specific arguments about God as 

Father, we see him combating the Arian tendency to impersonalize the divine 

relations. His particular opponent is a pro-Arian theologian960 by the name Asterius 

‘the Sophist’.961 In CA 2.37 [Metzler 213-4] and De Syn. 18 [Opitz 245-6], we are 

informed that Asterius acknowledged Christ to be the unique and only-begotten 

Power and Wisdom of God, yet believed him to be created and sustained by the 
                                                           

956 ò path.r avgapa/| kai. qe,lei to.n uiò,n( kai. o` uiò.j avgapa/| kai. qe,lei to.n pate,ra) This statement 
together with the quoted passage from CA 3.66, may indicate that Athanasius used the words love 
and will interchangeably as a way to emphasize the unity of action and will within the divine being, 
while basing his argument on the notion of personal relationship between the Father and Son. 

957 i;dion o;nta fu,sei to.n uiò.n auvtou/ avgapa/| kai.. qe,lei auvto,n) 
958 CA 3.66 [Savvidis 380; NPNF² 430]. 
959 to. me.n ga.r le,gein ‘evk boulh,sewj ge,gone’ prw/ton me.n to. mh. ei=nai, pote tou/ton shmai,nei)  
960 Scholars generally agree that Asterius’ theology comes close to that of Arius. Cf. e.g. Gregg, 

Early Arianism, 112; Kinzig, In Search of Asterius, 217-18, and more recently Gwynn, The 
Eusebians, 205-121, whose view, however, is more qualified and nuanced than that of the other two. 
Cf. an excellen summary of Asterius’ theology in Dudzik, ‘Diskuse o Vztahu Božího Syna k Bohu 
Otci ve Sporu o Areiovu Nauku’, 23-9. 

961  Vincent, Asterius von Kappadokien, 22, describes Austerius as the one who ‘ist der 
Systematiker, vielleicht der Systematiker, der Eusebianer und der Vordenker für Arius’ (italics 
original). The largest part of evidence for Asterius’ theology is contained in the fragments quoted by 
Athanasius (primarily in the Contra Arianos and De Synodis) and by Marcellus of Ancyra (preserved 
in the Contra Marcellum of Eusebius of Caesarea). 
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Father’s will.962 Agreeing with Arius that the Son derived his Power and Wisdom 

from the inherent qualities of the Father rather than having them by his own nature, 

he postulated that only the Father was unbegotten and without beginning. The 

starting point of Asterius’ argumentation was to ask whether ‘the Unoriginate is one 

or two’ (e[n to. avge,nhton h' du,o)963 if both of them are believed to be eternal. 

             In response, Athanasius makes two claims. In the first place, he argues that 

Asterius’ question is unfair because it gives no proper explanation of what the word 

avge,nhton means, while implying that the Son should be placed among the originate 

entities.964 He refers to three different meanings that could be adduced to the word 

avge,nhton from the philosophical vocabulary of that time. The first meaning can be 

related to something that can exist, but has not yet come to be (e.g. wood which can 

potentially become a vessel). Another meaning of avge,nhton can be related to that 

which neither has nor ever can come to be (e.g. a triangle can never become a 

rectangle nor has it ever been one; likewise, an odd number can never become even 

nor has it ever been one). Finally, avge,nhton can mean something that has 

nothing/nobody prior to it; it has no father. Asterius not only ignores these 

distinctions, but also adds his own one by interpreting avge,nhton as ‘that which is not 

made, but ever is’ (to. ‘mh. poihqe.n( avll’ avei. o;n’) (CA 1.30 [Metzler 141; NPNF² 

4:324, modified]). Having established the fact that avge,nhton may be defined in 

more than one way, Athanasius replies to Asterius’ question on whether ‘the 

Unoriginate is one or two’ by noting that ‘many are such and nothing is such, many, 

which are capable of origination, and nothing, which is not capable’ (CA 1.31 

[Metzler 141; NPNF² 4:324]).965 If, however, Asterius’ own definition of avge,nhton 

is to be accepted—‘what is not a work but was always’ (to. mh. poi,hma( avll’ avei. o'n 

avge,nhton ei=nai)966—the answer to his question would be that ‘the Son as well as the 

Father must in this sense be called unoriginate’ (CA 1.31 [Metzler 141; NPNF² 

4:324]).967 Hence, the Son’s status as unoriginate, according to this logic, must be 

rejected. Having outlined this point, Athanasius concludes that Asterius’ 

                                                           
962 For a more detailed analysis of Asterius’ view of ‘Power’ and ‘Wisdom’ with regard to the 

Father and Son, see Barnes, ‘One Nature, One Power’, 205-23; Kinzig, ‘Asteius Sophista oder 
Asterius Ignotus?’, 128-9, and Vincent, ‘Gottes Wesen, Logos, Weisheit und Kraft’, 170-91. 

963 CA 1.31 [Metzler 141].  
964 Ibid. 1.30 [Metzler 139-40].  
965 polla, te ei=nai kai. ouvde,n( plei/sta me.n ta. duna,mena gene,sqai( ouvde.n de. to. mh. duna,menon.  
966 CA 1.31 [Metzler 141; NPNF² 4:324]. 
967 o ̀uiò.j ou[twj kata. tau,thn th.n evkdoch.n avge,nhtoj a'n lecqei,h) 
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problematic christology derives from his faulty way of speaking about God as 

avge,nhton. Ultimately, it leads to an impersonalization of God’s inner being by 

separating (the precise verb is diasth,swsi) 968  the divine persons from each 

other―one as avge,nhton, and the other as created. 

             Athanasius’ more significant argument with regard to Asterius’ use of the 

word avge,nhton is that it was invented by the Greeks and is not found in the 

Scriptures. He explains the contrast between the Greek reference to God as 

avge,nhton and the Christian way of calling him Father as the difference between two 

kinds of relations: unoriginate-originate relation and the Father-Son relation. 

According to the first relation, there can be no likeness between God as unoriginate, 

on the one hand, and everything else as originate, on the other. However, addressing 

God as Father means that he has the Son who is like the one from whom he was 

begotten. Making a comment on this point, Widdicombe suggests that ultimately 

what Athanasius has in mind is distinguishing between two orders of reality as 

‘parallel instances of correlativity’.969 He states:   

 

Athanasius has altered the basis of the discussion in a way which allows him to advance the 

claim that it is more appropriate to call God Father than to call him unoriginate. God is to be 

regarded first through his relation with the Son. Athanasius posits two distinct orders in the logic 

of relations: Father and Son are correlatives, and unoriginate and originate are correlatives. These 

two orders correspond to the two orders of reality, the divine and the created. The Arians are 

guilty of failing to recognize the existence of the two orders of relations.970  

 

Athanasius argues that the main reason the Arians approach God as the Unoriginate 

instead of Father has to do with their epistemological starting point. Rejecting the 

Son’s existence, like Greeks, they draw their knowledge of God from the created 

order, or things of originate nature, rather than from the Son.971 As a result, they 

become left with an impersonal concept of God that is inadequate from the 

Christian standpoint. In his double treatise Contra Gentes chs. 7-29, Athanasius 

describes the consequences of such approach as resulting in divinization of the 

created things and idolatry. Instead of honouring the Father and Son who are the 

                                                           
968 CA 1.30 [Metzler 140].  
969 Widdicombe, The Fatherhood of God, 167.  
970 Ibid. 166.  
971 CA 1.33 [Metzler 142-3].  
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true God―‘incorporeal, incorruptible and immortal’972―the fallen mind ends up 

worshipping non-real deified beings. The only proper way to approach God is by 

way of the Son; we are ‘to signify (shmai,nein) God from the Son and call him 

Father’ (CA 1.34 [Metzler 143; NPNF² 4:326]). 973  For Athanasius, it is this 

distinctness that is missing in the Arian doctrine of God and approaching him as the 

Unoriginate, they treat him hardly more than a mere impersonal contact: 

 

Therefore it is more pious and more accurate to signify God from the Son and call him Father, 

than to name him from his works only and call him unoriginate. For the latter title, as I have said, 

does nothing more than signify all the works, individually and collectively, which have come to 

be at the will of God through the Word; but the title Father has its significance and its bearing 

only from the Son (CA 1.34 [Metzler 143-4; NPNF² 4:326]).974  

 

According to this argument, the ‘Father-Son’ terminology provides a very specific 

definition of God’s relational nature, whereas the ‘Unoriginate-originate works’ 

terminology is nothing but an abstract indication. The former leads from the Son to 

the Father and is an accurate way of knowing God. The latter makes the mind 

caught up with the horizontal perspective that starts from the impersonal point 

(namely, the works), instead of beginning with the divine person (namely, the Son). 

Once again he says:  

 

And ‘unoriginate’ is a word of the Greeks, who do not know the Son, but ‘Father’ has been 

acknowledged and vouchsafed by our Lord. For he, knowing himself whose Son he was, said, I 

am in the Father, and the Father is in me [Jn. 14:10]; and, He who has seen me, has seen the 

Father [Jn. 14:9], and I and the Father are one [Jn. 10:30]; but nowhere is he found to call the 

Father unoriginate (CA 1.34 [Metzler 144; NPNF² 4:326, modified]).975 

 

Here Athanasius contends that the way God reveals himself as Father is through the 

Son. Therefore, the right way to know God is to begin with the person of the Son 

                                                           
972 CG 22.26 [Thomson 60]:  avsw,mato,j evsti kai. a;fqartoj kai. avqa,natoj) 
973 to.n qeo.n evk tou/ uiòu/ shmai,nein kai. pate,ra le,gein) 
974 ouvkou/n euvsebe,steron kai. avlhqe.j ma/llon a'n ei;h to.n qeo.n evk tou/ uiòu/ shmai,nein kai. pate,ra 

le,gein h' evk mo,nwn tw/n e;rgwn ovnoma,zein kai. le,gein auvto.n avge,nhton) tou/to me.n ga.r kai. mo,non 
e[kaston( kaqa,per ei=pon( kai. koinh/| pa,nta ta. evk tou/ boulh,matoj tou/ qeou/ dia. tou/ lo,gou geno,mena 
e;rga shmai,nei\ to. de. ‘path.r’ evf’ uiòu/ mo,non shmai,netai kai. i[statai)  

975 kai. to. me.n ‘avge,nhton’ par’ èllh,nwn eu[rhtai tw/n mh. ginwsko,ntwn to.n uiò,n\ to. de. ‘path.r’ 
para. tou/ kuri,ou h̀mw/n evgnw,sqh kai. keca,ristai) kai. ga.r eivdw.j auvto.j ti,noj evsti.n uiò.j e;legen evgw. 
evn tw/| patri. kai. o ̀path.r evn evmoi, kai. o ̀eẁrakw.j evme. èw,rake to.n pate,ra kai. evgw. kai. o` path.r e[n 
evsmen kai. ouvdamou/ fai,netai to.n pate,ra kalw/n ‘avge,nhton’ auvto,j) 
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rather than Unoriginate. To start with the latter is to become occupied with 

speculations that are not reflective of the scriptural language about God. This 

argument corresponds to Athanasius’ general principle of knowing God from 

below. As we saw earlier, he elaborates on it in his double treatise, and he uses it 

here again to stress that God is known not as an impersonal essence but as a 

relational being that reveals himself in the world. Hence, Athanasius insists that we 

are to approach God in the way he made himself known to us and to support this 

point, he cites several passages from Scripture. He refers to a number of examples 

where Jesus calls God Father and commands us to do the same. He notes that when 

the Son ‘teaches us to pray, he does not say, “When you pray, say, oh God 

Unoriginate”, but rather, “When you pray, say, our Father who is in heaven”’ (CA 

1.34 [Metzler 144; NPNF² 4:326, modified]).976 Likewise, taking a lesson from the 

baptism as representing ‘the summary of our faith’ (to. kefa,laion de. th/j pi,stewj 

hm̀w/j),977 we are instructed to be baptized ‘not into the name of Unoriginate and 

originate, nor into the name of Creator and creature, but into the name of Father, 

Son, and Holy Spirit’ (CA 1.34 [Metzler 144; NPNF² 4:326, modified]).978  

             Thus, looking back at Athanasius’ way of speaking about God in CA 1.14-

29 [Metzler 123-39] and 30-4 [Metzler 139-44], we find that he can either start with 

the Father to postulate the Son, or start with the Son to postulate the Father. The 

former counters the Arian approach to God as the pre-existing essence and proves 

the divinity of the Son. The latter refutes the concept of God as the Unoriginate and 

reveals him as Father. In both cases, the relational understanding of God is in sharp 

contrast to God as an impersonal being.  

 

5.2 Father and Son 

5.2.1 metoch, 

One of the ways both Athanasius and Arius relate the Son to the Father is through 

participation (metoch,). For methodological purposes, we can distinguish between 

two types of participation: one related to the essence of the Father and the other 

                                                           
976 h̀ma/j eu;cesqai dida,skwn ouvk ei=pen ‘o[tan de. proseu,chsqe( le,gete\ qee. avge,nhte’( avlla. ma/llon\ 

‘o[tan de. proseu,cesqe( le,gete\ pa,ter h̀mw/n( o ̀evn toi/j ouvranoi/j)  
977 CA 1.34 [Metzler 144; NPNF² 4:326].  
978  ouvk ‘eivj o;noma avgenh,tou kai. genhtou/’( ouvde. ‘eivj o;noma avkti,stou kai. kti,smatoj’( avll’ ‘eivj 

o;noma patro.j kai. uiòu/ kai. àgi,ou pneu,matoj) 
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related to his qualities. In Arius,979 the first type of participation is expressed in 

three quotations. Two of them are found in CA 1.5-6 and one in CA 1.9:  

 

(1) The essences [of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit] are separate in nature, and estranged, and 

disconnected, and alien, and without participation (avme,tocoi,) of each other (CA 1.6 [Metzler 115; 

NPNF² 4:309]).980  

 

(2) The Son is distinct by himself, and in no respect partakes (avme,tocon) of the Father (CA 1.7 

[Metzler 115; NPNF² 4:309, modified]).981 

 

(3) Christ is not very God, but he, as others, was made God by participation (metoch/|) (CA 1.9 

[Metzler 118; NPNF² 4:311]).982 

 
 
In all of the above statements, Arius draws a sharp contrast between the Father’s 

essence and the essence of the Son (and Holy Spirit). He either makes their essences 

different from each other so much so that they are ‘separated’, ‘estranged’, 

‘disconnected’, and ‘alien’ (the first quote), or forthrightly rejects the Son’s 

participation in the Father (the second quote). When he does allow the Son’s 

participation in God (third quote), he qualifies it making clear that his participation 

is not one of essence. 

             Arius’ only discussion of the second type of participation is recorded in CA 

1.5 [Metzler 114; NPNF² 4:309]: 

 

Accordingly, he [Arius] says that there are two wisdoms, first, the attribute coexistent with God, 

and next, that in this wisdom the Son was originated, and was only named Wisdom and Word as 

partaking (mete,conta) of it. ‘For Wisdom’, saith he, ‘by the will of the wise God, had its existence 

in Wisdom’. In like manner, he says, that there is another Word in God besides the Son, and that 

the Son again, as partaking (mete,conta) of it, is named Word and Son according to grace.983  

                                                           
979 For a specific discussion of Arius’ concept of participation, see Lorenz, Arius judaizans, 59. 

Cf. Williams, ‘The Logic of Arianism’, 74; Stead, ‘The Thalia of Arius and the Testimony of 
Athanasius’, 33, and ibid., ‘Rhetorical Method’, 132-3. 

980  kai. o[ti ‘memerisme,nai th/| fu,sei kai. avpexenwme,nai kai. avpescoinisme,nai kai. avllo,triai kai. 
avme,tocoi, eivsin avllh,lwn ai ̀ouvsi,ai’) 

981 ‘dih|rhme,non de. ei=nai kaq’ èauto.n kai. avme,tocon kata. pa,nta tou/ patro.j’ to.n uiò.n)  
982 ouvk e;stin avlhqino.j qeo.j o` cristo,j( avlla. metoch/| kai. auvto.j evqeopoih,qh.  
983 du,o gou/n sofi,aj fhsi.n ei=nai( mi,an me.n ‘th.n evdi,an kai. sunupa,rcousan tw/| qew/|’( to.n de. uiò.n 

evn auvth|/ th/| sofi,a| gegenh/sqai tau,thj te mete,conta wvnoma,sqai mo,non sofi,an kai. lo,gon) ‘h̀ sofi,a 
ga,r’( fhsi,( ‘th/| sofi,a| ùph/rxe sofou/ qeou/ qelh,sei’) ou[tw kai. lo,gon e[teron ei-nai le,gei para. to.n 
uiò.n evn tw/| qew/| kai. tou,tou mete,conta to.n uiò.n wvnoma,sqai pa,lin kata. ca,rin lo,gon kai. uiò.n auvto,n) 
Cf. Similar statements in Urk. 4b[2.2].7-9 [Opitz 7-8]. 



 225

 

In this passage, Arius’ use of the verb mete,cw in both instances is aimed at 

clarifying in which way Christ can be said to participate in God. This type of 

participation has to do with the qualities that the Son is claimed to share. His titles 

‘Wisdom’ and ‘Word’ are not descriptions of his ontological oneness with God the 

Father. Rather they are applied to him in the secondary sense. In the same way, he 

is called Son only on account of grace, not according to nature. To counter this view 

of Christ’ participation, Athanasius does two things. First, he disputes Arius’ 

concept of participation by elucidating the sense in which the Son can be said to 

participate in the Father’s essence and qualities. Second, he adopts the word i;dioj to 

formulate his own way of expressing the ontological unity between the Father and 

Son. I will consider briefly both of these arguments below.   

             Treating the first type of participation that relates the Son to the Father’s 

essence, Athanasius argues that for the former to partake of the latter means to be 

begotten. He explains that ‘it is all one to say that God is wholly participated (o[lwj 

‘mete,cesqai’), and that He begets (genna/|). Therefore, what does begetting signify 

but a Son? And thus of the Son Himself, all things partake (mete,cei) according to the 

grace of the Spirit coming from Him; and this shows that the Son Himself partakes 

(mete,cei) of nothing, but what is partaken (meteco,menon) from the Father, is the Son’ 

(CA 1.16 [Metzler 125; NPNF² 4:316, slightly modified]). 984  Here Athanasius 

identifies participation with begetting. He describes the Father as being ‘wholly 

participated’ by the Son excluding any other sense of participation; the Son partakes 

of nothing else (ouvdeno.j mete,cei). Slightly later, Athanasius adds that just as the 

Son’s participation does not mean the division of God’s essence, so does begetting 

does not imply affection of either of the divine persons. He writes: ‘Since to be 

partaken (to. mete,cesqai) no one of us would ever call affection or division of God’s 

essence (for it has been shown and acknowledged that God is participated 

(mete,cesqai), and to be participated is the same thing as to beget); therefore that 

which is begotten is neither affection nor division of that blessed essence. Hence it 

is not incredible that God should have a Son, the Offspring of his own essence; nor 

do we imply affection or division of God’s essence, when we speak of ‘Son’ and 

                                                           
984 to. ga.r o[lwj ‘mete,cesqai’ to.n qeo.n i;son evsti. le,gein o[ti kai. genna/|\ to. de. ‘genna/|’ ti, shmai,nei 

h' uiò,n* auvtou/ gou/n tou/ uiòu/ mete,cei ta. pa,nta kata. th.n tou/ pneu,matoj ginome,nhn par’ auvtou/ 
ca,rin\ kai. fanero.n evk tou,tou gi,netai o[ti auvto.j me.n o ̀ui`o.j ouvdeno.j mete,cei( to. de. evk tou/ patro.j 
meteco,menon( tou/to, evstin o ̀ui`o,j)  
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‘Offspring;’ but rather, as acknowledging the genuine, and true, and Only-begotten 

of God, so we believe’ (CA 1.16 [Metzler 125; NPNF² 4:316]).985 Refuting Arius’ 

second type of participation, Athanasius argues that the Father-Son oneness in John 

10:30 (I and the Father are one)986 suggests an ontological identity of qualities.987 

One of the most extended presentations of this argument is found in his second 

Epistula ad Serapionem. In Ep. Ser. 1.2 [Savvidis 540; Shapland 153-4, modified], 

he sets this as a theological principle: 

 

Of that which the Father has, there is nothing which does not belong to the Son. Therefore the 

Son is in the Father, and the Father is in the Son; for the qualities that belong to the Father, are 

also found in the Son, and again they are seen in the Father. Thus is understood the saying: I and 

the Father are one [Jn. 10:30]. For there are not some qualities in the Father and others in the 

Son; but the qualities that are in the Father are in the Son also. And if you see in the Son those 

qualities which you see in the Father, you have a right understanding of the saying: He that has 

seen me has seen the Father (Ep. Ser. 1.2 [Savvidis 540; Shapland 153-4, modified]).988  

 

Based on this principle of identity, Athanasius contends that the Son’s qualities are 

rooted in the very being of the Father. Hence, Christ’ titles ‘Wisdom’, ‘Word’, and 

‘Son’ belong to him by nature rather than ‘by name’ (ovno,mati),989 or ‘as a quality’ 

(kat’ evpi,noian). 990  To postulate the latter is to approach Christ ‘improperly’ 

(katacrhstikw/j). 991  Athanasius concludes that since Christ is the true God, his 

participation in the Father’s qualities is of unchangeable nature. In contrast, human 

beings are gods by grace and their participation involves change.992  Generally, 

Athanasius is reluctant to use the terminology of participation with regard to the 

                                                           
985 w[sper de. to. mete,cesqai ouvk a;n tij ùmw/n e;ti pa,qoj ei;poi kai. merismo.n th/j tou/ qeou/ ouvsi,aj\ 

dedw,kate ga.r kai. wm̀ologh,kate mete,cesqai to.n qeo.n kai. tauvto.n ei=nai mete,cesqai kai. genna/n( ou[twj 
to. ge,nnhma ouv pa,qoj ouvde. merismo,j evsti th/j makari,aj evkei,nhj ouvsi,aj) ouvk a;piston a;ra evsti.n uiò.n 
e;cein to.n qeo,n( th/j ivdi,aj ouvsi,aj to. ge,nnhma\ ouvd’ a;ra pa,qoj kai. merismo.n th/j ouvsi,aj tou/ qeou/ 
shmai,nomen le,gontej ‘uiò.n kai. ge,nnhma’( avlla. ma/llon to. gnh,sion kai. to. avlhqino.n kai. to. 
monogene.j evk tou/ qeou/ ginw,skontej( ou[tw pisteu,omen)  

986  Athanasius slightly reformulates it as auvto.j kai. ò path.r e[n eivsi (CA 1.16 [Metzler 126; 
NPNF² 4:316]). 

987 CA 1.16 [Metzler 126; NPNF² 4:316].  
988  kai. o[lwj ouvde,n evstin( w-n e;cei o` path,r( o[ mh. tou/ uiòu/ evsti) dia. tou/to ga.r o ̀uio.j evn tw/| 

patri. kai. o ̀path.r evn tw/| uiẁ/|\ evpeidh. ta. tou/ patro,j( tau/ta evn tw/| uiẁ/| evsti kai. pa,lin tau/ta evn tw/| 
patri. noei/tai( ou[tw noei/tai kai. to. evgw. kai. ò path.r e[n evsmen) evpeidh. ouvk a;lla evn tou,tw| kai. a;lla 
evn tw/| uiẁ/|\ avlla. ta. evn tw/| patri,( tau/ta evn tw/| uiẁ/| evsti) kai. a] ble,peij de. evn tw/| patri,( ble,peij evn 
tw/| uiẁ/|\ noei/tai kalw/j to. o ̀evme. èwrakw.j evw,rake to.n pate,ra)  

989 CA 1.9 [Metzler 118]. 
990 Ibid. 1.9 [Metzler 118]. 
991 Urk. 4b[2.2].7 [Opitz 7].  
992 Ep. Ser. 1.4 [Savvidis 543].    
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Father-Son relations. With the exception of the above instances, he reserves its use 

exclusively for the description of human beings’ sharing in God.  

 

5.2.2 i;dioj 

Instead of describing the Father-Son relations through participation, Athanasius 

prefers to use the term i;dioj (‘one’s own’, or ‘proper to’) for that purpose.993 

Scholars note that before this word acquired technical significance in the patristic 

literature, it has been used in the New Testament to describe some sort of 

belonging. The only two occurrences of this word with regard to the Father-Son 

relations indicate a possessive meaning. It is used in John 5:18 where Christ calls 

God ‘his own Father’ (pate,ra i;dion), and in Rom. 8:32 where God is said to not 

have spared ‘his own Son’ (tou/ ivdi,ou uiòu/). Fairbairn notes that besides the 

possessive sense, this word can also be used to describe a personal relation and 

intimacy as in John 10:3, 4 and 10, where Jesus addresses his disciples as ‘his own 

sheep’ (ta. i;dia pro,bata). In Fairbairn’s analysis Athanasius never uses i;dioj in this 

latter sense; he only uses it to describe the unity of substance between the Father 

and Son against the Arian teaching.994 Widdicombe identifies two instances when 

the passages from Jn. 5:18 and Rom. 8:32 were used in the Alexandrian tradition.995 

They were used by Origen (albeit without any comment or reference to i;dioj)996 and 

by Alexander of Alexandria (to draw the contrast between the only begotten Son 

and sons by adoption).997 Possibly they were also used by Dyonysius of Alexandria. 

Thus, before Athanasius started using the word i;dioj, several earlier theologians 

already lay their hands on it in the Alexandrian theological tradition. Yet, the 

frequency with which Athanasius uses it is unprecedented. It occurs 682 times in 

the form of i;dioj, 26 times in the form of ivdio,thj, and 10 times as ivdiopoie,w. Louth 
                                                           

993 One other term that Athanasius uses in the same sense as i;dioj is oivkeio,thj. It occurs only 2 
times with regard to the Father-Son relations. The first occurrence is in CA 3.4 [Savvidis 310; 
NPNF² 4:395]: ‘He [the Son] and the Father are one in propriety and peculiarity of nature, and in the 
identity of the one Godhead’ (e[n eivsin auvto.j kai. o` path.r th/| ivdio,thti kai. oivkeio,thti th/j fu,sewj kai. 
th/| tauto,thti th/j mia/j qeo,thtoj). The second occurrence is in CA 3.16 [Savvidis 326; NPNF² 4:403]: 
‘For the Son is proper to that One, and inseparable according to the propriety and peculiarity of his 
essence’ (tou/ ga.r èno.j i;dioj kai. avdiai,reto,j evstin ò uiò.j kata. th.n ivdio,thta kai. oivkeio,thta th/j 
ouvsi,aj).   

994 Fairbairn, Grace and Christology, 84-6.  
995 Widdicombe, The Fatherhood of God, 194.  
996 The references provided by Widdicombe are Com. Joh. 20.35.313 [SC 290:310] for Jn. 5:18, 

and in Cont. Cels. 8.42 [150:264-6] for Rom. 8:32. 
997 Widdicombe notes that Alexander uses Rom. 8:32 as part of his argument about the Son’s 

coeternity with the Father. That this can be the precise context of the Rom. 8:32, see Cranfield, A 
Critical and Exegetical Commentary, 436.  
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points out that he employs this word to describe the idea of inseparability in two 

types of relations: between the Father and Son, and between the Logos and his 

body.998 A brief sketch of these two ideas will confirm Louth’s distinction to which 

I will add a third one―a relation of the subject and qualities. I will also suggest that 

while the personal sense of i;dioj is missing in Athanasius (as noted by Fairbairn), 

one word group that comes most closely for expressing the idea of intimacy 

between the Father and Son in his latter writings is cara, and cairei/n) 

             (1) With regard to the Father-Son relations, Athanasius often uses the word 

i;dioj to draw a contrast between the Son and created things. Thus, he claims that 

‘the Son is different in kind and different in essence from things originate, and on 

the contrary is proper to the Father’s essence (th/j tou/ patro.j ouvsi,aj i;dioj) and one 

in nature (òmofuh,j) with it’ (CA 1.58 [Metzler 169; NPNF² 4:340]).999 In similar 

contexts, he can use i;dioj as an antonym to the words ‘external’ (e;xwqen), ‘alien’ 

(xe,noj), and ‘estranged’ (avllo,trioj) when arguing that Arius divided the Trinity into 

different essences.1000 The word i;dioj is used to indicate the Son’ unique status as in 

CA 2.23 [Metzler 199; NPNF² 4:360, modified], where Athanasius asserts that 

‘[t]he Father shows him to be his own proper (i;dion) and only (mo,non) Son, saying 

“You are my Son”, and “This is my beloved Son in whom I am well pleased”’.1001 

While the idea of the Son being proper to the Father clearly dominates Athanasius’ 

use of i;dioj, it can also be employed in conjunction with the term ‘proper offspring’ 

( i;dion ge,nnhma), 1002 or as a synonym for the phrase ‘from the Father’ (evk tou/ 

patro,j).1003 Interestingly, Athanasius never reverses the order of who is proper to 

who’s being: only the Son can be proper to the Father’s essence, not the Father to 

the Son’s. (This is probably due to Athanasius’ concept of God in which the Father 

is the source for divinity). At the same time, the person of the Father (as opposed to 

the Father’s essence) can be described as being proper to the Son just as the person 

of the Son is proper to the Father as in CA 2.59 [Metzler 236; NPNF² 4:380], where 

                                                           
998 Louth, ‘The Use of the Term i;dioj’, 198-200.   
999 èterogenh.j a;ra kai. e`teroou,sio,j evstin o ̀uiò.j tw/n genhtw/n kai. ma/llon th/j tou/ patro.j ouvsi,aj 

i;dioj kai. o`mofuh.j tugcan,ei) 
1000 De Syn. 15 [Opitz 242]. Cf. CA 1.20 [Metzler 129-30], 1.26 [Metzler 136]. 
1001  uiò.n de. auvto.n i;dion kai. mo,non dei,knusin èautou/ o ̀path.r le,gwn\ uiò,j mou ei= su, [Ps. 2:7 

LXX] kai. ou-to,j evstin ò uiò,j mou ò avgaphto,j( evn w-| huvdo,khsa [Mt. 3:17]. 
1002 CA 1.15 [Metzler 124]. 
1003 Ibid. 2.22 [Metzler 198-9].  
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he says that ‘“Father” is proper to the Son and not “creature”, but “Son” is proper to 

the Father’.1004  

             (2) With regard to the Logos-body relation, Athanasius uses i;dioj1005 as the 

antonym to the words evkto,j and e;xwqen.1006 Thus, neither the Logos is external to the 

body, nor the body is external to the Logos. 1007 Instead, both the Logos and the 

body are proper to each other. Williams points out that instead of indicating ‘an 

“essential condition”… of a particular concrete reality’, something that exists in and 

of itself, the word i;dioj according to the philosophical use of that time denoted a 

contingent property, or quality.1008 This observation fits the Athanasian use of this 

word in relation to Christ’s body. The latter is appropriated by Christ (as in De Inc. 

8.33-4 [Thomson 152; ibid. 153], where he makes the body his own [th/| tou/ 

sw,matoj ivdiopoih,sei]); it does not exist separately or independently from his person. 

Therefore, whatever belongs or happens to the flesh also belongs and happens to the 

Logos. This is true even with regard to the affections of the Logos’ body. Since the 

body is his own, the affections are his (i;dia)1009 as well. According to Athanasius, 

this has an important soteriological significance. By sharing in the Logos who saved 

us on account of his divinity, we become proper to him (i;dioi) and anticipate living 

eternally. 1010  In contrast, our identification with Adam afforded grace ‘from 

without’ (e;xwqen), and thus made it ineffective.1011  

             (3) In addition to the two senses of i;dioj described above, Athanasius also 

uses it to relate the subject and qualities. Thus, invisibility1012 is proper (i;dion) to 

God in the De Incarnatione, omnipotence1013 and unalterability1014 are proper (i;dia) 

to the divine being in the Epistula 2 ad Serapionem, and light1015 is proper (i;dion) to 

God who radiates it in the Contra Arianos. More importantly, Athanasius sets forth 

a principle of identity (mentioned above) in which the word i;dioj plays a role of the 

predicate. Based on the argument that ‘He [the Son] is the same as God; and He and 

                                                           
1004 to. ‘path.r’ tou/ uiòu/ evstin i;dion( kai. ouv to. kti,sma( avlla. to. ‘uiò.j’ tou/ patro,j evstin i;dion)  
1005 CA 3.32 [Savvidis 343]. 
1006 Ibid.  
1007 Ibid. 
1008 Williams, ‘The Logic of Arianism’, 60.  
1009 CA 3.32 [Savvidis 343]. 
1010 Ibid. 
1011 Ibid. 2.68 [Savvidis 245].  
1012 De Inc. 32 [Thomson 210-2]. 
1013 Ep. Ser. 1.5 [Savvidis 544]. 
1014 Ibid.  
1015 CA 3.4 [Savvidis 310].  
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the Father are one in propriety (th/| ivdio,thti) and peculiarity of nature [oivkeio,thti], 

and in the identity (th/| tauto,thti) of the one Godhead’,1016 Athanasius formulates it 

as follows: ‘On hearing the attributes of the Father spoken of a Son, we shall 

thereby see the Father in the Son; and we shall contemplate the Son in the Father, 

when what is said of the Son is said of the Father also. And why are the attributes of 

the Father ascribed to the Son, except that the Son is an offspring from him? And 

why are the Son’s attributes proper (i;dia) to the Father, except again because the 

Son is the proper (i;dion) offspring of his essence? And the Son, being the proper 

(i;dion) offspring of the Father’s essence, reasonably says that the Father’s attributes 

are his own also’ (CA 3.5 [Savvidis 310-1; NPNF² 395-6]).1017 The way Athanasius 

relates the subject and qualities according to the above principle of identity shows 

once again that he avoided describing God in terms of impersonal essence. The 

divine qualities do not exist by themselves; they belong to the Father in whom they 

are properly indwelled. And since the Son is the Father’s natural offspring, the same 

qualities are proper to him as well.  

 

5.2.3 cara,( cai,rw( and euvfrone,w 

While the word i;dioj clearly indicates the essential oneness between the Father and 

Son, it does not necessarily mean that their relation is one of personal intimacy and 

fellowship. To express the latter idea Athanasius uses a different word group cara, 

(‘joy’, ‘delight’) and cai,rw (‘to have a delight’). All instances of this word group  

for the description of the Father-Son relations appear 28 times in three different 

later writings: De decretis nicaenae Synodi (1 times),1018 De sententia Dionysii (4 

time),1019 and Contra Arianos (23 times).1020 In all of these instances Athanasius 

bases his arguments on Prov. 8:30 that says: I was daily his delight, rejoicing 

always before him.1021 He identifies ‘the delight’ of the Proverbs with the Son 

                                                           
1016 Ibid. 3.5 [Savvidis 310; NPNF² 395]: eivsin auvto.j kai. o ̀path.r th/| ivdio,thti kai. oivkeio,thti th/j 

fu,sewj kai. th/| tauto,thti th/j mia/j qeo,thtoj)  
1017  ò de. avkou,wn ta. tou/ patro.j lego,mena evf’ uiòu/ o;yetai kai. ou[twj to.n pate,ra evn tw/| uìw/|( 

qewrh,sei de. kai. to.n uiò.n evn tw|/ patri,( o[tan ta. lego,mena evf’ uiòu/ le,gh| tau/ta kai. evpi. patro,j) dia. 
ti, de. ta. tou/ patro.j evf’ uiòu/ le,getai h' o[ti evx auvtou/ ge,nnhma, evstin o` uiò,j* dia. ti, de. kai. ta. tou/ 
uiòu/ i;dia, evsti tou/ patro.j h' o[ti pa,lin th/j ouvsi,aj auvtou/ i;dion ge,nnhma o ̀uiò,j* th/j de. ouvsi,aj tou/ 
patro.j i;dion w'n ge,nnhma o ̀uiò.j eivko,twj kai. ta. tou/ patro.j le,gei èautou/ ei=nai)  

1018 De Decr. 27 [Opitz 24] (1 time).  
1019 De Sen. Dion. 15 [Opitz 57] (2 times), De Sen. Dion. 25 [Opitz 65] (2 times).   
1020 CA 1.20 [Metzler 130] (4 times); 1.38 [Metzler 147-8] (2 times); 2.56 [Metzler 232-3] (2 

time); 2.82 [Metzler 259-60] (15 times).  
1021 evgw. h;mhn( h-| prose,caire\ kaq’ h̀me,ran de. euvfraino,mhn evn prosw,pw| auvtou/) 
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arguing that his close relationship with the Father has existed eternally. In CA 1.20 

[Metzler 130; NPNF² 4:318], he makes the following reasoning: ‘The Son himself 

says, I was his delight (prose,caire). When then did the Father not see himself in his 

own Image? or when had he not delight (prose,cairen), that a man should dare to 

say, “the Image is out of nothing” and “The Father had no delight (ouvk h=n cai,rwn ò 

path,r) before the Image was originated?”’1022 Similarly, in CA 1.38 [Metzler 147-8; 

NPNF² 4:328], he writes: ‘For if he [Christ] was not, or was indeed, but afterwards 

was promoted… how in him, were he not perfect, did the Father delight 

(prose,cairen)? And he, on the other hand, if now promoted, how did he before 

rejoice in the presence of the Father (huvfrai,neto evn prosw,pw| patro,j)?’1023 In both 

passages, Athanasius argues against the Arian practice of approaching Christ as a 

created being in contrast to the Father who is the true God. His logic is clear: if the 

Father is eternal, then he has always delighted his Son, and if the Son has always 

been ‘in the presence of the Father’, he cannot be created and imperfect. While, the 

argument here is largely about the unity of substance, the use of the word ‘delight’ 

adds a more intimate aspect to the Father-Son relations. In fact, right after claiming 

that the Son is the Father’s delight, he goes on to speak of how Christ makes us 

sons to his own Father as a reflection of the Father-Son bond.1024  

             In two other passages cara,( cai,rw and euvfrone,w are used along with i;dioj. 

In CA 2.56 [Metzler 232-3; NPNF² 4:378], Athanasius draws a contrast between 

that which is proper to creatures and that which is proper to the Logos. He says: 

‘For because of our need, the Word, though being Creator, endured words which 

are used of creatures; which are not proper (ivdi,a) to him, as being the Word, but are 

ours (ivdi,a) who are created in him. And as, since the Father is always, so is his 

Word, and always being, always says, I was daily his delight (prose,caire), rejoicing 

(euvfraino,mhn) always before him (evn prosw,pw| auvtou/) [Prov. 8:30], and I am in the 

Father and the Father in me [Jn. 14:19]’.1025 In CA 2.82 [Metzler 259], the same 

                                                           
1022 wj̀ auvto.j ò uiò.j le,gei evgw. h;mhn h-| prose,caire) po,te gou/n ouvc èw,ra èauto.n o` path.r evn th/| 

èautou/ eivko,ni* h; po,te ouv prose,cairen( i[na tolmh,sh| tij eivpei/n\ ‘ex ouvk o;ntwn evsti.n’ h̀ eivkw.n kai. 
‘ouvk h=n cai,rwn o ̀path,r( pri.n ge,nhtai h̀ eivkw,n)  

1023  eiv ga.r ouvk h=n h; h=n me,n( evbeltiw,qh de. u[steron))) pw/j evn tou,tw|( ei; ge mh. te,leioj h=n( 
prose,cairen ò path,r* kai. auvto.j de,( eiv nu/n evbeltiw,qh( pw/j pro. tou,tou huvfrai,neto evn prosw,pw| 
patro,j*  

1024 CA 1.38 [Metzler 147-8; NPNF² 4:328]. 
1025 kai. ouvk e;stin auvtou/( h-| lo,goj evsti,n( ivdi,a h̀ fwnh,( avll’ h̀mw/n tw/n evn auvtw/| ktizome,nwn ivdi,a 

fwnh. to. e;ktise) kai. w[sper tou/ patro.j o;ntoj avei. avei, evsti kai. o ̀tou,tou lo,goj kai. w'n avei. le,gei\ 



 232

argument is set forth in a more extended form and with more insight into the nature 

of fellowship between the Father and Son. Athanasius writes: ‘Hence the whole 

earth is filled with the knowledge of him; for the knowledge of Father through Son 

and of Son from Father is one and the same, and the Father delights (cai,rei) in him, 

and in the same joy the Son rejoices (th/| cara/| tau,th| euvfrai,netai) in the Father, 

saying, I was by him, daily his delight, rejoicing (prose,caire) always before him 

[Prov. 8:30]. And this again proves that the Son is not foreign (avllo,trion), but 

proper (i;dion) to the Father’s essence’.1026 Slightly after, he adds:  

 

When then was it, when the Father rejoiced not (e;cairen)? but if he ever rejoiced (e;cairen), he 

was ever, in whom he rejoiced (cai,rei). And in whom does the Father rejoice, except as seeing 

himself in his own (ivdi,a) Image, which is his Word? And though in sons of men also he had 

delight (huvfrai,neto), on finishing the world, as it is written in these same Proverbs [8:32], yet this 

too has a consistent sense. For even thus he had delight (euvfrai,netai), not because joy (cara/j) 

was added to him, but again on seeing the works made after his own Image; so that even this 

rejoicing (cai,rein) of God is on account of his Image. And how too has the Son delight 

(euvfrai,netai), except as seeing himself in the Father? for this is the same as saying, he who has 

seen me, has seen the Father and I am in the Father and the Father in me [Jn. 14:10] (CA 2.56 

[Metzler 259-60; NPNF² 4:378]).1027  

  

Several things are noteworthy in these passages. First the words cara, and cairei/n 

are used with the same intent as i;dioj, namely to prove that the Son has the same 

divine status as the Father. In fact, Athanasius concludes quite explicitly that ‘the 

passage in the Proverbs… proves that the Son is not a creature in nature and 

essence, but the proper Offspring of the Father, true Wisdom and Word’ (CA 2.56 

[Metzler 259-60; NPNF² 4:378]).1028 Hence, the Son is seen as one with the Father 

                                                                                                                                                                                                    
evgw. h;mhn( h-| prose,caire\ kaq’ h̀me,ran de. euvfraino,mhn evn prosw,pw| auvtou/\ kai. evgw. evn tw/| patri. kai. 
ò path.r evn evmoi,)  

1026  evplhrw,qh gou/n pa/sa h̀ gh/ th/j gnw,sewj auvtou/\ mi,a ga.r gnw/sij patro.j di’ uiòu/ evsti kia. 
uiòu/ para. patro.j kai. cai,rei tou,tw| o ̀path,r\ kai. th/| cara/| tau,th| euvfrai,netai evn tw/| patri. ò uiò.j 
le,gwn\ egw. h;mhn( h-| prose,caire\ kaq’ h̀me,ran de. huvfraino,mhn evn prosw,pw| auvtou/) tau/ta de. 
dei,knusi pa,lin mh. ei=nai to.n uiò.n avllo,trion( avll’ i;dion th/j tou/ patro.j ouvsi,aj)  

1027 po,te ou=n h=n o[te ouvk e;cairen o` path,r* eiv de. avei. e;cairen( avei. h=n evn w-| e;cairen) evn ti,ni de. ò 
path.r cai,rei h; ble,pwn e`auto.n evn th/| ivdi,a| eivko,ni( h[tij evsti.n o ̀ lo,goj auvtou/* eiv de. kai. evn uiòi/j 
avnqrw,pwn huvfrai,neto th.n oivkoume,nhn suntele,saj( wj̀ evn auvtai/j tai/j paroimi,aij ge,graptai( avlla. 
kai. tou/to th.n auvth.n e;cei dia,noian) euvfrai,netai ga.r kai. ou[twj ouvk evpigenome,nhj auvtw/| cara/j( avlla. 
pa,lin ble,pwn kata. th.n èautou// eivko,na geno,mena ta. e;rga( w[ste kai. to. ou[twj cai,rein to.n qeo.n th/j 
eivko,noj auvtou/ th.n pro,fasin ei=nai) pw/j de. kai. o ̀uiò.j euvfrai,netai h; ble,pwn èauto.n evn tw/| patri,* 
i;son ga,r evsti kai. tou/to tw/| le,gein\ o ̀evme. èwrakw.j èw,rake to.n pate,ra kai. evgw. evn tw/| patri. kai. o ̀
path.r evn evmoi,)  

1028  evn tai/j paroimi,aij r`hto.n kai. pa,nta ta. proeirhme,na dei,knusi mh. ei=nai th/| fu,sei kai. th/| 
ouvsi,a| kti,sma to.n uiò,n( avll’ i;dion ge,nnhma tou/ patro,j( sofi,an kai. lo,gon avlhqino,n)  
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both in essence (he is ‘proper [rather than foreign] to the Father’s essence’ and ‘the 

proper offspring of the Father’) and qualities (he is the true Wisdom and Word). 

Second, besides the substantial unity, the Father and Son, being one in nature, also 

share something else. They give and receive joy in a mutual and complete way. The 

Father is said to delight in the Son and the Son in the Father. They share the same 

joy between each other: ‘the Father delights (cai,rei) in Him, and in the same joy the 

Son rejoices (th/| cara/| tau,th| euvfrai,netai) in the Father’. Moreover, the same word 

that is used to speak of the Father’s joy in the Son is also used to speak of his joy 

towards the created world: in sons of men also he had delight (huvfrai,neto) which is 

a reference to Prov. 8:32. Although Athanasius does not dwell much on this link in 

this particular instance, and is more concerned to stress the divine joy as existing for 

its own sake (it wasn’t added to him after the word was created), it will be a very 

important element in his description of what we share in God when we are saved 

and deified. I will consider this in more detail later. More immediately, I would like 

to move to the topic of God’s work of salvation which, in my view, is a significant 

reflection of Athanasius’ doctrine of God.   

 

5.3 The Work of the Son 

5.3.1 Partitive Exegesis: God Become Man 

In his latter works Athanasius develops a partitive exegesis in order to describe 

Christ under two aspects of his existence: his eternal coexistence with the Father 

and his earthly life in a body. Towards that aim, he insists that a proper 

interpretation of biblical texts needs to take into account (1) the ‘time’ (kairo,n); (2) 

the ‘person’, or ‘character’ (pro,swpon); and (3) the ‘subject matter’ (pra/gma) in 

order to not miss the true ‘sense’ (dia,noia) of the Scriptures.1029 According to this 

exegetical principle, we can learn who Christ is and why he became incarnate. To 

illustrate Athanasius’ use of this partitive approach and its soteriological 

significance, I will examine briefly his interpretation of Hebrews 1:1-5, Philippians 

2:5-11, and Proverbs 8:22―some of the most debated passages in the 

controversy1030―in relation to ‘time’, ‘person’, and subject matter’ respectively. 

                                                           
1029 CA 1.54 [Metzler 164].  
1030 Williams, Arius, 108-9, suggests that besides Heb. 1:1-4 and Phil. 2:5-11, Arius most likely 

used Heb. 3:1-2, Acts 2:36, Rom. 8:29, and possibly the Gospel texts of CA 3. 
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             (1) The ‘time’ in Heb. 1:1-4. In CA 1.55 [Metzler 165-6], Athanasius gives 

a comment on Heb. 1:1-4 that says: ‘In the past God spoke to our forefathers 

through the prophets at many times and in various ways, but in these last days he 

has spoken to us by his Son…. The Son is the radiance of God’s glory and the exact 

representation fof his being, sustaining all things by his powerful word. After he 

had provided purification for sins, he sat down at the right hand of the Majesty in 

heaven. So he became as much superior to the angels as the name he has inherited is 

superior to theirs’ (CA 1.55 [Metzler 165; NIV]).1031 Athanasius suggests that a 

proper interpretation of this passage should take into account the ‘time’ about which 

it speaks. We need to ask when God spoke to us by his Son and when he provided 

purification for sins. A careful look at the text will reveal that God spoke by his Son 

and made purification of sins not ‘before’ (pri,n) but ‘after’ (meta,) the ministry of 

the prophets. Therefore, the controversial elements in the Hebrews passage that 

seem to speak of Christ’s promotion have to do with the ‘time’ of his incarnation 

rather than his eternal existence. To indicate the later aspect, the author of Hebrews 

speaks of Christ deliberately in the superlative instead of comparing him to the 

angels. Athanasius explains: ‘This is why throughout he uses no comparison, such 

as ‘become greater’, or ‘more honourable’, lest we should think of him and them as 

one in kind, but ‘better’ is his word, by way of marking the difference of the Son’s 

nature from things originated. And of this we have proof from divine Scripture’ (CA 

1.55 [Metzler 166; NPNF² 4:338]).1032 Based on these observations, Athanasius 

concludes that by distinguishing the time reference, we can affirm both Christ’s 

divine status and his economy of salvation accomplished for the purification of sins. 

             (2) The ‘person’ Phil. 2:5-11. Discovering the ‘person’ plays an important 

role in Athanasius’ interpretation of Phil. 2:5-11. In this text Paul speaks of Christ’s 

humiliation and his following promotion by the Father: ‘Being in very nature God, 

he [Christ] did not consider equality with God something to be grasped, but made 

himself nothing, taking the very nature of a servant, being made in human likeness. 

And being found in appearance as a man, he humbled himself and became obedient 

                                                           
1031  polumerw/j kai. polutro,pwj pa,lai o ̀ qeo.j lalh,saj toi/j patra,sin evn toi/j profh,taij evp 

evsca,tou tw/n h̀merw/n tou,twn evla,lhsen h̀mi/n evn uiẁ|….  di’ èautou/ kaqarismo.n tw/n àmartiw/n 
poihsa,menoj evka,qisen evn dexia/| th/j megalwsu,nhj evn ùyhloi/j( tosou,tw| krei,ttwn geno,menoj tw/n 
avgge,lwn o[sw| diaforw,teron par’ auvtou.j keklhrono,mhken o;noma) 

1032 dia. tou/to gou/n ouvde. to. o[lon sugkritikw/j ei;rhke ‘mei,zwn’ h; ‘timiw,teroj’ geno,menoj( i[na mh. 
ẁj peri. om̀ogenw/n tou,tou kavkei,nwn tij logi,shtai( avlla. ‘krei,ttwn’ ei;rhken( i[na to. dialla,tton th/j 
fu,sewj tou/ uiòu/ pro.j ta. genhta. gnwri,sh|)  
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to death―even death on a cross! Therefore God exalted him to the highest place 

and gave him the name that is above every name, that at the name of Jesus every 

knee should bow, in heaven and on earth and under the earth, and every tongue 

confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father’ (CA 1.40 [Metzler 

149-50; NIV, slightly modified]).1033 Athanasius complains that Arians use this text 

to discredit Christ’s divinity. They think that the ‘person’ Paul speaks about is a 

created being based on the fact that his name was given to him by the Father. This 

means that there was a time when Christ did not have it, and therefore was not what 

he later became. Against this, Athanasius argues that Arians do not understand 

correctly who Paul is speaking when. Seeing the fact that he died and was exalted, 

they assume that Paul is speaking of a created being. Yet, this is a wrong 

understanding of the ‘person’ in the text, because Paul also refers to him as the Son 

(uiò,j). And if the ‘person’ in question is the Son, then he should always be with the 

Father and one with him in character (kata. th.n patrikh.n ivdio,thta).1034 Hence, what 

is spoken of Christ as the one who experienced death and was exalted, relates to his 

coming in flesh, while as God he never stopped being the Son of his Father. He 

concludes: ‘Therefore, if, even before the world was made, the Son had that glory, 

and was Lord of glory and the Highest, and descended from heaven, and is ever to 

be worshipped, it follows that he had not promotion (evbeltiw,qh) from his descent, 

but rather himself promoted (evbelti,wsen auvto.j) the things which needed promotion 

(ta. deo,mena beltiw,sewj); and if he descended to effect their promotion (beltiw/sai), 

therefore he did not receive in reward (misqo.n) the name of the Son and God 

(le,gesqai uiò.j kai. qeo,j), but rather he himself has made us sons of the Father 

(uiòpoi,hsen hm̀a/j tw/| patri,), and deified (evqeopoi,hse) men by becoming himself 

man’ (CA 1.38 [Metzler 148; 328-9]).1035 Explaining the same point in a more 

exegetical manner, he writes: ‘[The words] ‘humbled’ and ‘exalted’ are spoken of 

his human nature; for where there is humble estate, there too may be exaltation; and 
                                                           

1033 CA 1.40 [Metzler 152, NPNF² 4:329]: o[ kai. evn cristw/| ivhsou/( o]j evn morfh/| qeou/ up̀a,rcwn 
ouvc àrpagmo.n h̀gh,sato to. ei=nai i;sa qew/|( avll’ èauto.n evke,nwse morfh.n dou,lou labw,n( evn om̀oiw,mati 
avnqrw,pwn geno,menoj\ kai. sch,mati eùreqei.j wj̀ a;nqrwpoj evtapei,nwsen èauto.n geno,menoj ùph,kooj 
me,cri qana,tou( qana,tou de. staurou/) dio. kai. ò qeo.j auvto.n ùperu,ywse( kai. evcari,sato auvtw/| o;noma 
to. ùpe.r pa/n o;noma( i[na evn tw/| ovno,mati ivhsou/ pa/n go,nu ka,myh| evpourani,wn kai. evpigei,wn kai. 
katacqoni,wn( kai. pa/sa glw/ssa evxomologh,shtai o[ti ku,rioj ivhsou/j cristo.j eivj do,xan qeou/ patro,j)   

1034 CA 1.54 [Metzler 152]. 
1035 ouvkou/n eiv kai. pro. tou/ to.n ko,smon gene,sqai th.n do,xan ei=cen o ̀uiò.j kai. kurioj th/j do,xhj h=n 

u[yisto,j te h=n kai. evx ouvranou/ kate,bh kai. avei. proskunhto,j evstin( ouvk a;ra kataba.j evbeltiw,qh( avlla. 
ma/llon evbelti,wsen auvto.j ta. deo,mena beltiw,sewj\ kai. eiv tou/ beltiw/sai ca,rin katabe,bhken( ouvk a;ra 
misqo.n e;sce to. le,gesqai ui`o.j kai. qeo,j( avlla ma/llon auvto.j uiòpoi,hsen h̀ma/j tw/| patri, kai. 
evqeopoi,hse tou.j avnqrw,pouj geno,menoj auvto.j a;nqrwpoj) 
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if because of his taking flesh ‘humbled’ is written, it is clear that ‘highly exalted’ is 

also said because of it. For of this was man’s nature in want, because of the humble 

estate of the flesh and of death. Since then the Word, being the Image of the Father 

and immortal, took the form of the servant, and as man underwent for us death in 

His flesh, that thereby he might offer himself for us through death to the Father; 

therefore also, as man, he is said because of us and for us to be highly exalted, that 

as by his death we all died in Christ, so again in the Christ himself we might be 

highly exalted, being raised from the dead, and ascending into heaven’ (CA 1.40 

[Metzler 152, 330]).1036 In both passages, Athanasius points out that the ‘person’ of 

the Philippians text is the Son of God, while what is said of him concerning 

salvation is said according to his human aspect. The one who is with the Father in 

heaven is the same ‘person’ who comes down in order to die for us and make us 

like him―sons and gods (by grace).  

             (3) ‘Subject matter’ in Proverbs 8:22. A good example of the ‘subject 

matter’ for exegesis (which includes a larger task of exploring the context and 

finding the meaning and reason for what is written) is found in Athanasius’ 

interpretation of Proverbs 8:22: ‘The Lord brought (e;ktise) me forth as the first of 

his works, before his deeds of old’.1037 Representing the most controversial and 

cited passage in the Arian debate,1038 it was interpreted by Athanasius’ opponents as 

having to do with Christ’s creaturely status. In De Decr. 7, 8, 13-15 [Opiz 6-8; 12-

3] and CA 77-82 [Metzler 254-60], Athanasius reports them saying that Christ’s 

uniqueness, according to this verse, consists of him being created as God’s Wisdom 

(the name used throughout Prov. ch. 8) before anything else was made. Having 

been created, this Wisdom was used as an instrument by which God made the 

Universe. In response, Athanasius argues that to understand this passage properly 

one has to examine the context and go beyond what is explicitly stated. He makes 

two major observations. In the first place, he suggests that this text is best 

                                                           
1036  to. evtapei,nwse kai. to. ùperu,ywsen evpi. tou/ avnqrwpi,nou le,getai\ ou- ga,r evsti to. tapeino,n( 

tou,tou kai. to. ùywqh/nai a;n ei;h\ kai. eiv dia. th.n pro,slhyin th/j sarko.j to. evtapei,nwse ge,graptai( 
dh/lo,n evstin o[ti kai. to. ùperu,ywse di’ auvth,n evsti.) tou,tou ga.r h=n evndeh.j ò a;nqrwpoj dia. to. 
tapeino.n th/j sarko.j kai. tou/ qana,tou) evpei. ou=n eivkw.n w'n tou/ patro.j kai. avqa,natoj w'n o ̀ lo,goj 
e;labe th.n tou/ dou,lou morfh.n kai. ùpe,meine di’ h̀ma/j wj̀ a;nqrwpoj evn th/| èautou/ sarki. to.n qa,naton( 
i[n’ ou[twj e`auto.n ùpe.r h̀mw/n dia. tou/ qana,tou prosene,gkh| tw| patri,( dia. tou/to kai. wj̀ a;nqrwpoj di’ 
h̀ma/j kai. ùpe.r h̀mw/n le,getai ùperuyou/sqai( i[n’ w[sper tw/| qana,tw| auvtou/ pa,ntej h̀mei/j avpeqa,nomen 
evn cristw/|( ou[twj evn auvtw/| tw/| cristw/| pa,lin h̀mei/j ùperuywqw/men e;k te tw/n nekrw/n evgeiro,menoi 
kai. eivj ouvranou.j avnerco,menoi)      

1037 ku,rioj e;ktise, me avrch.n od̀w/n auvtou/ eivj e;rga auvtou/) 
1038 Clayton, ‘Athanasius of Alexandria’s Interpretation of Proverbs 8:22-30’, 255-93.   
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comprehended in light of other biblical statements such as Ps. 103:24 [LXX] and 

Rom. 1:20. The first one says: ‘How many are your works, O Lord! In wisdom you 

made them all; the earth is full of your creatures’ (NIV);1039 and in the second one 

we read: ‘For since the creation of the world God’s invisible qualities―his eternal 

power and divine nature―have been clearly seen, being understood from what has 

been made, so that men are without excuse (NIV)’. 1040  Taken together, these 

passages reveal the fact that God’s creation is stamped with the image of its 

Creator, and since Wisdom was instrumental in bringing the Universe about, it is 

the Wisdom’s image in the world that is meant in the Proverbs, not the second 

person of the Trinity. Athanasius explains: ‘Such an impress then of Wisdom being 

created in us, and being in all the works, with reason does the true and framing 

Wisdom take to itself what belongs to its own impress, and say, The Lord created 

me for his works [Prov. 8:30]; for what the wisdom in us says, that the Lord himself 

speaks as if it were his own; and, whereas he is not himself created, being Creator, 

yet because of the image of him created in the works, he says this as if of himself… 

And if so, the Word is not a creature in essence; but the wisdom which is in us and 

so called, is spoken of in this passage in the Proverbs’ (CA 1.40 [Metzler 255-6; 

NPNF² 4:390-1). 1041  Accordingly, the world recognizes the Creator from the 

Wisdom that is impressed in it and through that same Wisdom it comes to know the 

Father.1042 In the second place, Athanasius draws christological observations. In 

doing this, he applies all three elements of exegesis. First, he relates the ‘person’ 

(pro,swpon) of the text to Christ while distinguishing between what is proper to him 

as God and what is proper to him as man (aspects which Arians conflated to argue 

that he was a creature). He says: ‘And as to the character, it is indeed the Saviour’s, 

but is said of him when he took a body and said, The Lord created me a beginning 

of his ways unto his works. For as it properly belongs to God’s Son to be everlasting 

and in the Father’s bosom, so on his becoming man, the words befitted him, The 

                                                           
1039 wj̀ evmegalu,nqh ta. e;rga sou ku,rie( pa,nta evn sofi,a| evpoi,hsaj\ evplhrw,qh h̀ gh/ th/j kti,sew,j 

sou)  
1040 ta. ga.r avo,rata auvtou/ avpo. kti,sewj ko,smou toi/j poih,masin noou,mena kaqora/tai( h[ te avi,?dioj 

auvtou/ di,namij kai. qeio,thj( eivj to. ei=nai auvtou.j avnapologh,touj) 
1041  toiou,tou toi,nun tu,pou th/j sofi,aj ktisqe,ntoj evn h̀mi/n te kai. evn pa/si toi/j e;rgoij o;ntoj 

eivko,twj h̀ avlhqinh. kai. dhmiourgo.j sofi,a ta. tou/ tu,pou èauth/j eivj èauth.n avnalamba,nousa, fhsi to. 
k,urioj e;ktise, me eivj e;rga auvtou/) a] ga.r h̀ evn h̀mi/n sofi,a ei=pe( tau/ta auvto.j ò ku,rioj wj̀ i;dia le,gei\ 
kai. ouvk e;sti me.n auvto.j ktizo,menoj kti,sthj w;n( dia. de. th.n evn auvtoi/j toi/j e;rgoij eivko,na ktisqei/san 
auvtou tau/ta auvto.j wj̀ peri. èautou/ le,gei)))) w[ste ouvk e;sti kti,sma th/| ouvsi,a| o ̀lo,goj( avlla. peri. th/j 
evn h̀mi/n ou;shj kai. legome,nhj sofi,aj evsti. to. evn tai/j paroimi,aij r̀hto,n)  

1042 CA 1.40 [Metzler 256; NPNF² 4:391]. 
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Lord created me’ (De Decr. 14 [Opitz 12; NPNF² 4:159]).1043 Second, he relates 

Christ’s human aspect to the ‘time’ (kairo.n) when he became incarnated: ‘Now as 

to the time spoken of, he [the reader] will find for certain that, whereas the Lord 

always is, at length in fullness of the ages he became man; and whereas he is Son of 

God, he became Son of man also’ (De Decr. 14 [Opitz 12; NPNF² 4:159]).1044 

Finally, he points out that the ‘reason’, or ‘need’ (crei,an) why Christ came is for 

our salvation. He writes: ‘And as to the object he will understand, that, wishing to 

destroy our death, he took on himself a body from the virgin Mary; that by offering 

this unto the Father a sacrifice for all, he might deliver us all, who by fear of death 

were all our life through subject to bondage [Heb. 2:15]’ (De Decr. 14 [Opitz 12; 

NPNF² 4:159]).1045  

             Athanasius’ partitive exegesis allows a brief observation on the way he 

relates divine and human nature in Christ and links both of them to salvation. In all 

of the above instances his treatment of Scripture is guided by the principle of 

double account concerning Christ. Athanasius calls this the ‘scope and character’ 

(skopo.j kai. carakth,,r) of Scripture. In CA 3.29 [Savvidis 340; NPNF² 4:409], he 

specifies this as follows: ‘Now the scope and character of Holy Scripture, as we 

have often said, is this,—it contains a double account of the Saviour; that he was 

ever God, and is the Son, being the Father’s Word and Radiance and Wisdom; and 

that afterwards for us he took flesh of a virgin, Mary bearer of God, and was made 

man. And this scope is to be found throughout inspired Scripture, as the Lord 

himself has said, Search the Scriptures, for they are they which testify of me [Jn. 

5:39]’.1046 In his ‘Herméneutique de l’exégèse dogmatique d’Athanase’, Hermann 

Sieben suggests that Athanasius’ principle of double account should not mean that 

Scripture is to be approached in the consequential terms as if the Old Testament is 

                                                           
1043 to. de. pro,swpon tou/ me.n swth/ro,j evsti( to,te de. le,getai( o[te loipo.n labw.n to. sw/ma le,gei) 

ku,rioj e;ktise, me avrch.n òdw/n auvtou/ eivj e;rga auvtou/) wj̀ ga.r uiẁ/| qeou/ o;nti àrmo,zei kalw/j to. avidi,wj 
ei=nai kai. evn ko,lpoij ei=nai tou/ patro,j( ou[twj kai. avnqrw,pw| genome,nw| pre,pousa fwnh. to. ku,rioj 
e;ktise, me)  

1044 to.n me.n ou-n kairo.n tou/ r`htou/ tou,tou eùrh,sei kai. gnw,setai( o[ti avei. w'n o ̀ku,rioj u[steron 
evpi. suntelei,a| tw/n aivw,nwn ge,gonen a;nqrwpoj( kai. uiò.j w'n tou/ qeou/ ge,gone kai. uiò.j avnqrw,pou)  

1045  th.n de. crei,an noh,seien( o;ti to.n h̀mw/n qa,naton katargh/sai qe,lwn e;laben èautw/| sw/ma evk 
th/j parqe,nou mari,aj( i[na tou/to presene,gkaj qusi,an ùpe.r pa,ntwn tw/| patri. avpalla,xh| pa,ntaj h̀ma/j( 
o[soi fo,bw| qana,tou dia. panto.j tou/ zh/n e;nocoi h=men doulei,aj) 

1046 skopo.j toi,nun ou-toj kai. carakth.r th/j grafh/j( wj̀ polla,kij ei;pomen( diplh/n ei=nai th.n peri. 
tou/ swth/roj avpaggeli,an evn auvth/|( o[ti te avei. qeo.j h=n kai. e;stin o` uiò.j lo,goj w'n kai. avpau,gasma kai. 
sofi,a tou/ patro.j kai. o[ti u[steron di’ h̀ma/j sa,rka labw.n evk parqe,nou th/j qeoto,kou mari,aj 
a;nqrwpoj ge,gone) kai. e;sti me.n tou/ton eùrei/n dia. pa,shj th/j qeopneu,stou grafh/j shmaino,menon( wj̀ 
auvto.j o ̀ku,rioj ei;rhken\ evreuna/te ta.j grafa,j( o[ti auvtai, eivsin ai ̀marturou/sai peri. evmou/) 
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only about Christ’ divinity and the New Testament is about his incarnation.1047 

Rather, both the Old and New Testament are equal testimony of one and the same 

subject to be searched and recognized in them. If the time is to be distinguished it 

should be done in terms of promise and fulfilment relating both of them to Christ. 

Sieben’s argument agrees with my observations (made previously) regarding 

Athanasius’ epistemological principle of knowing Christ as God from his deeds set 

forth in his De Incarnatione. Whether these are the Logos’ works of creation in the 

Old Testament era,1048 or his bodily performance of the divine deeds in the New 

Testament times,1049  both point to him as God. This suggests that Athanasius’ 

distinction between the divine and human aspects in Christ is best seen as 

asymmetrical. They are not meant to be approached as two parts of Christ’s 

constitution, elements that make him who he is. (In his Ep. Epic. 8 [PG 26:1061c-

1064c], Athanasius argues that this approach could lead to a view that Christ’s flesh 

existed independently in heavens before he was born of Mary). Rather, Christ has 

always been God, and only at some point in time he assumed human nature. The 

latter is attributed to him as something that he added by becoming man; hence 

Christ does not depend on it for being who he is, God the Son. In CA 3.55 [Savvidis 

366-7; NPNF² 4:423, modified], Athanasius stresses this point by saying that 

‘through these means [such as displaying hunger and tears] he made it known that 

being divine and impassible, he took passible flesh, yet from his works also proved 

himself to be the Word of God and subsequently (u[steron) become man’.1050 The 

word ‘subsequently’ (u[steron) is used here to indicate that Christ is God in the first 

place and only later he became man for the purpose of salvation. The phrase ‘from 

his works [he] proved himself to be the Word of God’ shows that it was the second 

                                                           
1047 Sieben, ‘Herméneutique de l’exégèse dogmatique d’Athanase’, 211-2.  
1048 De Inc. 16 [Thomson 173]: ‘For the Word spread himself everywhere, above and below and 

in the depth and in the breadth: above, in creation; below, in the incarnation; in the depth, in hel; in 
breadth, in the world. Everything is filled with the knowledge of God’ (pantacou/ ga.r tou/ lo,gou 
èauto.n àplw,santoj( kai. a;nw kai. ka,tw kai. eivj to. ba,qoj kai. eivj to. pla,toj’ a;nw me.n eivj th.n kti,sin( 
ka,tw de. eivj th.n evnanqrw,phsin( eivj ba,qoj de. eivj to.n a[|dhn( eivj pla,toj de. eivj to.n ko,smon\ ta. pa,nta 
th.j peri. qeou/ gnw,sewj peplh,rwtai).  

1049 De Inc. 18 [Thomson 177]: ‘When therefore the theologians who speak of him say that he ate 
and drank and was born, know that the body was born as a body and was nourished on suitable food; 
but God the Word, who was with the body yet orders the universe, also made known through his 
actions in the body that he himself was not a man but God the Word’ (o[tan toi,nun evsqi,onta kai. 
pi,nonta kai. tikto,menon auvto.n le,gwsin oi ̀ peri. tou,tou qeolo,goi( gi,nwske o[ti to. me.n sw/ma( wj̀ 
sw/ma( evti,kteto kai. katallh,loij evtre,feto trofai/j( auvto.j de. o ̀ sunw.n tw/| sw,mati qeo.j lo,goj ta. 
pa,nta diakosmw/n( kai. di’ w-n eivrga,zeto evn tw/| sw,mati ouvk a;nqrwpon èauto,n( avlla. qeo.n lo,gon 
evgnw,rize). 

1050 evk me.n ga.r tw/n toiou,twn evgnw,rizen( o[ti qeo.j w'n avpaqh.j sa,rka paqhth.n e;laben( evk de. tw/n 
e;rgwn evdei,knuen eàuto.n lo,gon o;nta tou/ qeou/ kai. u[steron geno,menon a;nqrwpon le,gwn\ 
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person of the Trinity who accomplished these deeds, a motif that is also strongly 

articulated in his De Incarnatione. Athanasius applies this asymmetrical christology 

for soteriological purposes throughout his later works. Thus, in Ep. Epic. 9 [PG 

26:1065a; NPNF² 4:573] he affirms that Christ added flesh to himself ‘in order that 

the flesh may rise (avnasth/|) again’,1051 and in CA 2.70 [Metzler 247; NPNF² 4:386] 

he states: ‘For therefore the union (sunafh,) was of this kind, that he might unite 

(suna,yh|) what is man by nature (to.n fu,sei a;nqrwpon) to him who is in the nature 

of the Godhead, and his salvation and deification (qeopoi,hsij) might be sure’.1052 As 

in the De Incarnatione, Athanasius’ christology is soteriological; Christ affects 

salvation in his own body by becoming man. Anatolios puts it by saying that ‘the 

unity of Christ in Athanasius is best represented linguistically not as a substantive 

but as a verb’. 1053  And Behr remarks that ‘[t]here is a purpose to the Word’s 

becoming flesh, and this purpose determines how we are to understand the person 

of Christ’. 1054  This type of christology calls for a more specific discussion of 

Athanasius’ soteriology, and in the context of my focus, it invites a question of why 

deification is important for Athanasius and how it relates to other images of 

salvation.  

 

5.3.2 Deification in the Christian Context: Texts and Analysis 

Athanasius’ technical term for deification is the word group qeopoi,hsij( qeopoio,j, 

and qeopoie,w. These words occur total of 32 times1055  in 6 later writings―De 

decretis nicaenae Synodi, Contra Arianos, Epistulae quattuor ad Serapionem, 

Epistula de Synodis, Epistula ad Adelphium, Epistula ad Maximum. In addition, 

Athanasius has 5 quotations and one allusion to Ps. 81:6-7 [LXX] that says ‘you are 

gods and all of you the sons of the Most High [Ps 81:6-7 LXX]. They occur in 3 

                                                           
1051 i[na h̀ sa.rx avnasth/|)  
1052  dia. tou/to ga.r toiau,th ge,gonen h̀ sunafh,( i[na tw/| kata. fu,sin th/j qeo,thtoj suna,yh| to.n 

fu,sei a;nqrwpon kai. bebai,a ge,nhtai h̀ swthri,a kai. h̀ qeopoi,hsij auvtou/)  
1053 Anatolios, Athanasius: Coherence, 149.  
1054 Behr, The Nicene Faith, 2/1:222.  
1055 The list includes: De Decr. 14 [Metzler 12 (twice)]; CA 1.9 [Metzler 117-8 (quote from Ps. 

81:6 LXX)]; 1.38 [Metzler 148 (once)]; 1.39 [Metzler 149 (three times and two quotes from Ps. 81:6 
LXX)]; 1.42 [Metzler 152 (once)]; 1.45 [Metzler 155 (once)]; 2.47 [Metzler 224 (once)]; 2.70 
[Metzler 227 (four times)]; 3.19 [Savvidis 329 (quote from Ps. 81:6 LXX)]; 3.23 [Savvidis 333 
(once)]; 3.33 [Savvidis 344 (once)]; 3.34 [Savvidis 346 (once)]; 3.38 [Savvidis 349-50 (once)]; 3.39 
[Savvidis 351 (once)]; 3.48 [Savvidis 360 (once)]; 3.53 [Savvidis 365 (once)]; Ep. Ser. 1.24 
[Savvidis 511 (twice)]; De Syn. 26 [Opitz 252 (once)]; 51 [Opitz 274 (four times)]; Ep. Adelph. 4 
[PG 26:1077a (once)]; Ep. Max. 2 [PG 26:1088c (once)]; Ep. Afr. 7 [Brennecke 333 (allusion to Ps. 
81:6 LXX)]. Athanasius also uses deification once in De Inc. 54, which I have already discussed in 
ch. 3.  



 241

writings―Contra Orationes, Epistulae quattuor ad Serapionem, and Epistula ad 

Afros episcopos.1056 For my purposes, I have made a list of 26 passages (henceforth, 

I will abbreviate ‘passage’ as ‘pass.’) where Athanasius speaks about deification 

either by using his favourite technical term or by referring to Ps. 81:6-7 [LXX].1057 I 

divided them into three categories according to whether they relate deification to 

Christ’s body, to men, or to juridical aspects of salvation. I will consider each group 

first by citing the relevant passages (where deification terminology is underlined) 

and then by analyzing them within their respective categories. The only deification 

passage I have not included is Ep. Ser. 1.24 [Savvidis 511]; I will consider it when 

examining the work of the Holy Spirit.  

  

5.3.2.1 Deification and Christ’s Body 

5.3.2.1.1 Texts 

 

(1) He was not lessened by the envelopment of the body, but rather deified (evqeopoiei/to) it and 

rendered it immortal (De Decr. 14 [Metzler 12; NPNF² 4:159]).1058 

 

(2) And so too the words gave him are not written because of the Word himself; for even before 

he became man he was worshipped, as we have said, by the angels and the whole creation in 

virtue of being proper to the Father; but because of us and for us this too is written of him. For as 

Christ died and was exalted as man, so, as man, is he said to take what, as God, he ever had, that 

even such a grant of grace might reach to us. For the Word was not impaired in receiving a body, 

that he should seek to receive a grace, but rather he deified (evqeopoi,hsen) that which he put on, 

and more than that, gave it graciously to the race of man (CA 1.42 [Metzler 152; NPNF² 

4:330]).1059 

 

(3) And as the Son of Man, he himself is said after the manner of men to receive what proceeds 

from him, because his body is none other than his, and is a natural recipient of grace, as has been 

                                                           
1056 Athanasius’ references to Ps. 81:6 LXX, include: CA 1.9 [Metzler 117-8 (one quote)]; 1.39 

[Metzler 149 (two quotes)]; 3.19 [Savvidis 329 (one quote)]; Ep. Ser. 2.4 [Savvidis 543 (one quote)]; 
Ep. Afr. 7 [Brennecke 333 (allusion to Ps. 81:6 LXX)]. 

1057 In the quoted passages I have underlined every instance where Athanasius uses qeopoi,hsij( 
qeopoio,j, qeopoie,w, and Ps. 81:6 LXX. 

1058  ouv ga.r hvlattou/to th/| peribolh|/ tou/ sw,matoj( avlla. kai. ma/llon evqeopoiei/to tou/to kai. 
avqa,naton avpete,lei)  

1059 kai. ga.r kai. to. evcari,sato auvtw/| ouv di’ auvto.n to.n lo,gon ge,graptai\ h=n ga.r pa,lin kai. pri.n 
ge,nhtai a;nqrwpoj proskunou,menoj( w[sper ei;pomen( ùpo, te tw/n avgge,lwn kai. pa,shj th/j kti,sewj 
kata. th.n patrikh.n ivdio,thta( avlla. di’ h̀ma/j kai. ùpe.r h̀mw/n tou/to pa,lin peri. auvtou/ ei;rhtai) w[sper 
ga.r wj̀ a;nqrwpoj o ̀‘cristo.j avpe,qane kai.’ ùperuyw,qh( ou[twj ẁj a;nqrwpoj le,getai lamba,nein( o[per 
ei=cen avei. wj̀ qeo,j( i[na eivj h̀ma/j fqa,sh| kai. h̀ toiau,th doqei/sa ca,rij) ouv ga.r hvlattw,qh o` lo,goj 
sw/ma labw,n( i-na kai. ca,rin zhth,sh| labei/n( avlla. ma/llon kai. evqeopoi,hsen o[per evnedu,sato kai. ple,on 
evcari,sato tw/| ge,nei tw/n avnqrw,pwn tou/to)   
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said. For be received it as far as bis man’s nature was exalted; which exaltation was its being 

deified (qeopoiei/sqai). But such an exaltation the Word himself always had according to the 

Father’s Godhead and perfection, which was his (CA 1.45 [Metzler 155; NPNF² 4:330]).1060 

 

(4) Whence the truth shows us that the Word is not of things originate, but rather himself their 

Framer. For therefore did he assume the body originate and human, that having renewed it as its 

Framer, he might deify (qeopoih,sh|) it in himself, and thus might introduce us all into the kingdom 

of heaven after his likeness (CA 2.70 [Metzler 227; NPNF² 4:386]).1061  

 

(5) Therefore this is plain to everyone, that the flesh indeed is ignorant, but the Word himself, 

considered as the Word, knows all things even before they come to be. For he did not, when he 

became man, cease to be God; nor, whereas he is God does he shrink from what is man’s; perish 

the thought; but rather, being God, he has taken to him the flesh, and being in the flesh deifies 

(evqeopoi,ei) the flesh. For as he asked questions in it, so also in it did he raise the dead; and he 

showed to all that he who quickens the dead and recalls the soul, much more discerns the secret 

of all (CA 3.38 [Savvidis 349-50; NPNF² 4:414]).1062 

 

(6) While the disciples were seeing this, again he asked, ‘When shall the end be, and when will 

you appear?’ He said to them more clearly, It is not for you to know the times or the seasons 

which the Father has put in his own power [Acts 1:7]. And he did not then say, ‘No, not the Son’, 

as he said before humanly, but, ‘It is not for you to know’. For now the flesh had risen and put 

off its mortality and been deified (qeopoihqei/sa); and no longer did it become him to answer after 

the flesh when he was going into the heavens; but henceforth to teach after a divine manner, ‘It is 

not for you to know times or seasons which the Father hath put in his own power; but you shall 

receive Power’. And what is that Power of the Father but the Son? for Christ is ‘God’s Power and 

God’s Wisdom’ (CA 3.48 [Savvidis 360; NPNF² 4:420]).1063 

                                                           
1060 wj̀ de. uiò.j avnqrw,pou auvto.j avnqrwpi,nwj le,getai ta. par’ èautou/ de,cesqai dia. to. mh. ète,rou( 

avll’ auvtou/ ei=nai to. sw/ma to. fu,sin e;con tou/ de,cesqai th.n ca,rin( kaqa,per ei;rhtai) evla,mbane ga.r 
kata. to. ùyou/sqai to.n a;nqrwpon) u[ywsij de. h=n to. qeopoiei/sqai auvto,n) auvto.j de. o` lo,goj ei=cen avei. 
tou/to kata. th.n patrikh.n èautou/ qeo,thta kai. teleio,thta)  

1061  o[qen h̀ avlh,qeia dei,knusi mh. ei=nai tw/n genhtw/n to.n lo,gon( avlla. ma/llon tou,twn auvto.n 
dhmiourgo,n\ ou[tw ga.r kai. prosela,beto to. genhto.n kai. avnqrw,pinon sw/ma( i[na tou/to wj̀ dhmiourgo.j 
avnakaini,saj evn eàutw/| qeopoih,sh| kai. ou[twj eivj basilei,an ouvranw/n eivsaga,gh| pa,ntaj h̀ma/j kaq’ 
òmoio,thta evkei,nou) 

1062  ouvkou/n panti, tw| dh/lo,n evstin( o[ti th/j me.n sarko,j evsti to. avgnoei/n( auvto.j de. o` lo,goj( h-| 
lo,goj evsti,( ta. pa,nta kai. pri.n gene,sewj ginw,skei) ouv ga.r evpeidh. ge,gonen a;nqrwpoj( pe,pautai tou/ 
ei=nai qeo,j( ouvde. evpeidh. qeo,j evsti( feu,gei to. avnqrw,pinon―mh. ge,noito―( avlla. ma/llon qeo.j w'n 
prosela,mbane th.n sa,rka kai. evn sarki. w'n evqeopoi,ei th.n sa,rka) kai. ga.r w[sper evn auvth/| 
evpunqa,neto( ou[twj kai. evn auvth/| to.n nekro.n h;geire kai. pa/sin e;deixen( o[ti o ̀nekrou.j zwopoiw/n kai. 
th.n yuch.n avnakalou,menoj pollw/| ma/llon ta. krugpa,)  

1063  o[te kai. oi ̀ maqhtai. tou/to ble,pontej pa,lin hvrw,twn\ ‘po,te to. te,loj e;stai( kai. po,te su. 
paragi,nh|’( ei=pen auvtoi/j fanerw,teron\ ouvc ùmw/n evsti gnw/nai cro,nouj h' kairou,j( ou]j o` path.r e;qeto 
evn th/| ivdi,a| evxousi,a|) kai. ouvk ei=pe to,te ‘ouvde. o ̀ uiò,j’( w[sper ei=pe pro. tou,tou avnqrwpi,nwj( avll’\ 
‘ùmw/n ouvk e;sti gnw/nai’) loipo.n ga.r h=n h̀ sa.rx avnasta/sa kai. avpoqeme,nh th.n ne,krwsin kai. 
qeopoihqei/sa( kai. ouvke,ti e;prepe sarkikw/j auvto.n avpokri,nasqai avnerco,menon eivj tou.j ouvranou,j( 
avlla. loipo.n qei?kw/j dida,xai o-ti ‘ouvc um̀w/n evsti gnw/nai cro,nouj h' kairou,j( ou]j ò path.r e;qeto evn 
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(7) Therefore, as we have already said, not Wisdom, as Wisdom, advanced in respect of itself; 

but the manhood advanced in Wisdom, transcending by degrees human nature, and being deified 

(qeopoiou,menon), and becoming and appearing to all as the organ of Wisdom for the operation and 

the shining forth of the Godhead. Wherefore neither said he, ‘The Word advanced’, but Jesus, by 

which name the Lord was called when he became man; so that the advance is of the human 

nature in such wise as we explained above (CA 3.53 [Savvidis 365; NPNF² 4:422]).1064 

 

(8) Nor again, in saying that the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ is one only God, the only 

Ingenerate, do we therefore deny that Christ also is God before ages: as the disciples of Paul of 

Samosata, who say that after the incarnation he was deified (teqeopoih/sqai) by advance, from 

being made by nature a mere man. For we acknowledge, that though he be subordinate to his 

Father and God, yet, being before ages begotten of God, he is God perfect according to nature 

and true, and not first man and then God, but first God and then becoming man for us, and never 

having been deprived of being (De Syn. 26 [Opitz 252; NPNF² 4:463, slightly modified]).1065 

 

5.3.2.1.2 Analysis 

Asymmetrical Christology. In all of the above passages, the Logos is the subject that 

assumes the human body and deifies it. The relation is clearly asymmetrical. Christ 

does not come into existence as a result of the divine and human natures being 

joined together. Rather, he preexists as God, while his human mode of existence 

begins when he is born as man. The clearest expression of this idea is in pass. (8), 

where Athanasius contrasts the Nicene teaching about Christ with the doctrine of 

Paul of Samosata. While the latter taught that Christ was ‘a mere man’ who was 

later deified by the moral advance, orthodox Christians acknowledge that he is ‘not 

first man and then God, but first God and then becoming man for us’. Although 

being ‘subordinate to his Father and God’ the Logos is ‘yet, being before ages 

                                                                                                                                                                                                    
th/| ivdi,a| evxousi,a|( avlla. lhyesqe du,namin’) ti,j de. h̀ du,namij tou/ patro.j h' o ̀cristo,j* ‘cristo.j’ ga.r 
‘qeou/ du,namij kai. qeou/ sofi,a’)   

1064 dia. tou/to( ẁj proei,pomen( ouvc h̀ sofi,a( h-| sofi,a evsti,n( auvth. kaq’ èauth.n proe,kopten( avlla. 
to. avnqrw,pinon evn th/| sofi,a| proe,kopten ùperanabai/non kat’ ovli,gon th.n avnqrwpi,nhn fu,sin kai. 
qeopoiou,menon kai. o;rganon auvth/j gino,menon pro.j th.n evne,rgeian th/j qeo,thtoj kai. th.n e;klamyin 
auvth/j fai/non evn pa/si) dio. ouvde. ei=pen\ ‘o ̀lo,goj proe,kopten’( avlla. ‘ivhsou/j’( o[per o;noma geno,menoj 
a;nqrwpoj ò ku,rioj evklh,qh) wj̀ ei=nai th/j avnqrwpi,nhj fu,sewj th.n prokoph.n ou[twj wj̀ evn toi/j 
e;mprosqen ei;pomen)  

1065 ou;te mh.n e[na qeo.n mo,non le,gontej ei=nai to.n tou/ kuri,ou h̀mw/n ivhsou/ cristou/ pate,ra( to.n 
mo,non avge,nnhton( dia. tou/to avrnou,meqa kai. to.n cristo.n qeo.n ei=nai pro. aivw,nwn( op̀oi/oi, eivsin oi ̀
avpo. pau,lou tou/ samosate,wj u-steron auvto.n meta. th.n evnanqrw,phsin evk prokoph/j teqeopoih/sqai 
le,gontej tw/| th.n fu,sin yilo.n a;nqrwpon gegone,nai) oi;damen ga.r kai. auvto,n( eiv kai. ùpote,taktai tw/| 
patri. kai. tw/| qew/|( avll’ o[mwj pro. aivw,nwn gennhqe,nta evk tou/ qeou/ qeo.n kata. fu,sin te,leion ei=nai 
kai. avlhqh/ kai. mh. evx avnqrw,pwn meta. tau/ta qeo,n( avll’ evk qeou/ evnanqrwph/sai di’ h̀ma/j( kai. 
mhde,pote avpolwleko,ta to. ei=nai)  
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begotten of God, He is God perfect according to nature and true’. In pass. (2) and 

(3), Athanasius is at pain to explain that before Christ’s coming he was worshipped 

by the angels and the whole creation. Therefore, the Philippians passage where 

Christ is said to be given ‘the name that is above every name’ and ‘exalted to the 

highest place’ does not speak of his divine identity. Rather, it refers to his 

incarnated state when he took that which, as God, he always had ‘according to the 

Father’s Godhead and perfection’. In pass. (5), Athanasius uses this distinction to 

explain that according to his flesh, Christ did not know where Lazarus lay (he asked 

questions that show him to be ignorant), but according to his divinity he knew ‘all 

things even before they come to be’. To dispel the doubt about his divinity, Christ 

proves himself to be God by raising Lazarus from the dead, ‘for He did not, when 

He became man, cease to be God’.  

             Divinity and Humanity. Does Christ’s body affect his divinity and in what 

way does he deify his body? Throughout his writings, Athanasius articulates the 

relation between the human and divine natures in Christ by using the principle of 

exchange of attributions known as communicatio idiomatum. Thus, in CA 3.32 

[Savvidis 342-3; NPNF² 4:411], he argues that the unity of Christ’s person is such 

that his human and divine qualities and experiences can properly be referred to his 

other nature and we may speak of ‘the suffering of God’. He writes: ‘When the 

flesh suffered, the Word was not external to (ouvk h=n evkto,j) it; and therefore is the 

passion said to be his (le,getai kai. to. pa,qoj): and when he did divinely his Father’s 

works, the flesh was not external (ouvk h=n e;xwqen) to him, but in the body itself did 

the Lord do them’.1066 He continues:  

 

These things were so done, were so manifested, because he had a body, not in appearance, but in 

truth; and it became the Lord, in putting on human flesh, to put it on whole with the affections 

proper (tw/n ivdi,wn paqw/n) to it; that, as we say that the body was his own (i;dion), so also we may 

say that the affections of the body were proper to him alone (ta. tou/ sw,matoj pa,qh i;dia mo,non 

auvtou/ le,ghtai), though they did not touch him according to his Godhead (mh. h[pteto kata. th.n 

qeo,thta auvtou/). If then the body had been another’s, to him too had been the affections attributed 

(evkei,nou a'n le,goito kai. ta. pa,qh); but if the flesh is the Word’s (for ‘the Word became flesh’), of 

necessity then the affections also of the flesh are ascribed (le,getai ta. pa,qh) to him, whose the 

flesh is. And to whom the affections are ascribed, such namely as to be condemned, to be 

                                                           
1066 o[qen th/j sarko.j pascou,shj ouvk h=n evkto.j tau,thj o` lo,goj\ dia. tou/to ga.r auvtou/ le,getai kai. 

to. pa,qoj\ kai. qei?kw/j de. poiou/ntoj auvtou/ ta. e;rga tou/ patro.j ouvk h=n e;xwqen auvtou/ h̀ sa,rx( avll’ evn 
auvtw/| tw/| sw,mati tau/ta pa,lin o ̀ku,rioj evpoi,ei\  
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scourged, to thirst, and the cross, and death, and the other infirmities of the body, of him too is 

the triumph and the grace. For this cause then, consistently and fittingly such affections are 

ascribed not to another, but to the Lord; that the grace also may be from him (CA 3.32 [Savvidis 

343; NPNF² 4:411]).1067  

 

Obviously, Athanasius’ words here should not be taken to reflect the modern 

psychological concept of personal experiences. Rather, Athanasius’ intention is to 

distinguish in general between the subject of experiences and that which receives 

them. A helpful explanation of this point is offered by Anatolios who suggests that 

‘[f]or Athanasius, the interaction of passibility and impassibility in Christ is 

conceived not so much in terms of feeling and no-feeling, but of activity and 

passivity―in terms of what is acting upon what, and the distinction between the 

‘subject’ and ‘object’ within the process of transformation. Thus the unity and 

distinction in Christ is conceived in terms of the divine working upon the human in 

order to make the human divine’. 1068 Taking up the same point of activity and 

passivity, Behr remarks that ‘what is at stake for Athanasius is not whether Christ 

“felt” hunger, fear, and pain, whether he “really experienced” being human as we 

do, but the relationship between activity and passivity: Is Christ the active agent in 

this or the passive subject? “Suffering” here is to be understood in terms of 

“passivity”, being acted upon, rather than in terms of “feeling” or “experiencing”. 

In reverse, “impassibility” is not understood as a lack of involvement, or an 

inability to change; if God is impassible, this means that he is not subject to 

anything, that he cannot be compelled’.1069 In this context, Athanasius’ passages on 

the deification of Christ’s body reflect his concern to relate the divine subject to the 

human body in such a way that the former is not detrimented by the latter. From the 

standpoint of the modern psychology this creates a discomforting question as to 

whether Christ really experienced the suffering, but as Anatolios and Behr have 

warned us this question is not legitimate to Athanasius. Seeking both to safeguard 

                                                           
1067 tau/ta de. ou[twj evgi,neto kai. evdei,knuto( o[ti mh. fantasi,a| avlla. avlhqw/j e;cwn h=n sw/ma\ e;prepe 

de. to.n ku,rion evndidusko,menon avnqrwpi,nhn sa,rka( tau,thn meta. tw/n ivdi,wn paqw/n auvth/j o[lhn 
evndu,sasqai( i[na w[sper i;dion auvtou/ le,gomen ei=nai to. sw/ma( ou[twj kai. ta. tou/ sw,matoj pa,qh i;dia 
mo,non auvtou/ le,ghtai( eiv kai. mh. h[pteto kata. th.n qeo,thta auvtou/) eiv me.n ou=n ète,rou to. sw/ma( 
evkei,nou a'n le,goito kai. ta. pa,qh\ eiv de. tou/ lo,gou h̀ sa,rx―o ̀ga.r lo,goj sa.rx ege,neto―, avna,gkh kai. 
ta. th/j sarko.j pa,qh le,gesqai auvtou/( ou- kai. h̀ sa,rx evstin) ou- de. le,getai ta. pa,qh( oi-a, evsti ma,lista 
to. katakriqh/nai( to. mastigwqh/nai( to. diya/n kai. o ̀ stauro.j kai. o ̀ qa,natoj kai. ai` a;llai tou/ 
sw,matoj avsqe,neiai( tou,tou kai. to. kato,rqwma kai. h̀ ca,rij evsti,) dia. tou/to toi,nun avkolou,qwj kai. 
prepo,ntwj ouvk a;llou( avlla. tou/ kuri,ou le,getai ta. toiau/ta pa,qh( i[na kai. h̀ ca,rij par’ auvtou/)  

1068 Anatolios, Athanasius: Coherence, 155.  
1069 Behr, The Nicene Faith, 2/1:227.  
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the divinity and at the same time to affirm the real suffering of the incarnate Logos, 

he wants that neither be undermined. While the two previously quoted passages 

from CA 3.32 [Savvidis 342-3] are aimed at affirming the reality of Christ’s 

suffering, the deification passages mainly seek to keep his divinity unharmed. Thus, 

in pass. (1), Athanasius contends that the Logos’ divinity did not lessen as a result 

of his incarnation. Rather, the Logos, being God, ‘divinized it and rendered it 

immortal’. According to pass. (2), (5), (6), and (7), the Logos ‘was not impaired in 

receiving a body’ (even though the latter grew in wisdom and advance) and ‘did not 

shrink from what is man’s’. Instead, he ‘renewed’ his body as ‘its Framer’, ‘put off 

its mortality’, deified and raised it in himself. Having deified his body, the Logos 

used it as his ‘organon’, or instrument. Hence, his human actions had a salvific 

effect. In pass. (2), Athanasius writes: ‘As Christ died and was exalted as man, so, 

as man, is He said to take what, as God, he ever had, that even such a grant of grace 

might reach to us’. He develops this idea much more extensively in the next set of 

passages. 

 

5.3.2.2 Deification of Men 

5.3.2.2.1 Texts 

 

(9) The Word was made flesh [Jn. 1:14] in order to offer up this body for all, and that we 

partaking of his Spirit, might be deified (qeopoihqh/nai), a gift which we could not otherwise have 

gained than by his clothing himself in our created body, for hence we derive our name of “men of 

God” and “men in Christ”. But as we, by receiving the Spirit, do not lose our own proper 

substance, so the Lord, when made man for us, and bearing a body, was no less God (De Decr. 

14 [Metzler 12; NPNF² 4:159). 1070 

 

(10) Therefore, if, even before the world was made, the Son had that glory, and was Lord of 

glory and the Highest, and descended from heaven, and is ever to be worshipped, it follows that 

he had not promotion from his descent, but rather himself promoted the things which needed 

promotion; and if he descended to effect their promotion, therefore he did not receive in reward 

the name of the Son and God, but rather he himself has made us sons of the Father, and deified 

(evqeopoi,hse) men by becoming himself man (CA 1.38 [Metzler 148; 328-9]).1071 

                                                           
1070  o ̀ ga.r lo,goj sa.rx evge,neto( i[na kai. prosene,gkh| tou/to ùpe.r pa,ntwn kai. h̀mei/j evk tou/ 

pneu,matoj auvtou/ metalabo,ntej qeopoihqh/nai dunhqw/men a;llwj ouvk a'n tou,tou tuco,ntej( eiv mh. to. 
ktisto.n h̀mw/n auvto.j evnedu,sato sw/ma 

1071 ouvkou/n eiv kai. pro. tou/ to.n ko,smon gene,sqai th.n do,xan ei=cen o ̀uiò.j kai. kurioj th/j do,xhj h=n 
u[yisto,j te h=n kai. evx ouvranou/ kate,bh kai. avei. proskunhto,j evstin( ouvk a;ra kataba.j evbeltiw,qh( avlla. 
ma/llon evbelti,wsen auvto.j ta. deo,mena beltiw,sewj\ kai. eiv tou/ beltiw/sai ca,rin katabe,bhken( ouvk a;ra 
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(11) Therefore he was not man, and then became God, but he was God, and then became man, 

and that to deify (qeopoih,sh|) us. Since, if when he became man, only then he was called Son and 

God, but before he became man, God called the ancient people sons, and made Moses a god of 

Pharaoh (and Scripture says of many, God stands in the congregation of gods [Ps. 81:1 LXX]), it 

is plain that he is called Son and God later than they. How then are all things through him, and he 

before all? or how is he first-born of the whole creation [Col. 1:15], if he has others before him 

who are called sons and gods? [Ps. 81:6 LXX] And how is it that those first partakers do not 

partake of the Word? This opinion is not true; it is a device of our present Judaizers. For how in 

that case can any at all know God as their Father? for adoption there could not be apart from the 

real Son, who says, ‘No one knows the Father, save the Son, and he to whomsoever the Son will 

reveal him. And how can there be deifying (qeopoi,hsij) apart from the Word and before him? yet, 

says he to their brethren the Jews, If he called them gods [Ps 81:6 LXX], unto whom the Word of 

God came’. And if all that are called sons and gods [Ps 81:6 LXX], whether in earth or in 

heaven, were adopted and deified (evqeopoih,qhsan) through the Word, and the Son himself is the 

Word, it is plain that through him are they all, and he himself before all, or rather he himself only 

is very Son, and he alone is very God from the very God, not receiving these prerogatives as a 

reward for his virtue, nor being another beside them, but being all these by nature and according 

to essence (CA 1.39 [Metzler 149; NPNF² 4:329]).1072 

 

(12) So, if it is said in the Proverbs He created [Prov. 8:30] we must not conceive that the whole 

Word is in nature a creature, but that he put on the created body and that God created him for our 

sakes, preparing for him the created body, as it is written, for us, that in him we might be capable 

of being renewed and deified (qeopoihqh/nai). What then deceived you, O senseless, to call the 

Creator a creature? (CA 2.47 [Metzler 224; NPNF² 4:374]).1073 

                                                                                                                                                                                                    
misqo.n e;sce to. le,gesqai ui`o.j kai. qeo,j( avlla ma/llon auvto.j uiòpoi,hsen h̀ma/j tw/| patri, kai. 
evqeopoi,hse tou.j avnqrw,pouj geno,menoj auvto.j a;nqrwpoj) 

1072 ouvk a;ra a;nqrwpoj w;n u[steron ge,gone qeo,j( avlla. qeo.j w'n u[steron ge,gonen a;nqrwpoj( i[na 
ma/llon h̀ma/j qeopoih,sh|\ evpei. eiv( o[te ge,gonen a;nqrwpoj( to,te uiò.j kai. qeo.j evle,cqh( pro. de. tou/ 
ge,nhtai a;nqrwpoj( uiòu.j e;lege tou.j pa,lai laou.j o ̀qeo.j kai. mwsh/n evti,qei qeo.n tou/ faraw. kai. evpi. 
pollw/n h̀ grafh, fhsin\ qeo.j e;sth evn sunagwgh/| qew/n( dh/lo,n evstin wj̀ men’ auvtou.j kai. uiò.j kai. 
qeo.j ou-toj evle,cqh) pw/j ou=n pa,nta di’ auvtou/ kai. auvto,j evsti pro. pa,ntwn h; pw/j prwto,tokoj pa,shj 
th/j kti,sewj e;cwn tou.j pro. auvtou/ klhqe,ntaj uiòu.j kai. qeou,j* pw/j de. oi` metoch/| prw/toi ouv 
mete,cousi lo,gou* ouvk e;stin avlhqh.j au[th h̀ do,xa\ parexeu,resi,j evsti tw/n nu/n ivoudai?zo,ntwn) pw/j ga.r 
o[lwj du,nantai tinej evpignw/nai pate,ra to.n qeo,n* ou;te ga.r uiòqesi,a ge,noit’ a'n cwri.j tou/ avlhqinou/ 
uiòu/ le,gontoj auvtou/ ‘ouvdei.j evpiginw,skei to.n pate,ra( eiv mh. o ̀ uiò.j kai. w-| a'n ò uiò.j avpokalu,yh|’. 
pw/j de. kai. qeopoi,hsij ge,noit’ a'n cwri.j tou/ lo,gou( kai. pro. auvtou/ kai,toi le,gontoj auvtou/ pro.j tou/j 
avdelfou.j tou,twn ivoudaiouj( ‘eiv ekei,nouj qeou.j ei=pe( pro.j ou[j o ̀ lo,goj tou/ qeou/ evge,neto’* eiv de. 
pa,ntej o[soi uiòi, te kai. qeoi. evklh,qhsan ei;te evpi. gh/j ei;te evn ouvranoi/j dia. tou/ lo,gou uiòpoih,qhsan 
kai. evqeopoih,qhsan( auvto.j de. ò uiò,j evstin o ̀lo,goj( dh/lon o[ti di’ auvtou/ me.n oi ̀pa,ntej( auvto.j de. pro. 
pa,ntwn( ma/llon de. mo,noj auvto.j avlhqino.j uiò.j kai. mo,noj ‘ek tou/ avlhqinou/ qeou/ qwo.j avlhqino,j’ 
evstin( ouv misqo.n avreth/j tau/ta labw.n ouvde. a;lloj w'n para. tau/ta( avlla. fu,sei kat’ ouvsi,an w'n 
tau/ta) ge,nnhma ga.r th/j tou/ patro.j ouvsi,aj ùpa,rcei( w[ste mhde. avmfiba,llein o[ti kaq’ o`moio,thta tou/ 
avtre,ptou patro.j a;trepto,j evsti kai. o` lo,goj)  

1073 ou[twj eva.n avkou,wmen evn tai/j paroimi,aij to. e;ktisen( ouv dei/ kti,sma th/| fu,sei o[lon noei/n to.n 
lo,gon( avll’ o[ti to. ktisto.n evnedu,sato sw/ma kai. ùpe.r hmw/n e;ktisen auvto.n o ̀ qeo.j eivj h̀ma/j to. 
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(13) For man had not been deified (evqeopoih,qh) if joined to a creature, or unless the Son were 

very God; nor had man been brought into the Father’s presence, unless he had been his natural 

and true Word who had put on the body…. For therefore the union was of this kind, that he might 

unite what is man by nature to him who is in the nature of the Godhead, and his salvation and 

deification (qeopoi,hsij) might be secure (CA 2.70 [Metzler 227; NPNF² 4:386]).1074 

 

(14) And this being so, no heretic shall object, ‘Wherefore rises the flesh, being by nature mortal? 

and if it rises, why not hunger too and thirst, and suffer, and remain mortal? for it came from the 

earth, and how can its natural condition pass from it?’ since the flesh is able now to make answer 

to this so contentious heretic, ‘I am from earth, being by nature mortal, but afterwards I have 

become the Word’s flesh’, and he ‘carried’ my affections, though he is without them; and so I 

became free from them, being no more abandoned to their service because of the Lord who has 

made me free from them. For if you object to my being rid of that corruption which is by nature, 

see that you object not to God’s Word having taken my form of servitude; for as the Lord, putting 

on the body, became man, so we men are deified (qeopoiou,meqa) by the Word as being taken to 

him through his flesh, and henceforward inherit life ‘everlasting’ (CA 3.34 [Savvidis 346; NPNF² 

4:412-3]).1075 

 

(15) But if that he might redeem mankind, the Word did come among us; and that he might 

hallow and deify (qeopoih,sh|) them, the Word became flesh (and for this he did become), who 

does not see that it follows, that what he says that he received, when he became flesh, that he 

mentions, not for his own sake, but for the flesh? for to it, in which he was speaking, pertained 

the gifts given through him from the Father (CA 3.39 [Savvidis 351; NPNF² 4:415]).1076 

 

(16) So then, the Word glorifies creatures, and after he has deified (qeopoiw/n) them and made 

them sons of God, he leads them to the Father. But that which joins creatures to the Word cannot 

                                                                                                                                                                                                    
ktisto.n auvtw/| ‘katarti,saj’( wj̀ ge,graptai( ‘sw/ma’( i[n’ evn auvtw/| avnakainisqh/nai kai. qeopoihqh/nai 
dunhqw/men) ti, toi,nun ùma/j hvpa,thsen( w= avno,htoi( eivpei/n to.n kti,sthn kti,sma)  

1074 ouvk a;n de. pa,lin evqeopoih,qh kti,smati sunafqei.j o ̀a;nqrwpoj( eiv mh. qeo.j h=n avlhqino.j o ̀uiò,j\ 
kai. ouvk a'n pare,sth tw/| patri. ò a;nqrwpoj( eiv mh. fu,sei kai. avlhqino.j h=n auvtou/ lo,goj o ̀evndusa,menoj 
to. sw/ma)  

1075 tou,tou de. ou[twj o;ntoj ouvk evgkale,sei tij air̀etiko,j\ ‘dia. ti, avni,statai h̀ sa.rx fu,sei qnhth. 
tugca,nousa* eiv de. kai. avni,statai( dia. ti, mh. pa,lin peina/| kai. diya/| kai. pa,scei kai. me,nei qnhth* evk 
ga.r th/j gh/j ge,gone( kai. to. kata. fu,sin pw/j a'n avp’ auvth/j pau,soito*’ duname,nhj to,te th/j sarko.j 
avpokri,nesqai pro.j to.n ou[twj filo,neikon air̀etiko,n\ ‘eivmi. me.n evk gh/j kata. fu,sin qnhth,( avll’ 
u[steron tou/ lo,gou ge,gona sa,rx( kai. ‘auvto.j evba,staxe,’ mou ta. pa,qh kai,toi avpaqh.j w;n\ evgw. de. 
tou,twn ge,gona evleuqe,ra ouvk avfieme,nh douleu,ein e;ti tou,toij dia. to.n evleuqerw,santa, me ku,rion avpo. 
tou,twn) eiv ga.r evgkalei/j( o[ti th/j kata. fu,sin avphlla,ghn fqora/j( o[ra mh. evgkale,sh|j( o[ti ò tou/ qeou/ 
lo,goj th.n evmh.n ‘th/j doulei,aj e;labe morfh,n’) wj̀ ga.r o ̀ ku,rioj evndusa,menoj to. sw/ma ge,gonen 
a;nqrwpoj( ou[twj h̀mei/j oi ̀ a;nqrwpoi para. tou/ lo,gou te qeopoiou,meqa proslhfqe,ntej dia. th/j 
sarko.j auvtou/ kai. loipo.n zwh.n aivw,nion klhronomou/men) 

1076 eiv de. i[na lutrw,shtai to. ge,noj to. avnqrw,pinon( evpedh,mhsen o ̀lo,goj( kai. i[na auvtou.j àgia,sh| 
kai. qeopoih,sh|( ge,gonen ò lo,goj sa.rx―tou,tou ga.r ca,rin kai. ge,gone―( ti,ni loipo.n ouvk e;sti 
fanero,n( o[ti tau/ta a[per eivlhfe,nai le,gei( o[te ge,gone sa,rx( ouv di’ èauto,n( avlla. dia. th.n sa,rka 
le,gei* evn h-| ga.r h=n le,gwn( tau,thj h=n kai. ta. dido,mena cari,smata di’ auvtou/ para. tou/ patro,j)  
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be a creature. And that which makes creatures sons cannot be foreign to the Son. Otherwise 

another spirit would be needed by which this Spirit could be joined to the Word. But this is 

absurd. And so, the Spirit is not one of the things that has come into existence, but is proper to 

the divinity of the Father. In him the Word deifies (qeopoiei/) all that has come into existence. And 

the one in whom creatures are deified (qeopoiei/tai) cannot himself be external to the divinity of 

the Father (Ep. Ser. 1.25 [Savvidis 511; PPS 92-3, slightly modified]).1077 

 

(17) And again, if, as we have said before, the Son is not such by participation, but, while all 

things originated have by participation the grace of God, he is the Father’s Wisdom and Word of 

which all things partake, it follows that he, being the deifying (qeopoio,n) and enlightening power 

of the Father, in which all things are deified (qeopoiei/tai) and quickened, is not alien in essence 

from the Father, but coessential. For by partaking of him, we partake of the Father; because that 

the Word is the Father’s own. Whence, if he was himself too from participation, and not from the 

Father his essential Godhead and Image, he would not deify (evqeopoi,hse), being deified 

(qeopoiou,menoj) himself. For it is not possible that he, who merely possesses from participation, 

should impart of that partaking to others, since what he has is not his own, but the Giver’s; and 

what he has received, is barely the grace sufficient for himself (De Syn. 51 [Opitz 274; NPNF² 

4:477]).1078 

 

(18) For he has become Man, that he might deify (qeopoih,sh|) us in himself, and he has been born 

of a woman, and begotten of a virgin, in order to transfer to himself our erring generation, and 

that we may become henceforth a holy race, and partakers of the divine nature [2 Pet 1:4], as 

blessed Peter wrote. And what the law could not do in that it was weak through the flesh, God 

sending his own Son in the likeness of sinful flesh, and for sin, condemned sin in the flesh [Rom. 

8:3] (Ep. Adelph. 4 [PG 26:1077a; NPNF² 4:576]).1079 

 

(19) For the body they beheld was not that of some man, but of God, being in which, even when 

being crucified, he raised the dead. Accordingly it is no good venture of theirs to say that the 

                                                           
1077 evn tou,tw| g’ ou=n o ̀lo,goj th.n kti,sin doxa,zei(  qeopoiw/n de. kai. uiòpoiw/n prosa,gei tw/| patri,) 

to. de. suna,pton tw/| lo,gw| th.n kti,sin ouvk a'n ei;h auvto. tw/n ktisma,twn) kai. to. uiòpoiou/n de. th.n 
kti,sin ouvk a'n ei;h xe,non tou/ uiòu/( evpei. zhtei/n e[teron avna,gkh pneu/ma( i[na kai. tou/to evn evkei,nw| 
sunafqh/| tw/| lo,gw|) avll’ a;topon tou/to) ouvk a;ra tw/n genhtw/n evsti to. pneu/ma( avll’ i;dion th/j tou/ 
patro.j qeo,thtoj( evn w-| kai. ta. genhta. o ̀lo,goj qeopoiei/) evn w-| de. qeopoiei/tai h̀ kti,sij( ouvk a'n ei;h 
evkto.j auvto. th/j tou/ patro.j qeo,thtoj)  

1078 pa,lin te eiv( kaqa. proei,pomen( ouvk evk metousi,aj evsti.n o` ui`o,j( avlla. ta. me.n genhta. pa,nta evk 
metousi,aj e;cei th.n para. qeou/ ca,rin( auvto.j de. tou/ patro.j sofi,a kai. lo,goj evsti,n( ou- mete,cei ta. 
pa,nta( dh/lon o[ti auvto.j w'n to. qeopoio.n kai. fwtistiko.n tou/ patro,j( evn w-| ta. pa,nta qeopoiei/tai kai. 
zwopoiei/tai( ouvk avllotrioou,sio,j evsti tou/ patro,j( avll’ om̀oou,sioj) tou,tou ga.r metalamba,nontej tou/ 
patro.j mete,comen dia. to. tou/ patro.j ei=nai i;dion to.n lo,gon) o[qen eiv h=n evk metousi,aj kai. auvto.j kai. 
mh. evx aùtou/ ouvsiw,dhj qeo,thj kai. eivkw.n tou/ patro,j( ouvk a'n evqeopoi,hse qeopoiou,menoj kai. auvto,j) ouv 
ga.r oi-o,n te to.n evk metousi,aj e;conta metadido,nai th/j metalh,yewj et̀e,roij( o[ti mh. auvtou/ evstin o[ 
e;cei( avlla. tou/ dedwko,toj( kai. o] e;labe mo,gij th.n avrkou/san auvtw/| ca,rin e;labe)   

1079  ge,gone ga.r a;nqrwpo,j( i[n’ h̀ma.j evn èautw/| qeopoih,sh|\ kai. ge,gonen evk gunaiko.j( kai. 
gege,nnhtai evk parqe,nou( i[na th.n h̀mw/n planhqei/san ge,nnhsin eivj èauto.n metene,gkh( kai. genw,meqa 
loipo.n ge,noj a[gion( kai. koinwnoi. qei,aj fu,sewj( wj̀ e;grayen o ̀maka,rioj pe,troj) kai. to. avdu,naton 
de. tou/ no,mou( evn w-| hvsqe,nei dia. th/j sarko,j( o` qeo.j to.n èautou/ uiò.n pe,myaj evn om̀oiw,mati sarko.j 
àmarti,aj( kai. peri. àmarti,aj kate,krine th.n àmarti,an evn th/| sarki,)  
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Word of God came into a certain holy man; for this was true of each of the prophets and of the 

other saints, and on that assumption he would clearly be born and die in the case of each one of 

them. But this is not so, far be the thought. But once for all at the consummation of the ages 

[Heb. 9:26], to put away sin’ the Word was made flesh [Jn. 1:14] and proceeded forth from Mary 

the virgin, man after our likeness, as also he said to the Jews, Wherefore seek ye to kill me, a man 

that has told you the truth? [Jn. 8:40]. And we are deified (qeopoiou,meqa) not by partaking of the 

body of some man, but by receiving the body of the Word himself (Ep. Max. 2 [PG 26:1088c; 

NPNF² 4:578-9]).1080 

 

(20) Wherefore he is very God, existing one in essence with the very Father; while other beings, 

to whom he said, I said you are gods [Ps. 81:6 LXX], had this grace from the Father, only by 

participation of the Word, through the Spirit (CA 1.9 [Metzler 117-8; NPNF² 4:311]).1081  

 

(21) But if some have been called gods, they are not gods by nature but by participation in the 

Son. For so he spoke: if he called them gods to whom the Word of God came [Jn. 10:35]. Hence, 

since they are not gods by nature, there comes a time when some of them change and hear him 

say: I said: you are gods and all of you the sons of the Most High, but you will die like men [Ps 

81:6-7 LXX]. Such was the one who heard: You are a human being, and not a god [Ezek. 28:2]. 

But the Son is true God, just as the Father is. For the Son is in the Father and the Father in the 

Son―this is what John wrote this, as has been shown (Ep. Ser. 1.25 [Savvidis 543; PPS 110-

1]).1082 

  

(22) For as, although there be one Son by nature, True and Only-begotten, we too become sons, 

not as he in nature and truth, but according to the grace of him that calls, and though we are men 

from the earth, are yet called gods [Ps. 81:6 LXX], not as the true God or his Word, but as has 

pleased God who has given us that grace (CA 3.19 [Savvidis 329; NPNF² 4:404]).1083 

                                                           
1080  ouv ga.r avnqrw,pou tino.j h=n to. blepo,menon sw/ma avlla. qeou/( evn w-| tugca,nwn kai. o[te 

evstaurou/to( h;geire nekrou,j) dio. ouvde. kalo.n evkei/no auvtw/n to,lmhma to. la,bwn( o[ti eivj a;nqrwpo,n 
tina a[gion evge,neto ò qeou/ lo,goj $tou/to ga.r evn èka,stw| evge,neto tw/n profhtw/n kai. tw/n a;llwn 
avgi,wn%( i[na mh. kaq’ e[kaston gennw,menoj( kai. pa,lin avpoqnh,skwn fai,nhtai) ouvk e;ti de. ou;twj\ mh. 
ge,noito\ avll’ a[pax evpi. suntelei,a| tw/n aivw,nwn ei;j avqh,thsin th/j am̀arti,aj auvto.j o ̀ lo,goj sa.rx 
evge,neto( kai. evk mari,aj th/j parqe,nou proh/lqen a;nqrwpoj kaq’ om̀oi,wsin h̀mete,ran( wj̀ kai. pro.j 
ivoudai,ouj e;fh\ ti, zhtei/te, me avpoktei/nai a;nqrwpon( o[j th.n avlh,qeian ùmi/n lela,lhka* ouvk avnqrw,pou 
te, tinoj mete,contej( sw,matoj( avlla. auvtou/ tou/ lo,gou sw/ma lamba,nontej( qeopoiou,meqa)  

1081 dio. qeo,j evstin avlhqino.j avlhqinou/ patro.j ‘òmoou,sioj’ ùpa,rcwn) ta. de. a;lla( oi-j ei=pen\ evgw. 
ei=pa\ qeoi, evste( mo,non metoch/| tou/ logou, dia. tou/ pneu,matoj tau,thn e;cousi th.n ca,rin para. tou/ 
patro,j)  

1082 eiv de. kai. qeoi, tinej evklh,qhsan( avll’ ouv th/| fu,sei( avlla. th/| metousi,a| tou/ uiòu/( ou[tw ga.r kai. 
auvto.j ei=pen\ ‘eiv evkei,nouj qeou.j ei=pe( pro.j ou]j o ̀ lo,goj tou/ qeou/ evge,neto\( dio. kai. mh. o;ntej th/| 
fu,sei qeoi,( e;stin o[te tine.j tre,pontai avkou,ontej’ ‘evgw. ei=pa\ qeoi, evste kai. uiòi. ùyi,stou pa,ntej\ 
ùmei/j de,( wj̀ a;nqrwpoi( avpoqnh,skete’) toiou/toj h-n o ̀avkou,saj\ ‘su. de. ei= a;nqrwpoj kai. ouv qeo,j’) o ̀
de. uiò.j qeo.j avlhqino,j evstin( wj̀ o ̀path,r) evn auvtw/| ga,r evstin kai. o ̀path.r evn tw/| uiẁ|/\ kai. o ̀me.n 
ivwa,nnhj e;grayen)  

1083 w`j g.ar èno.j o;ntoj tou/ uiòu/ fu,sei kai. avlhqinou/ kai. monogenou/j gino,meqa kai. h̀mei/j uiòi. ouvc 
ẁj evkei/noj fu,sei kai. avlhqei,a|( avlla. kata. ca,rin tou/ kale,santoj( kai. a;nqrwpoi tugca,nontej avpo. 
gh/j ‘qeoi.’ cremati,zomen ouvc wj̀ o ̀ avlhqino.j qeo.j h' o` tou,tou lo,goj( avll’ wj̀ hvqe,lhsen o ̀ tou/to 
carisa,menoj qeo,j)   
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(23) For we too, albeit we cannot become like God in essence, yet by progress in virtue imitate 

God, the Lord granting us this grace, in the words, Be ye merciful as your Father is merciful 

[Luke 6:36]. Be ye perfect as your heavenly Father is perfect [Mt. 5:48] (Ep. Afr. 7 [Brennecke 

333; NPNF² 4:492]).1084 

 

5.3.2.2.2 Analysis 

Christ’s Solidarity with mankind. Describing the deification of mankind, Athanasius 

consistently identifies Christ’s humanity with ours. While earlier scholars1085 tended 

to explain this type of christology in terms of the Platonic model of universal 

reality, recent commentators have proposed that a more fruitful way of approaching 

it is to consider Christ’s humanity as having a representative significance. Taking a 

mediating position, Roldanus suggests that Christ’s identification with humanity is 

best understood in terms of the exchange of properties. Citing CA 3.33, he argues 

that ‘qu’Athanase croit à une transmission très rèelle des propriétés entre le Verbe 

et les hommes. Les propriétés (ta. i;dia) de la chair ou du corps, qu’il désigne aussi 

comme sa faiblesse (avsqenei,a) et surtout comme sa capacité de souffrir (pa,qh) ont 

été prises en charge par le  Verbe lors de son incarnation. Il s’est approprié cette 

chair dans toutes ses imperfections. En conséquence, ces propriétés, toutes 

naturelles qu’elles soient, ne continuent plus à dominer l’homme; il en est libéré et 

participe aux forces naturelles du Verbe: notre corruptibilité, conséquence ultime de 

la faiblesse naturelle et du péché, est échangée avec ces deux causes contre la vie 

éternelle’. 1086  Emphasizing the representative aspect of Athanasius’ christology, 

Torrance depicts salvation ‘as taking place within the mediatorial life and person of 

the Incarnate Son. Just as he thought of the Logos as internal to the being of God, so 

he thinks of our salvation as taking place in the inner relations of the Mediator 

(mesi,thj), and not simply in Christ’s external relations with sinners’.1087 Similarly, 

Anatolios writes that ‘our whole salvation and deification are rooted in our human 

conditions’ being “ascribed” to the Word, for that is what essentially constitutes our 

                                                           
1084  kai. ga.r kai. h̀mei/j kai,toi mh. duna,menoi o[moioi kat’ ouvsi,an tou/ qeou/ gene,sqai( o[mwj evx 

avreth/j beltiou,menoi mimou,meqa to.n qeo.n carisame,nou kai. tou/to tou/ kuri,ou kai. le,gontoj\ gi,nesqe 
oivkti,rmonej( wj̀ ò path.r ùmw/n oivkti,rmwn evsti,\ kai. gi,nesqe te,leioi( ẁj o ̀path.r ùmw/n o ̀ouvra,nioj 
te,leio,j evsti)  

1085  e.g. Harnack, Lehrbuch der Dogmengeschichte, 3:295-303; Gross, La Divinisation du 
Chrétien, 208-9; Kelly, Early Christian Doctrines, 378-9; Norman, ‘Deification: The Content of 
Athanasian Soteriology’, 98-100.   

1086 Roldanus, Le Christ et l’homme dans la Théologie d’Athanase d’Alexandrie, 181.  
1087 Torrance, Divine Meaning, 192-3. 
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own being “Worded”’. He also suggests (primarily on the basis of Athanasius’ 

double treatise) that  

 

[t]he body… seems to represent for Athanasius what most immediately belongs to humanity, as 

its own, and thus what is primarily to be transcended. The soul is not conceived in the same 

way―as that which is to be transcended―not because it is naturally superior to the body or more 

“divine”, but simply because the soul is supposed to be the organ which actually effects this self-

transcendence. In other words, the soul is conceived more as the subject of self-transcendence 

because it is evil, but precisely because it is what is “closest to humanity”. Surprisingly then, and 

in a striking departure from a prevailing Platonic identification of humanness with the soul 

(which is basically the position of Origen), it seems that for Athanasius the “selfness” of being 

human resides particularly in the body.1088  

 
These observations fit well Athanasius’ statement in pass. (9), where incarnation 

itself is considered to have a divinizing effect, ‘for as the Lord, putting on the body, 

became man, so we men are deified by the Word as being taken into him through 

his flesh’. In pass. (18), Athanasius describes the result of this ‘being taken into 

him’ as an act of divinizing transfer of our erring generation to Christ. He says the 

Logos ‘has become man, so that he might deify us in himself, and he has been born 

of a woman, and begotten of a virgin, in order to transfer to himself our erring 

generation’. The efficacy of our being in Christ’s body is illustrated in pass. (19), 

where Athanasius contends against those who think that Christ simply ‘came into a 

certain holy man’. In response, he argues that this was true of the prophets and 

saints, while Christ ‘proceeded forth from Mary the virgin, becoming man after our 

likeness’. Therefore, ‘we are deified not by partaking of the body of some man, but 

by receiving the body of the Word himself’. According to this passage there are two 

types of participation. Partaking of the body of some man does not do anything 

because the man is not God, whereas partaking of Christ’s body makes us deified 

because he is God incarnate. In pass. (17), Athanasius calls Christ ‘the deifying and 

enlightening power of the Father’, and says that his ability to deify is grounded on 

the fact that he is one with the Father. If he were not the Father’s own, he would 

himself be in need of deification rather than deifying us all. In pass. (14), 

Athanasius shows that incarnation is purposive for Christ came in order to offer his 

body for all. He says: ‘the Word was made flesh in order to offer up this body for 

all, and that we… might be deified’. 
                                                           

1088 Anatolios, Athanasius: Coherence, 64. 
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             The Fruits of Christ’s Deification. Christ’s deification of mankind, 

according to Athanasius, has introduced a dramatic change for humanity. It effected 

the renewal of our whole being and existence, for ‘he took body that in him we 

might be capable of being renewed and deified’ (pass. 12). As a result of 

deification, we ‘have become a holy race’ and partakers of the divine nature [2 Pet 

1:4], and the sin that used to condemn us does this no more (pass. 18 with the 

reference to Rom. 8:3). Athanasius pairs deification with other words to stress the 

wide spectrum of changes in men: we are ‘saved and deified’ (13), ‘hollowed and 

deified’ (15), ‘quickened and deified’ (17), ‘enlightened and deified’ (17), and 

‘adopted and deified’. By being deified, we are joined to God (pass 13), ‘brought 

into the Father’s presence’ (pass. 13), and ‘inherit eternal life’ (pass. 14). In pass. 

(11), (16), (21), (22), and (23), deification is said to make us gods and sons by 

grace. Conceiving of ‘gods’ and ‘sons’ as synonyms, Athanasius writes in pass 

(11): ‘If all that are called sons and gods [Ps 81:6 LXX], whether in earth or in 

heaven, were adopted and deified through the Word, and the Son himself is the 

Word, it is plain that through him are they all, and he himself’. To qualify this 

characterization, Athanasius draws a contrast between Christ who is the very God 

and very Son, and humans who are gods and sons on account of being deified and 

adopted through the Logos. Likewise, in pass. (21), (22), and (23), he describes the 

human status of being gods and sons as one ‘according to grace’ and ‘participation 

in Christ’, while depicting Christ’s status of God and Son as one ‘by nature and 

truth’. He argues that those who put Christ on the same level as other gods and sons 

(spoken of in Ps. 81:6 LXX) do so like Judaizers who refuse to acknowledge 

Christ’s divinity and his deifying power (pass. 11). Being different from Christ who 

is the true God and Son, we become like him not ‘in essence’, but by ‘imitating him 

through virtue’ according to the Gospel’s call to ‘be perfect as your heavenly 

Father is perfect [Mt. 5:48]’ (pass. 23).  

 

5.3.2.3 Deification, Sin, and Atonement 

5.3.2.3.1 Texts 

 

(24) And as we had not been delivered from sin and the curse, unless it had been by nature 

human flesh, which the Word put on (for we should have had nothing common with what was 

foreign), so also the man had not been deified (evqeopoih,qh), unless the Word who became flesh 
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had been by nature from the Father and true and proper to him. (CA 2.70 [Metzler 227; NPNF² 

4:386]).1089 

 

(25) ‘And when they shall be so perfected’, he says, ‘then the world knows that you have sent 

me, for unless I had come and borne this their body, no one of them had been perfected, but one 

and all had remained corruptible. Work you then in them, O Father, and as you have given to me 

to bear this, grant to them your Spirit, that they too in it may become one, and may be perfected 

in me. For their perfecting shows that your Word has sojourned among them; and the world 

seeing them perfect and full of God, will believe altogether that you have sent me, and I have 

sojourned here. For whence is this their perfecting, but that I, your Word, having borne their 

body, and become man, have perfected the work, which you gave me, O Father? And the work is 

perfected, because men, redeemed from sin, no longer remain dead; but being deified 

(qeopoihqe,ntej), have in each other, by looking at me, the bond of love’ (CA 3.23 [Savvidis 333; 

NPNF² 4:406]).1090 

 

(26) For if the works of the Word’s Godhead had not taken place through the body, man had not 

been deified (evqeopoih,qh); and again, had not the properties of the flesh been ascribed to the 

Word, man had not been thoroughly delivered from them; but though they had ceased for a little 

while, as I said before, still sin had remained in him and corruption, as was the case with 

mankind before him; and for this reason:—Many for instance have been made holy and clean 

from all sin (CA 3.33 [Savvidis 344; NPNF² 4:411]).1091 

 

5.3.2.3.2 Analysis 

Though not being many, some passages treat specific juridical aspects of salvation 

as part of deification. In the passages I have considered previously, there were 

occasional references to the fact that ‘Christ died’ so that ‘grace might reach to us’ 

(2), that the Logos ‘put away sin’ (pass. 19), and condemned it in his flesh (pass. 

18, with reference to Rom. 8:3). The same motifs are contained in pass. (24), (25), 

and (26) quoted above. The first one relates incarnation and deification directly to 

                                                           
1089 kai. w[sper ouvk a'n hvleuqerw,qhmen avpo. th/j àmarti,aj kai. th/j kata,raj( eiv mh. fu,sei sa.rx h=n 

avnqrwpi,nh( h]n evnedu,sato o` lo,goj\ ouvde.n ga.r koino.n h=n h̀mi/n pro.j to. avllo,trion\ ou[twj ouvk a'n 
evqeopoih,qh o ̀ a;nqrwpoj( eiv mh. fu,sei evk tou/ patro.j kai. avlhqino.j kai i;dioj h=n auvtou/ o ̀ lo,goj o ̀
geno,menoj sa,rx) dia. tou/to ga.r toiau,th ge,gonen h̀ sunafh,( i[na tw/| kata. fu,sin th/j qeo,thtoj sunayh| 
to.n fu,sei a;nqrwpon kai. bebai,a ge,nhtai h ̀swthri,a kai. h̀ qeopoi,hsij auvtou/)  

1090  h̀ ga.r tou,twn telei,wsij dei,knusin evpidhmi,an gegenh/sqai tou/ sou/ lo,gou\ kai. o ̀ ko,smoj de. 
ble,pwn tou,touj telei,ouj kai. qeoforoume,nouj pisteu,sei pa,ntwj( o[ti su, me avpe,steilaj kai. 
evpedh,mhsa) po,qen ga.r tou,toij h ̀telei,wsij( eiv mh. evgw. ò so.j lo,goj to. sw/ma tou,twn labw.n evgeno,mhn 
a;nqrwpoj kai. evtelei,wsa to. e;rgon o] de,dwka,j moi( pa,ter* tetelei,wtai de. to. e;rgo.n( o[ti lutrwqe,ntej 
avpo. th/j àmarti,aj oi ̀ a;nqrwpoi ouvke,ti me,nousi nekroi,( avlla. kai. qeopoihqe,ntej e;cousin evn h̀mi/n 
ble,pontej evn avllh,loij to.n su,ndesmon th/j avga,phj)  

1091  eiv ga.r ta. th/j qeo,thtoj tou/ lo,gou e;rga mh. dia. tou/ sw,matoj evgi,neto( ouvk a'n evqeopoih,qh 
a;nqrwpoj) kai. pa,lin eiv ta.  i;dia th/j sarko.j ouvk evle,geto tou/ lo,gou( ouvk a'n hvleuqerw,qh pantelw/j 
avpo. tou,twn a;nqrwpoj\ avll’ eiv a;ra pro.j ovli,gon me.n avnepau,eto( wj̀ proei/pon( pa,lin de. e;menen h ̀
àmarti,a evn auvtw/| kai. h̀ fqora,( w[sper evpi. tw/n e;mprosqen avnqrw,pwn ge,gone( kai. tou/to dei,knutai)  
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the motif of atonement. It says that ‘just as we had not been delivered from sin and 

the curse, unless it had been by nature human flesh, which the Word put on, so also 

the man had not been deified, unless the Word who became flesh had been by 

nature from the Father and true and proper to him’ (pass. 24). Here Athanasius ties 

together such themes as incarnation, atonement, deification, and Christ’s divinity. 

Together they make ‘salvation and deification secure’ (a phrase which I placed into 

pass. 13, but which belongs to this passage in the original text]). Along the same 

lines, Athanasius relates incarnation and deification to redemption from sin and 

death in pass. (25). He approaches these aspects of salvation as part of what he calls 

‘perfection’: ‘The work is perfected, because men, redeemed from sin, no longer 

remain dead, but being deified, have in each other, by looking at me, the bond of 

love’. He adds that perfection produced in us by Christ includes the gift of the Holy 

Spirit and incorruption. This deified state of perfection is expected to make an 

evangelistic impact on the world, for ‘the world seeing them perfect and full of 

God, will believe altogether that you have sent me, and I have sojourned here’. 

Finally, pass. (26) relates deification to incarnation and ‘cleaning from all sin’. 

Without incarnation man would not be deified, and both ‘corruption’ and ‘sin’ 

would still remain ‘if the works of the Word’s Godhead had not taken place’. 

 

5.3.2.4 Summary, Questions, and Suggestions 

My brief overview of the deification passages shows that Athanasius uses 

deification in more than one sense. Generally, he can relate it either to Christ’s body 

or to human beings. In both cases, deification is redemptive. With regard to Christ’s 

body it takes place within the life and person of Christ as opposed to an external 

event. Deification, in this sense, is an exchange of properties: whatever is ours is 

ascribed to Christ, and whatever is Christ’s becomes ours by grace and 

participation. In this context, Anatolios’ suggestion that Athanasius identified the 

humanness or selfness with the body rather than soul sounds fairly reasonable. If 

man is a body then salvation needs to include Christ’s deification of the flesh. With 

regard to deification of human beings, Athanasius uses three major ways to describe 

it―as an ontological transformation of men’s being, as a personal relation with 

God, and as an aspect that goes together with the atonement of humanity. When 

using deification to depict the transformation of men’s being, he links it with the 

way Christ rendered his body immortal (pass. 25) and free of corruption (pass. 1). 
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The majority of passages, however, relate the deifying work of God with the 

relational aspect of salvation and some to the juridical one. With regard to the 

former, Athanasius ties deification directly to the subject of Christ whose divine 

intervention bridges the divide between God and fallen humanity. He overcomes 

this divide in himself on behalf of the whole mankind. To stress the personal nature 

of the restored relationship with God, Athanasius uses the idea of sonship, drawing 

a parallel between the only-begotten Son and sons by adoption, grace, and 

participation in the true Son (pass. 10, 11, 16, 21, 22). Some phrases that reflect this 

close relation speak of us ‘being joined to God’ (pass. 25), ‘full of God’ (pass. 13), 

‘being brought into the Father’s presence’, and enjoying ‘the bond of love’ (pass. 

13). Wherever Athanasius uses deification in connection with the juridical aspects 

of salvation, he refers to Christ’s death as being the means for the deliverance from 

sin, its curse and condemnation (pass. 2, 19, 24, 25, and 26). 

            At this point, I should note that my observations appear to be unsupportive 

of those interpretations that present Athanasius’ deification in the physical terms 

emphasizing it over two other aspects of salvation, namely, atonement and personal 

relationship with God. In view of such interpretations, I would like to consider 

briefly three questions that touch on the modern concerns and criticism of 

Athanasius’ soteriology: (1) Is incarnation and its deifying effect the only means of 

salvation for Athanasius? (2) Does salvation happen automatically, or mechanically, 

without any appropriation on the human part? (3) And is the physical element the 

overriding one in deification? To begin with the first question, it is quite apparent 

that Athanasius clearly articulates the importance of Christ’s death and the 

deliverance of sins as indicated in my analysis. I suggest that one of the reasons 

some scholars tend to overlook this point is because they raise a question which 

Athanasius did not seek to answer. This question relates to ‘how’ salvation is 

accomplished, while the question Athanasius himself asked was ‘who’ makes 

salvation possible. A good example of the ‘how’ expectation is Hanson’s often 

quoted complain that 

 

[o]ne of the curious results of this theology of the incarnation is that it almost does away; with a 

doctrine of the Atonement. … [H]e [Athanasius] cannot really explain why Christ should have 

died. When in chapters 19 and following of the De Incarnatione he begins to explain the 

necessity of Christ’s death, he can only present a series of puerile reasons unworthy of the rest of 
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the treatise. The fact is that his doctrine of the incarnation has almost swallowed up any doctrine 

of the Atonement, has rendered it unnecessary.1092 

  

Clearly, Hanson’s expectation rests on the question of how one is saved. His 

assumed answer is by Christ’s atoning death on the cross. Hence, he charges 

Athanasius for spending more time talking about incarnation rather than crucifixion. 

As a result, he accuses him for rendering atonement an unnecessary doctrine. But is 

this a fair criticism? I believe it is not. To point out the obvious, Athanasius shows 

no sign of having to choose between incarnation and crucifixion as if only one is 

redemptive and the other is not. Instead, he seeks to show that both of them have 

the saving significance because the subject that comes down as man and then dies 

on the cross is the true God as opposed to someone promoted to that status or a 

semi-divine being as in Arius. The ‘who’ of incarnation and crucifixion for 

Athanasius is one and the same person Christ Jesus who is coessential and coeternal 

with God the Father and who also became man. Starting with the ‘who’ rather than 

‘how’ Athanasius is able to affirm a more embracing approach in which the person 

of Christ is related to every aspect of salvation―whether it concerns his incarnation 

or death. In contrast, Hanson’s tendency to emphasize atonement over the 

incarnation of Christ creates an impression that only the former is what matters. No 

wonder, Kruger complains that such an approach tends to make the cross as all-

significant. He writes: ‘What is critical [on this model] is that Jesus suffered the 

legal punishment that was to fall upon us. Once the suffering is over, Jesus himself 

ceases to be of any real and practical value. His work is done. He is not longer 

needed in the legal arrangement between God and humanity. Having fixed the legal 

problem between God and human beings, he, in essence bows out…. This shift 

from the centrality of Jesus Christ to the centrality of the cross is… the greatest of 

all disasters’. 1093  Therefore, I suggest that Hansons’ criticism is based on the 

inadequate attempt to read the ‘how’ question into Athanasius’ soteriology that is 

driven by the concern of ‘who’ makes salvation possible. From the standpoint of 

Athanasius’ emphasis, incarnation and crucifixion is one work of God that deals 

with two distinct but interrelated problems of the fallen humanity. This work is 

aimed at uniting the divine and human in Christ by bringing man back into the 

original relations with God (a point which I discussed in ch. 3 and will return to it 
                                                           

1092 Hanson, The Search for God, 450.  
1093 Kruger, The Great Dance, 31. Cf. Breck, ‘Divine Initiative’, 115. 
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shortly), and to deal with the problem of sin through Christ’s atoning death. Instead 

of approaching incarnation as a mere prerequisite for crucifixion, and crucifixion as 

a mere consequence of incarnation, Athanasius affirms both as equal means of 

God’s redeeming mission.  

             Closely related to the first question is another one: does salvation happen 

automatically, or mechanically, without any appropriation on the human part? Does 

Athanasius not create an impression that salvation is an event ‘whereby mere 

contact with the divine nature of the Logos suffices to divinize the whole of human 

nature’?1094 While this question has been partly addressed above, it still remains 

unclear in which way humanity is passive and in which way it is active, for 

Athanasius affirmed both. His model of human passivity is best expressed in the 

idea of Christ as the giver and recipient of grace. According to the double treatise, 

human beings were unable to preserve what they were given and turned away from 

the relationship with God. Therefore, Christ’s coming was aimed at making 

available what humanity lost in a new and more secure way. In his Contra Arianos, 

Athanasius picks up this theme when contrasting man’s inherent instability and 

failure to retain God’s gifts with the divine power to do what humans were not able. 

In CA 3.38 [Savvidis 350; Behr 230], he writes:  

 

For though he had no need, he is still said to have received humanly what he received, so that as 

it is the Lord who received, and as the gift rests in him, the grace may remain secure (bebai,a h̀ 

ca,rij diamei,nh|). For when the human being alone receives it, he is liable to lose it again (and this 

is shown by Adam, for he received and lost). But in order that the grace may not be liable to loss, 

and may be guarded securely for human beings (bebai,a fulacqh/| toi/j avnqrw,poij), he himself 

makes the gift his own (ivdiopoiei/tai), and so he says that he has received power, as man, which 

he always had as God.1095 

 

Here Christ’s role is both to bestow the gift and receive it in himself on behalf of 

mankind. The latter’s passivity is explained by the fact that it is inherently unstable 

and cannot hold on to what it is given. Therefore, Christ’s active role is called by 

the need to do what humanity cannot accomplish on its own. In this sense, passivity 

                                                           
1094 Finch, ‘Athanasius on the Deifying Work’, 110.   
1095 ouv ga.r crei,an e;cwn o[mwj auvto.j wj̀ eivlhfw.j le,getai a[per evla,mbanen avnqrwpi,nwj( i[na pa,lin 

ẁj tou/ kuri,ou labo,ntoj kai. wj̀ eivj auvto.n avnapauome,nhj th/j do,sewj bebai,a h̀ ca,rij diamei,nh|) 
a;nqrwpoj me.n ga.r mo,noj lamba,nwn dunato.n e;cei kai. to. avfaireqh/nai( kai. tou/to evpi. tou/ avda.m 
evdei,cqh\ labw.n ga.r avpw,lesen) i[na de. avnafai,retoj h̀ ca,rij ge,nhtai kai. bebai,a fulacqh/| toi/j 
avnqrw,poij( dia. tou/to auvto.j ivdiopoiei/tai th.n do,sin kai. le,gei evxousi,an eivlhfe,nai wj̀ a;nqrwpoj( h]n 
e;cei avei. wj̀ qeo,j)  
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is a good thing; it is needed because man finds himself fallen and helpless. 

Moreover, the line between the gift and the giver is so thin that the two are almost 

identical. Therefore, receiving the gift is much more than just about retaining an 

impersonal quality; it is about an inner presence of God himself. And in as much as 

this is so, it implies that salvation is the work of God effecting deification of those 

whom he indwells. The grace here is not one that impels or enables human beings 

to attain salvation on their own. Rather, being of divine nature it/God is sufficient in 

itself for accomplishing what is needed. At the same time, Athanasius’ emphasis on 

Christ’s action should not make us think that he did not have a place for the human 

appropriation of salvation. Athanasius’ silence on this point in the deification 

passages may have several reasons. First, in light of the anti-Arian debates, it is 

quite natural that Athanasius accentuates the divine action over the way salvation is 

appropriated by the humans. Were he to emphasize the latter, he would risk losing 

the attention on Christ’s divine ability to save the world. Therefore, he speaks much 

more about the subject of Christ and his divine work rather than about the way it is 

to be appropriated. Second, Athanasius’ focus on the divine action may have to do 

with the way he understood the Arian Christ. The latter, according to his 

reconstruction, is a created being whose promotion to the divine status was a result 

of his exceptional achievements in the exercise of virtue. In light of such 

christology, Athanasius’ avoidance of stressing the human active role is 

understandable. To do otherwise would mean to play into the Arian hand which was 

the last thing he wanted. That being said, Athanasius is far from ignoring the issue 

of human action and responsibility. In fact, among the deification passages that 

normally give priority to God’s action, there is one (pass. 23) that includes a very 

clear statement of how we are to become more like God. Quoting two Gospel 

passages, Athanasius states: ‘For albeit we cannot become like God in essence, yet 

by progress in virtue imitate God, the Lord granting us this grace, in the words, Be 

merciful as your Father is merciful [Luke 6:36]. Be perfect as your heavenly Father 

is perfect [Mt. 5:48]’. If taken in isolation from the rest of the deification passages, 

this text seems to elevate Christian action over the divine, but when considered in 

light of other statements on deification, the human action does not look competing. 

Rather, it can be perceived as a way of appropriating what Christ has already done 

by giving and receiving the gift of salvation on our behalf. In this regard, we are 

fortunate to possess Athanasius’ biography Vita Antonii, where a monk by the name 
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Antony is presented as a model of the deified person. I will discuss this writing in 

much detail in my concluding chapter. Another excellent example of how 

Athanasius envisions Christian life as a response to God’s action is his yearly 

Epistula festales. They were sent out to the Alexandrian churches at the beginning 

of Lent and were aimed at preparing Christians for a proper celebration of Easter. 

These 31 letters (preserved in full text or in fragments) are written in a much less 

technical language than Athanasius’ polemical writings and integrate the themes of 

virtue and imitation as part of Christian life.1096 Thus, contrasting the virtues and 

vices as food for the soul, he writes in Ep. fest. 1.5 [PG 26:1363b]:  

 

For virtues and vices are the food of the soul, and it can eat either of these two meats, and incline 

to either of the two, according to its own will. If it is bent toward virtue, it will be nourished by 

virtues, by righteousness, by temperance, by meekness, by fortitude, as Paul saith; Being 

nourished by the word of truth [1 Tim. 4:6]. Such was the case with our Lord, who said, My meat 

is to do the will of my Father which is in heaven [Jn. 4:34]. But if it is not thus with the soul, and 

it inclines downwards, it is then nourished by nothing but sin.1097 

 

A few lines later, he goes on to identify the food of the soul with Christ by referring 

to the eucharistic passage in Jn. 6:53: ‘And as our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ, 

being heavenly bread, is the food of the saints, according to the [statement]: Except 

ye eat my flesh, and drink my blood, so is the devil the food of the impure, and of 

those who do nothing which is of the light, but work the deeds of darkness’ (Ep. 

fest. 1.5 [PG 26:1363b-c]).1098 What nurtures the Christian, according to these two 

passages, is Christ’ body (representing God’s work) and virtue (representing one’s 

exercise of will). Besides eucharist, Athanasius also speaks about baptism. 

Although rarely referred,1099  baptism is clearly conceived as that which brings 

salvation into effect. Its purpose is to join us to the Godhead (i[na sunafqw/men th/| 

                                                           
1096 For a discussion of the dogmatic and practical topics in the Epistula festales, see Hunter, ‘The 

Homiletic Festal Letters of Athanasius’, 73-100.  
1097 Porro virtutes aeque ac vitia, alimenta cibique animae sunt, ut alterutris illis vescatur, et pro 

suo placito u utrumlibetlatus declinet. Utroqueversum scilicet pergers potest. Si ad virtutem deflectit, 
virtute alitur, id est justitia, castitate, abstinentia, fortitudine, veluti Paulus aiebat: Se verbo veritatis 
pasci; sicuti etiam Dominus noster: Cibus meus est, ut faciam voluntatem Patris mei, qui in coelis 
est. Quod si non ad haec, sed ad inferiora illa se inclinaverit anima, nulla alia re pascetur quam 
peccato. 

1098  Et quemadmodum Dominus noster ac Salvator Jesus Christus panis est coelestis, fitque 
sanctorum alimonia, ut ipse ait: Nisi manducaveritis meam carnem, et biberitis meum sanguinem; sic 
diabolus fit cibus impurorum atque eorum qui non lucis, sed tenebrarum opera faciunt. 

1099 De Decr. 31 [Opitz 27]; CA 1.34 [Metzler 210-1]; 2.41-2 [Metzler 217-9]; Ep. Ser. 4. 2, 5, 6 
[Savvidis 581-2, 583-5, 585-6].  
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qeo,thti)1100 and make us one with the Son (i[na ènwqw/men tw/| uìw/|).1101 Its efficacy is 

grounded on the fact that we are baptized not into the name of a creature but into 

the name of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Elaborating on this point, Athanasius 

asserts: 

 

For the Arians do not baptize into Father and Son, but into Creator and creature, and into Maker 

and work. And as a creature is other than the Son, so the baptism, which is supposed to be given 

by them, is other than the truth, though they pretend to name the name of the Father and the Son, 

because of the words of Scripture, For not he who simply says, ‘O Lord’, gives baptism; but he 

who with the name has also the right faith. On this account therefore our Saviour also did not 

simply command to baptize, but first says, ‘Teach;’ then thus: ‘Baptize into the name of Father, 

and Son, and Holy Ghost;’ that the right faith might follow upon learning, and together with faith 

might come the consecration of baptism (CA 2.42 [Metzler 219; NPNF² 4:371]).1102 

 

Taken together baptism, eucharist, imitation, and the life of virtue are various 

aspects of Christian living that appropriate Christ’s salvation on a personal level. 

There is however, one other important element that concerns Christian life, and I 

would like to consider it separately by asking the last of the three questions I have 

posed: Is the physical element the overriding one in deification? Since Harnack’s 

Lehrbuch der Dogmengeschichte, Athanasius has often been described as a 

Hellenistic thinker with an excessively realistic metaphysic in which the primary 

fruits of deification are immortality and incorruption. While it is true that 

Athanasius speaks about the divine qualities (such as immortality, incorruption, and 

perfection) as part of his soteriological perspective, I believe that a far more 

prominent aspect of salvation and deification for Athanasius is relational and 

personal, not physical. In other words, it is not about receiving and retaining the 

gifts of salvation, but about enjoying the deifying presence of God himself. To 

revisit Harnack’s interpretation of Athanasius’ soteriology, I would like to look at a 

cluster of terms―‘participation’, ‘love’, ‘joy’, and ‘sonship’―which Athanasius 

uses to characterize the deification of human beings. For convenience sake, I made 
                                                           

1100 CA 2.41 [Metzler 217; NPNF² 4:370]. 
1101 Ibid. 
1102 Ouv ga.r ‘eivj pate,ra kai. uiò.n’ didoasin oi ̀ vAreianoi,( avll’ eivj kti,sthn kai. kti,sma( kai. eivj 

poihth.n kai. poi,hma) w[sper de. a;llo evsti. kti,sma para. to.n uiò,n( ou[twj a;llo a'n ei;h th/j avlhqei,aj to. 
par’ auvtw/n nomizo,menon di,dosqai( ka'n to. o;noma patro.j kai. uiòu/ dia. to. gegramme,non ovnoma,zein 
prospoiw/ntai) ouv ga.r ò le,gwn àplw/j ‘ku,rie’ ou-toj kai. di,dwsin( avll’ ò meta. tou/ ovno,matoj kai. th.n 
pi,stin e;cwn ovrqh,n) dia. tou/to gou/n kai. o ̀swth.r ouvc avplw/j evnetei,lato bapti,zein( avlla. prow/to,n 
fhsi ‘maqhteu,sate’( ei=q’ ou[twj\ ‘bapti,zete eivj o;noma patro.j kai. uiòu/ kai. àgi,ou pneu,matoj’) i[n’ evk 
th/j maqh,sewj h̀ pi,stij ovrqh. ge,nhtai kai. meta. pi,stewj h̀ tou/ bapti,smatoj telei,wsij prosteqh/|) 
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an overview of these terms in Athanasius’ major writings and placed them at the 

end of this work in four Tables. 

             Athanasius uses interchangeably several word groups for participation: (1) 

metousi,a( metoch,( me,tocoj( mete,cw( 1103  (2) me,qexij( meta,lhyij( metalamba,nw( 1104 

and (3) koinwni,a( koinwne,w1105 (see Table 1). His most substantial discussion of 

participation with regard to godlikeness (exploring whether it happens according to 

the essence of God or according to his qualities) is recorded in De Syn. 53 [Opitz 

276; NPNF² 4:479, slightly modified]: 

 

For you know yourselves, and no one can dispute it, that Like (o[moion) is not predicated of 

essence (ouvsiw/n), but of form (schma,twn), and qualities (poioth,twn); for in the case of essences 

we speak, not of likeness (òmoio,thj), but of identity (tauto,thj). Man, for instance, is said to be 

like man, not in essence, but according to form (sch/ma) and character (carakth/ra); for in essence 

men are of one nature (th/| ga.r ouvsi,a| o`mofuei/j eivsi). And again, man is not said to be unlike 

(avno,moioj) dog, but to be of different nature (e`terofuh,j). Accordingly, while the former are of 

one nature (om̀ofue,j) and coessential (òmoou,sion), the latter are different (èterofue.j kai. 

èteroou,sion) in both. Therefore, in speaking of Like (o[moion) according to essence (kat’ ouvsi,an), 

we mean like by participation (evk metousi,aj); for likeness (o[moion) is a quality (poio,thj), which 

may attach to essence (ouvsi,a|), and this would be proper (i;dion) to creatures for they, by partaking 

(evk metoch/j), are made like to God (o`moiou/tai tw/| qew/|). For ‘when He shall appear’, says 

Scripture, we shall be like him [1 Jn. 3:2], like, that is, not in essence (ouv th/| ouvsi,a|) but in sonship 

(avlla. th/| uiò,thti), which we shall partake from him (metalamba,nomen par’ auvtou/).1106 

 

In the first half of this passage, Athanasius speaks of two kinds of likeness: one 

according to essence and one according to qualities, form, and character. After 

illustrating them with several examples, he goes on to affirm in the second part of 

this passage that our likeness to God is best described in terms of ‘participation’. 

This means that we become like God not by sharing his essence (otherwise, we 

                                                           
1103 LSJ 1120-2. 
1104 LSJ 1090, 1113.  
1105 LSJ 969-7.  
1106 oi;date ga.r kai. ùmei/j kai. ouvd’ a'n tij avmfiba,lloi o[ti to. o[moion ouvk evpi. tw/n ouvsiw/n( avll’ 

evpi. schma,twn kai. poioth,twn le,getai o[moion\ evpi. ga.r tw/n ouvsiw/n ouvc om̀oio,thj( avlla. tauto,thj a'n 
lecqei,h) a;nqrwpoj gou/n avnqrw,pw| o[moioj le,getai ouv kata. th.n ouvsi,an( avlla. kata. to. sch/ma kai. kai. 
to.n carakth/ra\ th/| ga.r ouvsi,a| òmofuei/j eivsi) kai. pa,lin a;nqrwpoj kuni. ouvk avno,moioj le,getai( avll’ 
èterofuh,j\ ouvkou/n to. me.n o`mofue.j kai. om̀oou,sion( to. de. èterofue.j kai. èteroou,sion) dio. kai. o ̀
le,gwn o[moion kat’ ouvsi,an evk metousi,aj tou/to le,gei o[moion) to. ga.r o[moion poio,thj evsti,n( h[tij th/| 
ouvsi,a| prosge,noit’ a'n( tou/to de. tw/n poihma,twn i;dion a'n ei;h\ tau/ta ga.r evk metoch/j òmoiou/tai tw/| 
qew/|) ‘o[tan ga,r’( fhsi,( ‘fanerwqh/|( o[moioi auvtw|/ evso,meqa’ o[moioi dhlono,ti ouv th/| ouvsi,a|( avlla. th/| 
uiò,thti( h-j metalamba,nomen par’ auvtou/) 
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would become identical with God) but by ‘participating’ in his qualities. Notably, 

he ends his argument by referring to the quality of sonship that represents one of the 

four most relational categories in his deification vocabulary. Thus, even in the most 

technical context where one would expect Athanasius to operate with the abstract 

qualities of immortality and incorruption, Athanasius chooses to stress sonship as 

the main quality of our ‘participation’ in God. Occasionally, he does speak of 

‘participation’ in less personal terms. For example, he cites 2-Pet 2:1-4 (10 times) 

that speaks of ‘participation in the divine nature (qei,aj koinwnoi. fu,sewj) for 

escaping corruption (fqora/j) in the world’ and encourages developing the godly 

‘qualities in the increasing measure (pleona,zonta)’. In other impersonal contexts 

(total of 31 times) he applies ‘participation’ in the sense of our connection with 

certain spiritual realities, or entities. The list of what we partake in these instances 

includes the following elements: ‘God’s gifts’,1107 ‘virtue’,1108 ‘divine bread’,1109 

‘heavenly and spiritual table’,1110 ‘immortal food’,1111 ‘sustenance’,1112 ‘heavenly 

calling’,1113 Christ’s shed blood’,1114 ‘God’s power’,1115 and his ‘grace’.1116 In the 

rest of the contexts (total of 71 times), Athanasius uses ‘participation’ to depict our 

direct sharing in the trinitarian persons of God. In most of these cases, the 

participated person is the Father, the Son, or the Holy Spirit. Often, ‘participation’ 

involves our sharing in two or three persons of the Godhead. In such cases, 

Athanasius can say that ‘by partaking of the Son, we partake of the Father’,1117 or 

that we ‘participate of the Son in the Spirit’,1118 or that ‘by partaking of the Holy 

Spirit, we are knit into the Godhead’.1119 Athanasius’ discussion of ‘participation’ in 

the trinitarian context is best expressed in his Epistulae quattuor ad Serapionem 

(with 28 occurrences). In one particular passage, he summarizes it when speaking 

of grace, love, and fellowship from 2-Cor 13:13: ‘For this grace and gift given in 

                                                           
1107 CA 4.7 [PG 477ab]: metalabei/n evk qeou/ dwre,aj) 
1108 Ibid. 7.3 [PG 1391c]: Virtutem participant. 
1109 Ibid. 7.6 [PG 1393c]: Divinum panem participat.   
1110 Ibid. 7.10 [PG 1396c]: Coelestis ac spiritalis participles.  
1111 Ibid. 28.fragm. [PG 1434d]: Immortalis cibi participes simus.  
1112 Ibid. 11.14 [PG 1412a]: Et hilariter seduloque alimoniam hanc participabit.  
1113 CA 1.53 [Metzler 163]: klh,sewj evpourani,ou me,tocoi)  
1114 Ep. fest. 6.4 [PG 1385b]: Participant sanguinis ejus effusionem.  
1115 De Inc. 43.32-3 [Thomson 242]: ta. pa,nta th/j auvtou/ duna,mewj metalamba,nei) 
1116 De Syn. 51 [Opitz 274]: pa,nta evk metousi,aj e;cei th.n para. qeou/ ca,rin)  
1117  Ibid: tou,to ga.r metalamba,nontej tou/ patro.j mete,comen dia. to. tou/ patro.j ei=nai i;dion to.n 

lo,gon)  
1118 CA 1.56 [Metzler 167]: dia. th.n metousi,an tou/ uiòu/ evn tw/| pneu,mati)   
1119 Ibid. 3.24 [Savvidis 334]: th|/ de. tou/ pneu,matoj metoch/| sunapto,meqa th/| qeo,thti)  
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the Trinity is given by the Father through the Son in the Holy Spirit. Just as the 

grace given through the Son is from the Father, so too we cannot have fellowship 

with the gift except in the Holy Spirit. For it is when we participate in the Spirit that 

we have the love of the Father and the grace of the Son and fellowship of the Spirit 

himself’.1120 In this passage, Athanasius makes it very clear that our participation in 

God means much more than just enjoying the gifts (love, grace, and fellowship). In 

fact, he says that ‘we cannot have fellowship with the gift except in the Holy Spirit’, 

which means that the gift himself is inseparable from the Giver. Thus, participation 

is primarily a relational sharing, and only in the secondary sense it means the 

‘physical’ aspect of what we are given.   

             Another way Athanasius stresses the personal nature of human relations 

with God is by using the conceptual word group of ‘love’ including avga,ph( 

avgaphto,j( avgapa,w( e;rwj( po,qoj( filanqrwpi,a( filanqrwpo,j( filanqrwpeu,w( fi,loj( 

filo,cristoj( fi,ltatoj( adamo, benignitas, caritas, diligo, dilectus, deliciae, 

deliciolae.1121 I have already noted earlier (with reference to CA 3.66 [Savvidis 379-

80]) that he uses ‘love’ to describe the content of the divine relationships in which 

the Father and Son give and receive love in the mutual and complete way. Here I 

need to add that occasionally Athanasius links ‘love’ to Christ in order to depict 

God’s economy of creation and redemption. He often refers to Christ as ‘the 

Father’s beloved Son’ (ò avgaphto.j tou/ patro.j uiò,j) 1122  and uses his favourite 

adjective ‘man-loving’ (fila,nqrwpoj)1123 for the depiction of Christ’s relation to the 

world. It is through him that God first creates the world and sustains its existence by 

his philanthropia: ‘For by this Offspring the Father made all things, and extended 

his providence unto all things; by him he exercises his love to man (di’ auvtou/ 

filanqrwpeu,etai), and thus he and the Father are one’ (De Decr. 24 [Opitz 16; 

NPNF² 4:166]).1124 Out of same philanthropia God redeems the world by sending 

                                                           
1120 Ep. Ser. 130 [Savvidis ]: h̀ ga.r didome,nh ca,rij kai. dwrea. evn tria,di di,dotai para. tou/ patro.j 

di’ uiòu/ evn pneu,mati àgi,w|) w[sper ga.r evk tou/ patro,j evsti di’ uiòu/ h̀ didome,nh ca,rij( ou[twj ouvk a'n 
ge,noito koinwni,a th/j do,sewj evn h̀mi/n eiv mh. evn tw/| pneu,mati tw/| àgi,w|) tou,tou ga.r mete,contej e;comen 
tou/ patro.j th.n avga,phn kai. tou/ uiòu/ th.n ca,rin kai. auvtou/ tou/ pneu,matoj th.n koinwni,an) 

1121  For the Greek terms, see LSJ 6 (avga,ph( avgaphto,j( avgapa,w); LSJ 695 (e;rwj); LSJ 1427 
(po,qoj); LSJ 1932 (filanqrwpi,a( filanqrwpo,j( filanqrwpeu,w); LSJ 1939-40 (fi,loj); LSJ 1942 
(filo,cristoj, fi,ltatoj). For the Latin terms, see LeSh 30 (adamo); LeSh 232 (benignitas), LeSh 431 
(charitas); LeSh 580 (diligo), LeSh 537, 579 (dilectus), LeSh 538 (deliciae), 538 (deliciolae).    

1122 e.g. De Inc. 52.2 [Thomson 264]; De Decr. 1 [Opitz 10]; VA 14.27-8 [SC 174]; CA 1.63 
[Metzler 174]. 

1123 e.g. CG 35.1 [Thomson 94]; CA. 2.67 [Metzler 244]. 
1124 tou,tw| ga.r tw/| gennh,mati ta. pa,nta pepoi,hken o ̀path.r kai. th.n eivj pa,nta pro,noian evktei,nwn 

di’ auvtou/ filanqrwpeu,etai) kai. ou[twj e]n auvto.j kai. o` path,r eivsin)  
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Christ to be born as man: ‘And next, because, by this condescension of the Word, 

the creation too is made a sons through him, that he might be in all respects ‘First-

born’ of it, as has been said, both in creating, and also in being brought for the sake 

of all into this very world…. Therefore the Word of God, who loves man (ò 

fila,nqrwpoj), puts on him created flesh at the Father’s will, that whereas the first 

man had made it dead through the transgression, he himself might quicken it in the 

blood of his own body’ (CA 2.64 [Metzler 241; NPNF² 4:383]).1125 Rather than 

being an independent gift, ‘love’ according to these two passages, is intimately 

associated with the divine persons for ‘by him [the Son] he [the Father] exercises 

his love to man (di’ auvtou/ filanqrwpeu,etai)’. And just as love makes the Father 

and Son one, so does it bind us to them when we love God: ‘For the love (po,qoj) of 

what is divine and of the things to come possesses it [the soul of the mystic], and 

willingly it would be wholly joined (sunafqh/nai) with them if it could depart along 

with them. But if, being men, some fear the vision of the good, those who appear 

remove their fear by means of love (th/| avga,ph|)’ (VA 35 [SC 232; NPNF² 4:205, 

modified]).1126 With such an emphasis on love, it is not surprising that Athanasius 

also makes it the cornerstone of our relationships with others: ‘above all, let us love 

(diligamus) God with all our soul, and might, and strength, and our neighbour as 

ourselves’ (Ep. fest. 1.11 [PG 26:1366]).1127 Generally, Athanasius uses ‘love’ for 

the description of the relationship between God and man much more than in any 

other sense (see Table 2). Thus, out of 166 relevant references, only 3 are used to 

characterize ‘love’ (e;rwj) between the Greek deities and 20 references to depict 

God’s trinitarian communion, while 143 references are used to portray the loving 

relationships between God and man, or man and God. 

             Another lexical range that describes the personal nature of relationships 

both between the trinitarian persons and between God and man in Athanasius’ 

writings is the conceptual word group of ‘delight’. Various words that express the 

idea of ‘delight’ include avgalli,asij( avgallia,zw( euvfrone,w( euvfrosu,nh( proscai,rw( 
                                                           

1125  kai. deu,teron de. pa,lin( o[ti sugkataba,ntoj tou/ lo,gou uiòpoiei/tai kai. auvth. h̀ kti,sij di’ 
auvtou/( i[na kai. auvth/j( kaqa. proei,rhtai( prwto,tokoj kata. pa,nta ge,nhtai( e;n te tw/| kti,zein kai. evn 
tw/| eivsa,gesqai ùpe.r pa,ntwn eivj auvth.n th.n oivkoume,nhn)))) dia. tou/to o` fila,nqrwpoj tou/ qeou/ lo,goj 
boulh,sei tou/ patro.j evndidu,sketai th.n ktisqei/san sa,rka( i[na h]n evne,krwsen ò prw/toj a;nqrwpoj dia. 
th/j paraba,sewj( tau,thn auvto.j evn tw/| ai[mati tou/ ivdi,ou sw,matoj zwopoih,sh/| kai. evgkaini,sh|)  

1126  kai. ga.r po,qoj tw/n qei,wn kai. tw/n mello,ntwn auvth/| evpeise,rcetai( kai. qelh,sei pa,ntwj 
sunafqh/nai tou,toij( eiv avph,rceto met’ auvtw/n) eva.n de. kai,( wj̀ a;nqrwpoi( tine,j fobhqw/sin th.n tw/n 
kalw/n ovptasi,an( avfairou/sin oi ̀faino,menoi to.n fo,bon pa,rauta th/| avga,ph|)  

1127  In primis Deum diligamus tota anima, facultate, ac viribus; deinde proximum nostrum 
tanquam nos ipsos. 
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cara,( cai,rw( exsultatio, gaudium, oblectamentum, and voluptas.1128 These terms 

could be translated generally as ‘delight’, ‘joy’, or ‘gladness’. Earlier, I noted that 

Athanasius uses the words cara, and cai,rw with the same function as i;dioj. In 

doing this, he argues that the Father eternally enjoys (cai,rw) his own (i;dioj) Son, 

which proves the coessential relations. While all of these instances (total of 28 

times) appear in the strictly polemical context, they are not the only ones where 

Athanasius applies ‘delight’ for relations (see Table 3). In fact, the largest number 

of occurrences (total of 66 times) appears in Athanasius’ non-polemical writing 

Epistula Festales, where he articulates his theology in the language of practical 

Christian living. There are also a number of significant instances (total of 6 times) 

in the Vita Antonii. In the Epistula Festales ‘delight’ is often described as a 

condition awaiting the Christians in heaven. Thus, in his first festal letter 

Athanasius writes: ‘Then having passed hence, we shall keep a perfect feast with 

Christ, while we cry out and say, like the saints, I will pass to the place of the 

wondrous tabernacle, to the house of God; with the voice of gladness (exsultationis) 

and thanksgiving, the shouting of those who rejoice [Ps 42:4 LXX]; whence pain 

and sorrow and sighing have fled, and upon our heads joy (gaudium) and gladness 

(exsultationem) shall have come to us! May we be judged worthy to be partakers in 

these things’ (Ep. fest. 1.10 [PG 26:1366b; NPNF² 4:510, slightly modified]).1129 

Along the same lines in the second letter he asserts: ‘Let us then add, one after the 

other, the seven holy weeks of Pentecost, rejoicing (jubilabimus) and praising God, 

that he hath by these things made known to us beforehand, joy (gaudium) and rest 

everlasting, prepared in heaven for us and for those who truly believe in Christ 

Jesus our Lord (Ep. fest. 2.2 [PG 26:1430a; NPNF² 4:548, slightly modified])’.1130 

Encouraging Christians to follow the example of saints (which in this case are the 

Old Testament heroes), Athanasius claims that ‘having imitated the behaviour of 

the saints, we will enter together into the joy (gaudium) of our Lord which is in 

                                                           
1128 For the Greek terms, see avgalli,asij (LSJ 5); euvfrone,w( euvfrosu,nh (LSJ 737); proscai,rw 

(LSJ 1531); cai,rw (LSJ 1969); cara, (LSJ 1976). For the Latin word, see LeSh 705-6 (exsultatio); 
LeSh 803 (gaudium); LeSh 1235-6 (oblectamentum); LeSh 2013 (voluptas). 

1129 Cum autem hinc demigrabimus, plenam cum Christo peragemus solemnitatem, et cum sanctis 
ita exclamabimus: Transibo in locum tabernaculi admirabilis, usque ad domum Dei; cum voce 
exsultationis, et cum laudis praeconio, tanquam illorum qui laetantur; ubi scilicet fuga doloris, 
tristitiae et anxietatis: atque ad summum gaudium et exsultationem provecti, cum illis peragere digni 
erimus.  

1130 Additis posthinc septem continuatim Pentecostes sanctis hebdomadis, jubilabimus Deumque 
laudabimus, qui per haec nobis in antecessum denotavit gaudium illud requiemque aeternam, 
paratam in coelo nobis et iis qui vere credunt per Jesum Christum Dominum nostrum. 
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heaven, which is not transitory, but joy (gaudium) that truly abides’ (Ep. fest. 2.2 

[PG 26:1367b; NPNF² 4:510, slightly modified]).1131 Elsewhere, Athanasius uses 

such phrases as ‘heavenly delight’ (h̀ evpoura,nia cara,),1132 and ‘incorruptible joy’ (h̀ 

a;fqartoj euvfrosu,nh),1133 while the Latin fragments, besides having gaudium and 

exsultatio, contain such words as oblectamentum1134 and voluptas1135 that give an 

idea of ultimate pleasure, satisfaction, and enjoyment.1136 In the Vita Antonii, the 

terminology of ‘delight’ is used primarily to describe the present state of the deified 

person. Thus, speaking of the immediate vision of God, Athanasius makes Antony 

offer the following instruction: ‘Whenever, therefore, ye have seen ought and are 

afraid, if your fear is immediately taken away and in place of it comes joy 

unspeakable (cara. avnekla,lhtoj), cheerfulness, courage, renewed strength, 

calmness of thought and all those I named before boldness and love toward God,—

take courage and pray. For joy (cara.) and a settled state of soul show the holiness 

of him who is present’ (VA 36.8-14 [SC 400:234; NPNF² 4:206]).1137 In the same 

chapter he writes: ‘But when it [the vision] comes it comes so quietly and gently 

that immediately joy (cara.n), gladness (avgalli,asin) and courage arise in the soul. 

For the Lord who is our joy (cara,) is with them, and the power of God the Father 

(VA 35.17-21 [SC 400:232-3; NPNF² 4:206]).1138 In these two passages, the idea of 

‘joy’ is inseparable from God ‘who is our joy’, and having joy shows ‘the holiness 

of him who is present’. No wonder, the deified state of Antony is described as being 

one of joy in VA 67.20-5 [SC 400:312; NPNF² 4:214]: ‘So from the joy of his soul 

(th/j cara/j th/j yuch/j) he possessed a cheerful countenance, and from his bodily 

movements could be perceived the condition of his soul, as it is written, When the 

heart is merry (euvfrainome,nhj) the countenance is cheerful (qa,llei), but when it is 

                                                           
1131 Ut sanctorum vitam imitantes, in oaeleste illud Domini nostri gaudium simul intremus, haud 

transitorium, sed firmiter permanens. 
1132 Ep. fest. 28 [PG 26:1433b]. 
1133 Ibid. 28 [PG 26:1433c]. 
1134 e.g. Ep. fest. 16 [PG 26:1421d].   
1135 e.g. Ibid. 43. [PG 26:1442a].  
1136 Dvoretskiy, Latinsko-Russkiy Slovar, 523, 833. 
1137 o[tan toi,nun qewrh,sante,j tinaj fobhqh/te( eva.n me.n euvqu.j o` fo,boj avfaireqh/|( kai. avnt’ evkei,nou 

ge,nhtai cara. avnekla,lhtoj kai. euvqumi,a kai. qa,rsoj kai. avna,kthsij kai. tw/n logismw/n avtaraxi,a kai. 
ta. a;lla a;lla o[sa proei/pon( avndrei,a te kai. avga,ph eivj to.n qeo,n( qarsei/te kai. eu;cesqe) h̀ ga.r cara. 
kai. h̀ kata,stasij th/j yuch/j dei,knusi tou/ paro,ntoj th.n àgio,thta)  

1138 h̀su,cwj de. kai. pra,wj gi,netai ou[twj( wj̀ euvqu.j cara.n kai. avgalli,asin gi,nesqai kai. qa,rsoj th/| 
yuch/|) e;sti ga.r met’ auvtw/n o` ku,rioj( o[j evstin h̀mw/n me.n cara,( tou/ de. qeou/ patro.j h̀ du,namij)  
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sorrowful it is cast down [Prov. 15:13]’.1139 Athanasius’ use of ‘delight’ for the 

description of the divine-human relations could well be suggested by the way this 

conceptual word group is used in the New Testament. Thus, in Jn. 15:11 (NAS), we 

see Jesus speaking to his disciples: ‘These things I have spoken to you, that my joy 

(cara,) may be in you, and that your joy (cara,) may be made full (plhrwqh/|)’1140 

And Peter says: ‘Though you have not seen him, you love (avgapa/te) him, and 

though you do not see him now, but believe in him, you greatly rejoice (avgallia/sqe) 

with joy inexpressible (cara|/ avneklalh,tw|) and full of glory (1-Pet. 1:8 NAS).1141 

Both passages suggest that joy is a personal characteristic that describes the present 

reality Christians have by loving, believing, and being in Christ. According to Paul, 

joy (along with love) finds its expression in one’s life as one of the nine fruits of the 

Spirit that are to reflect our relations with others: ‘But the fruit of the Spirit is love 

(avga,ph), joy (cara,), peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness 

and self-control…. If we live by the Spirit, let us also walk by the Spirit. Let us not 

become boastful, challenging one another, envying one another (Gal. 5:22, 25-6 

NAS)’.1142 

             Both ‘joy’/‘delight’ and ‘love’ terminology clearly show that Athanasius 

used deification in a distinctly personal sense. His fourth term employed for the 

same purpose is sonship (uiò,j( uiòqesi,a).1143 While it is very rarely used in his early 

work Contra Gentes—De Incarnatione (only 3 times), it is definitely one of his 

most preferred way of speaking about the Divine-human relations in the later 

writings. It occurs a total of 99 times (in addition to 1.828 occurrences for the 

description of the natural Son), of which most are found in his Contra Arianos (see 

Table 4). Sonship is a beautiful example of how Athanasius’ understanding of 

God―and especially his interpretation of the Nicene òmoou,sioj―finds its 

expression in the way he speaks about salvation. It is known that he did not begin to 

                                                           
1139  ẁj avpo. th/j cara/j th/j yuch/j il̀aro.n e;cein kai. to. pro,swpon( kai. avpo. tw/n tou/ sw,matoj 

kinhma,twn aivsqe,sqai kai. noei/n th.n th/j yuch/j kata,stasin kata. to. gegramme,non\ kardi,aj 
euvfrainome,nhj pro,swpon qa,llei\ evn de. lu,paij ou;shj skuqrw/pa,zei)  

1140 tau/ta lela,lhka ùmi/n i[na h̀ cara. h̀ evmh. evn ùmi/n h=| kai. h̀ cara. ùmw/n plhrwqh/|)  
1141  o[n ouvk ivdo,ntej avgapa/te( eivj o[n a;rti mh. òrw/ntej pisteu,ontej de. avgallia/sqe cara|/ 

avneklalh,tw| kai. dedoxasme,nh/|)  
1142  ò de. karpo.j tou/ pneu,mato,j evstin avga,ph cara. eivrh,nh( makroqumi,a crhsto,thj avgaqwsu,nh( 

pi,stij prau?,thj evgkra,teia)))) eivzw/men pneu,mati( pneu,mati kai. stoicw/men) mh. ginw,meqa keno,doxoi( 
avllh,louj prokalou,menoi( avllh,loij fqonou/ntej)  

1143 Cf. LSJ 1846-7. 
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defend the word òmoou,sioj until about several decades after the Nicene Council,1144 

but when he did so (primarily in such writings as De Decr., De Syn., Exp. Fid., and 

Ep. Jov.), he used the same arguments of correlativity as in his Contra Arianos. As 

a result, the sort of soteriology that we find in Athanasius is one in which the 

argument about the Son being coessential with the Father is transposed to the idea 

of human beings becoming gods and sons by grace and adoption. Thus, reiterating 

his arguments from CA 1.34 [Metzler 143-4] (discussed earlier), Athanasius writes 

that calling God Father (as opposed to the Unoriginate) 

 

alone implies (shmai/non) the Son. And ‘Unoriginated’ (avge,nhton) is a word of the Greeks who 

know not the Son: but ‘Father’ has been acknowledged and vouchsafed by our Lord; for he 

knowing himself whose Son he was, said, I in the Father and the Father in me [Jn. 14:10]; and, 

he that has seen me has seen the Father [Jn. 14:9];’ and, I and the Father are one [Jn. 10:30], but 

nowhere is he found to call the Father Unoriginated…. He has bid us be baptized, not in the name 

of Unoriginate (avgenh,tou) and Originate (genhtou), not into the name of Uncreated (avkti,stou) and 

Creature (kti,smatoj), but into the name of Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, for with such an initiation 

we too are made sons (uiòpoiou,meqa) verily, and using the name of the Father, we acknowledge 

from that name the Word in the Father. But if he wills that we should call his own (i;dion) Father 

our Father, we must not on that account measure ourselves with the Son according to nature 

(kata. th.n fu,sin), for it is because of the Son that the Father is so called by us; for since the 

Word bore our body and came to be in us, therefore by reason of the Word in us, is God called 

our Father. For the Spirit of the Word in us names through us his own Father as ours, which is the 

apostle’s meaning when he says, God has sent forth the Spirit of his Son into your hearts, crying, 

abba, Father [Gal. 4:6] (De Decr. 31 [Opitz 27; NPNF² 4:171-2]).1145 

 

In this passage Athanasius relates a distinctly personal concept of God to salvation 

as adoption. His way of interpreting òmoou,sioj as a relational term throughout the 

                                                           
1144 For more details on this point, see Sieben, Die Konzilsidee der Alten Kirche, 25-67; Gwynn, 

Athanasius of Alexandria, 85-90; Gemeinhardt, Athanasius Handbuch, 293-5. 
1145 mo,non shmai/non to.n uiò,n) kai. to. me.n avge,nhton par’ èllh,nwn eu[rhtai tw/n mh. ginwsko,ntwn 

to.n uiò,n( to. de. path.r para. tou/ kuri,ou hm̀w/n evgnw,sqh kai. keca,ristai) kai. ga.r eivdw.j auvto,j( ti,noj 
uiò,j evstin( e;legen\ egw. evn tw/| patri. kai. o ̀path.r evn evmoi, ( kai,\ o ̀èwrakw.j evme,( eẁ,rake to.n pate,ra( 
kai,\ evgw. kai. ò path.r e[n evsmen) kai. ouvdamou/ fai,netai to.n pate,ra kalw/n avge,nhton auvto,j)))) 
evke,leuse ga.r h̀ma/j bapti,zesqai ouvk eivj o;noma avgenh,tou kai. genhtou/ ouvde. eivj o;noma avkti,stou kai. 
kti,smatoj( avll’ eivj o;noma patro.j kai. uiòu/ kai. àgi,ou pneu,mamatoj) ou[twj ga.r teleiou,menoi 
uiòpoiou,meqa kai. h̀mei/j avlhqw/j( kai. to. tou/ patro.j de. o;noma le,gontej evpiginw,skomen evk tou/ 
ovno,matoj tou,tou kai. to.n evn tw/| patri. lo,gon) eiv de. kai. pate,ra qe,lei le,gein h̀mw/n to.n i;dion èautou/ 
pate,ra( ouv crh. dia. tou/to sunektei,nein èautou.j tw/| uiẁ/| kata. th.n fu,sin) kai. tou/to ga.r di’ auvto.n 
le,getai par’ h̀mw/n) evpeidh. ga.r to. h̀me,teron o ̀lo,goj evfo,rese sw/ma kai. ge,gonen evn hm̀i/n( avkolou,qwj 
dia. to.n evn h̀mi/n lo,gon kai. h̀mw/n o ̀qeo.j le,getai path,r) to. ga.r evn h̀mi/n pneu/ma tou/ lo,gou di’ h̀mw/n 
to.n èautou/ pate,ra wj̀ h̀mw/n ovnoma,zei\ ou-toj tou/ avposto,lou nou/j evsti le,gonoj\ exape,steilen ò qeo.j 
to. pneu/ma tou/ uiòu/ auvtou/ eivj ta.j kardi,aj h̀mw/n kra/zon\ avbba/ o ̀path,r)  
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same writing has now led him to cast salvation into the terminology that most 

adequately expresses who God is as Father. Being the Father of the coessential Son, 

he saves us by bringing us into his own relationship and making us sons and 

daughters by adoption.1146 Discussing the link between deification and the fact that 

the Son is òmoou,sioj with the Father, Weinandy asserts: ‘deification is only effected 

by being taken into the very divine life of the Trinity. Thus, as the Son is the Son of 

the Father because he is begotten of the Father and so is ontologically one with the 

Father, so Christian imitate this divine oneness by being taken up into it... 

Divinization then, for Athanasius, is the sharing fully in the life of the Trinity and it 

is this sharing in the divine life that throughly transforms the believer into the 

adopted likeness of the Son’. 1147  To stress the intimacy of this Divine-human 

relationship Athanasius often speaks of God being ‘in us’ or ‘with us’ through his 

Son or Holy Spirit. In CA 3.25 [Savvidis 335; NPNF² 4:407], he asserts: ‘As we are 

sons and gods because of the Word in us, so we shall be in the Son and in the 

Father, and we shall be accounted to have become one in Son and in Father, 

because that that Spirit is in us, which is in the Word which is in the Father’.1148 

Here our being gods and sons is fundamentally relational. It is grounded on our 

connection to the persons of the Trinity, which means that our relationship with 

God derives from the very relationship he has within himself as Trinity. To qualify 

this relationship, Athanasius points out in the same chapter that it does not destroy 

the unity of divine persons, for ‘to be “one in Us”, does not signify that we are to 

have identity with Him’ (CA 3.25 [Savvidis 335; NPNF² 4:407]). 1149  The 

prominence of relations is evident even in those places where Athanasius is usually 

charged for casting salvation into the physical terms. Thus, in one particular 

passage that explores the significance of Christ’s body for our salvation, he writes: 

‘For because of our relationship to his body (th.n pro.j to. sw/ma auvtou/ sugge,neian) 

we too have become God’s temple (nao.j qeou/), and in consequence are made God’s 

sons (uìoi. qeou/), so that even in us the Lord is now worshipped, and beholders 

report, as the apostle says, that God is in them of a truth. As also John says in the 

                                                           
1146 On the significance of the adopted sonship before and after Niceae, see Peppard, The Son of 

God in the Roman World, 9-30, 132-71. 
1147 Weinandy, Athanasius, 99-100; emphasis mine. 
1148 kai. w[sper uiòi. kai. qeoi. dia. to.n evn hm̀i/n lo,gon( ou[twj evn tw/| uiẁ/| kai. evn tw/| patri. evso,meqa 

kai. nomisqhso,meqa e[n gegenh//sqai dia. to. evn h̀mi/n ei=nai to. pneu/ma( o[per evsti.n evn tw/| lo,gw| tw/| o;nti 
evn tw/| patri,) 

1149 ‘auvtoi. evn h̀mi/n e]n w=sin’ ouv th.n tauto,thta h̀ma/j auvtw/| me,llontaj e;cein shmai,nei) 
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Gospel, As many as received him, to them gave he power to become children of God 

[Jn. 1:12], and in his Epistle he writes, By this we know that he abides in us by his 

Spirit which he has given us [1-Jn. 3:24] (CA 1.43 [Metzler 153; NPNF² 4:331]).1150 

As in most of other cases, our being deified means much more than just receiving a 

particular gift in the sense of impersonal quality, such as sonship here. It means 

‘receiving him’ (Jn. 1:12) and having him ‘abide in us by his Spirit which he has 

given us’.  

 

This brief overview shows that Athanasius’ understanding of deification grows out 

of his concept of God. The latter, being primarily a relational notion, leads him to 

emphasize such aspects as ‘love’, ‘delight’, and ‘sonship’, but not as gifts, and even 

less so as ‘physical’ qualities. Rather, they are indicative of God’s giving us himself 

in a way that allows us to share by grace what he has within himself by nature. 

Therefore, any interpretation of Athanasius’ soteriology that does not take into 

account this profoundly relational perspective is not fully reflective of what he 

taught about God and salvation. His emphasis on the ‘who’ of salvation leads him 

to tie both the ontological and juridical qualities of salvation directly to the persons 

of the Trinity rather than describing them independent of God or using them as 

pointers of an external event. Athanasius’ depiction of Christian life as the present 

reality of being God’s children, sharing in his love, and enjoying the union and 

fellowship with the Trinity, as well as living the life of virtue and imitation, is the 

expression of our close relation to God. Having been made gods by grace of 

participation, we are called to live the godlike life reflecting who we already are. 

 

5.4 The Identity and Deifying Work of the Holy Spirit in the Epistulae ad  

Serapionem 

Before I finish this chapter, I would like to discuss briefly the theme that occupied 

Athanasius in the later years of his career when the issue of the Son’s divinity 

became the issue of whether the Holy Spirit was equally divine with the other 

persons of the Trinity. Developing his arguments against the heresy of the so-called 

                                                           
1150 dia. ga.r th.n pro.j to. sw/ma auvtou/ sugge,neian nao.j qeou/ gego,namen kai. h̀mei/j kai. uiòi. qeou/ 

loipo.n pepoih,meqa( w[ste kai. evn h̀mi/n h;dh proskunei/sqai to.n ku,rion kai. tou.j or̀w/ntaj avpagge,llein( 
ẁj o ̀ avpo,stoloj ei;rhken( o[ti o;ntwj o` qeo.j evn tou,toij evsti,( kaqa,per kai. o ̀ ivwa,nnhj evn me.n tw/| 
euvagggeli,w/| fhsi,n\ o[soi de. e;labon auvto,n( e;dwken auvtoi/j evxousi,an te,kna qeou/ gene,sqai) evn de. th/| 
evpistolh/| gra,fei\ evn tou,tw| ginw,skomen o[ti me,nei evn h̀mi/n( evk tou/ pneu,matoj auvtou/ ou- e;dwken h̀mi/n)  



 272

Tropikoi 1151  who denied the divinity of the Holy Spirit, Athanasius offers a 

fundamentally trinitarian picture of God and salvation that now includes a major 

emphasis on the identity and role of the Holy Spirit. Below, I will consider these 

two aspects summarizing Athanasius’ pneumatological doctrine in relation to 

deification as it is laid down in his Epistulae ad Serapionem. 

             Athanasius approaches the issue of the Holy Spirit’s identity in the same 

way he approached the issue of Christ’s divine status, namely, by exploring the 

language of Scripture: ‘Let us examine, one by one, each passage in the Divine 

Scriptures that speaks about the Holy Spirit. Like good bankers, we need to judge 

whether the Spirit has anything that is proper to creatures (i;dio,n ti pro.j ta. 

kti,smata) or whether he is proper to God (i;dion tou/ qeou/ evstin). In this manner we 

will be able to determine whether to call him a creature or something other than 

creatures and proper to and one of the divinity in the Trinity (i;dion de. kai. e]n th/j evn 

tria,di qeo,thtoj)’ (Ep. Ser. 1.21 [Savvidis 505; PPS 86]).1152  In the process of 

examining the biblical testimony, Athanasius develops such arguments (I will 

distinguish six of them) that are aimed to clarify the identity and the soteriological 

role of the Holy Spirit. First, he argues that the divinity of the Holy Spirit is 

indicated in the passage from 1-Cor. 2:11-12, where he is said to be ‘of God’ (evk 

tou/ qeou/).1153 Interpreting this phrase in light of the Nicene use of òmoou,sioj, he 

contends that it implies the divine ‘kinship’ (sugge,neia).1154 Since God is He Who Is 

(Ex. 3:14), the Spirit’s procession from him is of divine nature, and just as the 

Logos being ‘in the Father’ does not mean that he is a creature, so does the Spirit’s 

being ‘of God’ does not mean that he is made. Second, the Scripture (e.g. Rom. 1:4, 

1-Cor 6:11, Tit. 3:4-7) describes the Holy Spirit as the ‘Spirit of sanctification and 

renewal’ (pneu/ma àgiwsu,nhj kai. avnakainw,sewj).1155  Therefore, while sanctifying 

and renewing others, he cannot himself be among those on whose behalf he 

exercises these acts. Third, in the same way as the Spirit sanctifies and renews, he 

also gives life. After citing several passages from Scripture (Rom. 8:11, Acts 3:15, 

                                                           
1151 For an excellent study of the tropikoi and Athanasius’ arguments about the Holy Spirit, see 

Haykin, The Spirit of God, 59-103. Cf. Athanase, Lettres a Sérapion, 52-77.  
1152 i;dwmen de. loipo.n kai. auvta. kaq’ èauta. ta. evn tai/j qei,aij grafai/j peri. tou/ pneu,matoj tou/ 

àgi,ou lego,mena kai. wj̀ do,kimoi trapezi/tai diakri,nwmen( eiv i;dio,n ti pro.j ta. kti,smata e;cei to. 
pneu/ma h' i;dion tou/ qeou/ evstin( i;na h' kti,sma auvto. ei;pwmen h' a;llo me.n tw/n ktisma,twn( i;dion de. kai. 
e]n th/j evn tria,di qeo,thtoj) 

1153 Ep. Ser. 1.22 [Savvidis 506].  
1154 Ibid. 
1155 Ibid. 1.22 [Savvidis 506-7].  
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Jn. 4:14), Athanasius states: ‘But he who does not participate (mete,con) in life, but is 

himself participated in (meteco,menon) and gives life (zwopoiou/n) to creatures: what 

sort of affinity (sugge,neian) does he have with things which have come into 

existence?’ (Ep. Ser. 1.23 [Savvidis 508; PPS 89])1156 

             Beginning with the fourth point, Athanasius expands his arguments by 

elaborating on the idea of participation and deification. According to 1-Jn. 2:27, Is. 

61:1, and Eph. 1:13, 4:30, the Spirit is an anointing and a seal ‘by whom and in 

whom the Logos anoints (cri,ei) and seals (sfragi,zei) all things’ (Ep. Ser. 1.23 

[Savvidis 50; PPS 89]).1157 Hence, his work of anointing and sealing shows him to 

be proper (i;dion) to the Logos rather than the created things.1158 Identifying further 

‘the sealing’ with ‘participation in the divine nature’, Athanasius writes: ‘And the 

seal has the form of Christ who seals (sfragi.j th.n morfh.n cristou/ tou/ 

sfragi,zontoj e;cei), and those who are sealed participate in him (tau,thj oì 

sfragizo,menoi mete,cousi), being formed into him (morfou,menoi kat’ auvth.n), as the 

Apostle says: My children, with whom I am again in labour until Christ be formed 

in you! [Gal. 4:19]. Thus sealed, it is proper (eivko,twj) that we also become, as Peter 

said, sharers of the divine nature [2 Pet. 1:4]. And thus all creation partakes 

(mete,cei) of the Word in the Spirit’ (Ep. Ser. 1.23 [Savvidis 509-10; PPS 90]).1159 

Immediately after this statement, Athanasius adduces two very significant elements 

that complete his doctrine of God and deification as presented in his other writings. 

In the first place, he asserts that our participation in God is made effective through 

the divine agency of the Holy Spirit who joins us to the Father-Son relations. Thus, 

contrasting the nature of the Holy Spirit with that of the creatures, he writes: ‘If the 

Holy Spirit were a creature, we would not have participation (metousi,a) in God 

through him. But if we were joined (sunhpto,meqa) to a creature, we would become 

strangers to the divine nature (avllo,trioi de. th/j qei,aj fu,sewj), in as much as we did 

not partake of it (auvth/j mete,contej) in any way. But as it is, when we are said to be 

partakers of Christ and partakers of God (me,tocoi cristou/ kai. me,tocoi qeou/), it 

                                                           
1156  to. de. mh. mete,con zwh/j( avll’ auvto. meteco,menon kai. zwopoiou/n ta. kti,smata poi,an e;cei 

sugge,neian pro.j ta. genhta.*  
1157 evn w-| cri,ei kai. sfragi,zei ò lo,goj ta. pa,nta)  
1158 Ep. Ser. 1.23 [Savvidis 509; PPS 89].  
1159  h̀ de. sfragi.j th.n morfh.n cristou/ tou/ sfragi,zontoj e;cei kai. tau,thj oi ̀ sfragizo,menoi 

mete,cousi morfou,menoi kat’ auvth.n le,gontoj tou/ avposto,lou\ tekni,a mou( ou]j pa,lin wvdi,nw a;crij ou- 
morfwqh/| cristo.j evn ùmi/n) ou[twj de. sfragizo,menoi eivko,twj kai. koinwnoi. qei,aj fi,sewj gino,meqa( wj̀ 
ei=pen ò pe,troj( kai. ou[twj mete,cei pa/sa h̀ kti,sij tou/ lo,gou evn tw/| pneu,mati) 
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shows that the anointing and the seal (cri/sma kai. h̀ sfragi,j) which is in us does 

not belong to the nature of things which have been brought into existence, but to the 

Son, who joins us to the Father (suna,ptontoj h̀ma/j tw/| patri,) through the Spirit that 

is in him’ (Ep. Ser. 1.23 [Savvidis 510; PPS 90]).1160  In the second place, he 

ascribes to the Holy Spirit the deifying power by asserting the following: ‘But if, by 

participation in the Spirit (th/| tou/ pneu,matoj metousi,a|), we are made sharers in the 

divine nature [2 Pet. 1:4], we should be mad to say that the Spirit has a created 

nature and not the nature of God. For it is on this account that those in whom he is 

are deified (qeopoiou/ntai). If he deifies (qeopoiei/) men, it is not to be doubted that 

his nature is of God (h̀ tou,tou fu,sij qeou/ evsti) (Ep. Ser. 1.24 [Savvidis 511; 

Shapland 126-7, slightly modified]). 1161  According to these two passages, the 

economy of the Holy Spirit is twofold. He takes part in the work of deification 

common to all three persons of the Trinity, and he has a very specific role of joining 

the deified creatures to the relationship God has within himself.1162  

             In his fifth argument about the Holy Spirit, Athanasius dwells on the 

relational nature of the Spirit’s deifying work calling him ‘the Spirit of sonship’ 

(pneu/ma uìoqesi,aj).1163 More specifically, he writes: ‘So then, in the Spirit the Word 

glorifies creatures, and after he has deified (qeopoiw/n) them and made them sons of 

God, he leads them to the Father.1164 But that which joins (suna,pton) creatures to 

the Word cannot be a creature. And that which makes creatures sons (uiòpoiou/n) 

cannot be foreign (xe,non) to the Son. Otherwise another spirit would be needed by 

which this Spirit could be joined (sunafqh/|) to the Word. But this is absurd. And so, 

the Spirit is not one of the things that has come into existence, but is proper to the 

divinity of the Father (i;dion th/j tou/ patro.j qeo,thtoj). In him the Word deifies 

                                                           
1160 kti,sma de. eiv h=n to. pneu/ma to. a[gion( ouvk a;n tij evn auvtw/| metousi,a tou/ uiòu/ evgi,neto evn h̀mi/n( 

avll’ eiv a;ra kti,smati me.n sunhpto,meqa( avllo,trioi de. th/j qei,aj fu,sewj evgino,meqa wj̀ kata. mhde.n 
auvth/j mete,contej) nu/n de,( o[te lego,meqa me,tocoi cristou/ kai. me,tocoi qeou/( dei,knutai to. evn h̀mi/n 
cri/sma kai. h̀ sfragi.j mh. ou=sa th/j tw/n genhtw/n fu,sewj( avlla. tou/ uiòu/ dia. tou/ evn auvtw/| 
suna,ptontoj h̀ma/j tw/| patri,)  

1161 eiv de. th/| tou/ pneu,matoj metousi,a| gino,meqa koinwnoi. qei,aj fu,sewj( mai,noit’ a;n tij le,gwn to. 
pneu/ma th/j ktisth/j fu,sewj kai. mh. th/j tou/ qeou/) dia. tou/to ga.r kai. evn oi-j gi,netai( ou-toi 
qeopoiou/ntai) eiv de. qeopoiei/( ouvk avmfi,bolon( o[ti h̀ tou,tou fu,sij qeou/ evsti)  

1162 On the soteriological role of the Holy Spirit, see Laminski, Der Heilige Geist als Geist Christ 
und Geist der Gläubigen, 155-64.  

1163 Ep. Ser. 1.25 [Savvidis 513].  
1164 This particular line in the Armenian text renders the deifying work of the Holy Spirit and the 

Son in the more instrumental sense with respect to humanity: ‘Therefore through him the Word 

glorifies the creature; by making divine and by sonship he draws it near to the Father’ (Ի ձեռն 

սորա ապա զստացուածն Բանն փառաւորէ. աստուածագործելով եւ որդեգրելով 

մատուցանէ առ Հայր։), Ep. Ser. 1.25 [Geerlings 63; ibid. 165]. 
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(qeopoiei/) all that has come into existence. And the one in whom creatures are 

deified (qeopoiei/tai) cannot himself be external (evkto,j) to the divinity of the Father’ 

(Ep. Ser. 1.25 [Savvidis 511; PPS 92-3, slightly modified]).1165 According to this 

passage, the Son and the Spirit can deify the creatures because both are God. Their 

deifying work makes the deified objects into the sons of the Father by joining them 

to the source of divinity. Finally, in his sixth argument, Athanasius considers the 

qualities of the Holy Spirit by identifying his nature as immutable (a;trepton), 

unchangeable (avnalloi,wton), unvarying (avpara,llakton), and incorruptible 

(a;fqarton).1166 The way he relates these qualities to the Holy Spirit is the same as 

when he related the Son’s qualities in his other writings. Identifying the Spirit as 

being from the Father (evx auvtou/ tou/ qeou/ ei;rhtai) and proper (i;dioj) to the Son, just 

as the Son is proper (i;dioj) to the Father, he goes on to describe the Spirit as the 

Son’s image.1167 In doing this, he argues that just as the Son has the qualities of 

immutability and unchangeability, so does the Spirit possess them as his perfect 

image.1168 In another passage, he depicts the Spirit as being proper (i;dioj) to the 

Father, and in virtue of that being immutable, unchangeable, and incorruptible as is 

the Father.1169 Elsewhere, Athanasius presents the Holy Spirit within the trinitarin 

paradigm in which the movement is from the Father to the Son through or in the 

Holy Spirit. Thus, in Ep. Ser. 1.23 [Savvidis 488; PPS 74], he writes: ‘For the holy 

and blessed Trinity (tria,j) is indivisible and united in itself (avdiai,retoj kai. 

hǹwme,nh pro.j èauth,n evsti). When the Father is mentioned, with him are both his 

Word and the Spirit who is in the Son. If the Son is named, the Father is in the Son, 

and the Spirit is not external (evkto,j) to the Word. For there is one (mi,a) grace from 

the Father which is perfected (plhroume,nh) through the Son in the Holy Spirit. And 

there is one divinity (mi,a qeo,thj), and one God who is over all, and through all, and 

in all [Eph. 4:6]…. The Spirit is not divided (dih,|rhto) from the Son, but is in Christ, 

                                                           
1165 evn tou,tw| g’ ou=n o` lo,goj th.n kti,sin doxa,zei( qeopoiw/n de. kai. uiòpoiw/n prosa,gei tw/| patri,) 

to. de. suna,pton tw/| lo,gw| th.n kti,sin ouvk a'n ei;h auvto. tw/n ktisma,twn) kai. to. uiòpoiou/n de. th.n 
kti,sin ouvk a'n ei;h xe,non tou/ uiòu/( evpei. zhtei/n e[teron avna,gkh pneu/ma( i[na kai. tou/to evn evkei,nw| 
sunafqh/| tw/| lo,gw|) avll’ a;topon tou/to) ouvk a;ra tw/n genhtw/n evsti to. pneu/ma( avll’ i;dion th/j tou/ 
patro.j qeo,thtoj( evn w-| kai. ta. genhta. o ̀lo,goj qeopoiei/) evn w-| de. qeopoiei/tai h̀ kti,sij( ouvk a'n ei;h 
evkto.j auvto. th/j tou/ patro.j qeo,thtoj)  

1166 Ep. Ser. 1.26 [Savvidis 515].  
1167 Ibid. 1.25 [Savvidis 513] and 1.26 [Savvidis 515].  
1168 Ibid. 1.26 [Savvidis 515]. 
1169 Ibid.  
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as the Son is in the Father’.1170 Likewise, in Ep. Ser. 1.30 [Savvidis 525-6; PPS 

100]), he asserts:  

 

Once again, this is what Paul taught when he wrote a second letter to the Corinthians, saying: The 

grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, and the love of God, and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit be with 

you all [2-Cor. 13:13]. For this grace and gift given in the Trinity (evn tria,di) is given by the 

Father through the Son in the Holy Spirit. Just as the grace given through the Son is from the 

Father, so too we cannot have fellowship with the gift except in the Holy Spirit. For it is when we 

participate (mete,contej) in the Spirit that we have the love of the Father and the grace of the Son 

and fellowship of the Spirit himself. And so, it is also shown from these considerations that there 

is one activity of the Trinity (tria,doj evne,rgeia). The apostle does not mean that the gifts given by 

each are different and distinct, but that whatever gift is given is given in the Trinity, and that all 

the gifts are from the one God.1171  

 

The fact that the gifts we receive are ‘given in the Trinity’ and are ‘from the one 

God’ makes it again clear that they are not external qualities, and even less so 

physical. They are a part of the perichoretic relations in which the trinitarian 

persons penetrate each other, and in the same way by grace they penetrate us. The 

persons of the the Trinity are one both in nature and activity, and what they give to 

us―grace, love, and fellowship―is God himself.1172 As Torrance remarks,  

 

it is clear that… God himself is the content of his revelation and that the Gift which God bestows 

upon us in his Grace is identical with himself the Giver of the Gift―the point to which 

Athanasius gave such attention in his doctrine of ‘deification’. The homoousion undoubtedly 

provided the controlling centre of his [Athanasius’] thought, for it gave clear and decisive 

account of the underlying oneness in Being and Activity between the Incarnate Son and God the 

                                                           
1170 h̀ ga.r àgi,a kai. makari,a tria.j avdiai,retoj kai. h̀nwme,nh pro.j èauth,n evsti\ kai. legome,nou tou/ 

patro.j su,nesti kai. ò tou,tou lo,goj kai. to. evn tw/| uiẁ/| pneu/ma) a'n de. kai. o` uiò.j ovnoma,zhtai( evn tw/| 
uiẁ/| evstin o ̀path.r kai. to. pneu/ma ouvk e;stin evkto.j tou/ lo,gou) mi,a ga,r evstin h̀ evk tou/ patro.j ca,rij 
di’ uiòu/ evn pneu,mati àgi,w| plhroume,nh\ kai. mi,a qeo,thj evsti. kai. ‘ei-j qeo.j o ̀ evpi. pa,ntwn kai. dia. 
pa,ntwn kai. evn pa/sin’)))) ouv dih,|rhto tou/ uiòu/ to. pneu/ma( avll’ evn cristw/| h=n kai. auvto,( w[sper o ̀
uiò.j evn tw/| patri,)  

1171 kai. tou/to pa,lin dida,skwn ò pau/loj e;grafen au=qij korinqi,oij kai. evn th/| deute,ra| evpistolh/| 
le,gwn\ h̀ ca,rij tou/ kuri,ou ivhsou/ cristou/ kai. h̀ avga,ph tou/ qeou/ kai. h̀ koinwni,a tou/ àgi,ou 
pneu,matoj meta. pa,ntwn ùmw/n) h̀ ga.r didome,nh ca,rij kai. dwrea. evn tria,di di,dotai para. tou/ patro.j 
di’ uiòu/ evn pneu,mati àgi,w|) w[sper ga.r evk tou/ patro,j evsti di’ uiòu/ h̀ didome,nh ca,rij( ou[twj ouvk  
a'n ge,noito koinwni,a th/j do,sewj evn hm̀i/n eiv mh. evn tw/| pneu,mati tw|/ àgi,w|) tou,tou ga.r mete,contej 
e;comen tou/ patro.j th.n avga,phn kai. tou/ uiòu/ th.n ca,rin kai. auvtou/ tou/ pneu,matoj th.n koinwni,an) 
mi,a a;ra kai. evk tou,twn h̀ th/j tria,doj evne,rgeia dei,knutai) ouv ga.r wj̀ par’ èka,stou dia,fora kai. 
dih|rhme,na ta. dido,mena shmai,nei o ̀avpo,stoloj( avll’ o[ti ta. dido,mena evn tria,di di,dotai kai. ta. pa,nta 
evx èno.j qeou/ evsti) 

1172 On the identification of the Holy Spirit and grace, see Gonnet, ‘The Salutary Action of the 
Holy Spirit as Proof of his Divinity’, 510-3. On the Holy Spirit’s relation to other persons of the 
Trinity, see Laminski, Der Heilige Geist als Geist Christ und Geist der Gläubigen, 130-6. 
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Father upon which everything in the Gospel depended. At the same time, however it carried 

within it the conception of coinherent relations within the one Being of God to which the 

distinctions in the self-revelation of God in the “saving economy’ as Father, son and Holy Spirit 

pointed, and upon which they were grounded. For Athanasius this coinherence was not merely a 

linking or intercommunication of the distinctive properties of the three divine Persons but a 

complete mutual indwelling in which each Person, while remaining what he is by himself as 

Father, Son, or Holy Spirit, is wholly in the others as the others are wholly in him. Thus within 

his supreme incarnational perspective, soteriological and ontological factors were always 

combined in Athanasius’ development of the Nicene doctrine of God.1173 

 

In a very similar way, Lenka Karfíková writes: ‘Dar Ducha znamená přitomnost 

samého Boga, nebot’ podle Janova listu: “Pokud se navzájem milujeme, zůstává v 

nás Bůh… Že zůstáváme v něm a on v nás, poznáváme podle toho, že nám dal 

svého Ducha’ (1 J 4, 12n). Je-li v nás ovšem Bůh, je v nás i Kristus, který se svým 

Otcem přichází k člověku, aby si v něm vytvořil příbytek (srov. J 14, 25). Podobně 

Kristus, který sám je život (J 14, 6), v nás žije (Ga 2, 20), jsme-li oživováni 

Duchem (Srov. Ř 8, 11). Konečně jako jsou Kristovy činy zároveň činy Otce, který 

v něm přebývá (J 14, 10n), je i působení Ducha jednáním samého Krista (Ř 15, 

17n)’.1174 This trinitarian theology carried with it a revision of the language of 

‘being’ with respect to God. It was discussed and ratified at the Anteochene Council 

in 362 and explained in Athanasius’ Tomus ad Antiochenos.1175 The agreement 

reached at the Council encouraged the use of ouvsi,a and ùpo,staseij as descriptive of 

God being one and three. Prestige explains this as follows: ‘While hypostasis lays 

stress on concrete independence, ousia lays it on intrinsic constitution. Hypostasis 

means “a reality ad alios” ousia “a reality in se”; the one word denotes God as 

manifest, the other connotes God as being. Athanasius taught that in God one and 

the same identical “substance” or object, without any division, substitution, or 

differentiation of content, is permanently presented in three distinct objective 

forms’. 1176  Before this distinction was introduced at the Anteochene Council, 

Athanasius could use ouvsi,a and ùpo,staseij as synonyms and employ ouvsi,a in the 

                                                           
1173 Torrance, ‘The Doctrine of the Holy Trinity according to St. Athanasius’, 397. 
1174 Karfiková, ‘MH FUSEI( ALLA QESEI’, 82. 
1175 For a detailed analysis of Athanasius’ use of ouvsi,a and ùpo,staseij in Tomus ad Antiochenos, 

see Gitton, La Théologie trinitaire d’Athanase d’Alexandrie, 375-405. For a specialized study of 
Tomus ad Antiochenos, see Yeum, Die Synode von Alexandrien (362). 

1176 Prestige, God in Patristic Thought, xxix. Cf. also 168, 188.  
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sense of that which is and subsists by itself.1177 However, this language had to be 

deepened in light of God’s self-revelation to us through the Son and Holy Spirit as 

inhering in his own eternal Being. Such language had to be reflective of the fact that 

God reveals himself to us as he is in his inner being. Therefore, to know him as God 

is to know him as a personal being and to partake of him is to partake of his own 

inner relations as Trinity. As Torrance expresses it: ‘Thus when associated with 

God’s self-revelation in three distinct objective Persons or hypostaseis as Father, 

Son and Holy Spirit, Being or ousia signifies the one eternal Being of God in the 

indivisible reality and fullness of his intrinsic personal relations as the Holy Trinity. 

Far from being an abstract or general notion, therefore, ousia as applied to God had 

an intensely personal and concrete meaning. This was very evident in his distinctive 

conception of the intrinsic Word or enousios logos in God and intrinsic Activity or 

enousios energeia in God, for God’s activity in self-revelation and self-giving 

through the Son and in the Holy Spirit, is as indivisibly one toward us as is the one 

ousia of the Godhead from which it issues and to which it directs us, while that one 

ousia is disclosed to be as intensely personal it itself as it is in its manifestation to 

us in the coinherent relatios of the three divine Persons’.1178 Torrance adds that even 

though both Athanasius and the Council affirmed God in the order of ‘one ouvsi,a 

and three ùpo,staseij’, ‘it did not rest upon any preconception or definition of the 

Divine Being, but on the very Being of God as he has named himself “I am who I 

am”. Thus in the Trinity the “One Being” of God does not refer to some impersonal 

essence, but the “I am” of God, the eternal and living Being which God has of 

himself”.1179 It is in this context that Athanasius’ doctrine of the Holy Spirit fills out 

and reinforces his teaching about the unity and Trinity of God and is most properly 

appreciated.  

             Athanasius’ Epistulae ad Serapionem is a very important piece of 

theological reflection on God and salvation that completes his other writings on 

these topics. It is also a very good place to conclude this chapter and discuss 

something that made Athanasius to be remembered not only as a theological thinker 

but also as a distinctly spiritual author. His Vita Antonii is the clearest expression of 

what it means to confess the relational understanding of God and salvation. 

                                                           
1177 e.g. CA 1.11 [Metzler 120-1]; 2.10 [Metzler 186-7]; 3.63 [Savvidis 366-7]; De Decr. 22 

[Opitz 18-9]; De Syn. 35 [Opitz 262]; Ep. Afr. 4 [Opitz 328-9]. Ep. Ser. 2.5 [Savvidis 544-5]. 
1178 Torrance, ‘The Doctrine of the Holy Trinity according to St. Athanasius’, 401.  
1179 Ibid. 402.  
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CHAPTER SIX 

Athanasius’ Spirituality in the Vita Antonii 
 

This concluding chapter on the Vita Antonii seeks to connect Athanasius’ dogmatic 

thought with issues of practical Christian living which I already probed in the 

previous chapter. Thus far, I have analized Athanasius’ concept of God and his 

understanding of what it means to be deified, but now I would like to consider how 

it plays out and is typified in the everyday life of Antony. At first glance, the reader 

of the Vita Antonii may feel that it speaks primarily about a Christian super hero 

and some scholars have voiced the opinion that this book could not be penned by 

Athanasius. Nevertheless, a closer look at the way the author of this biography 

describes Christ and his victory over the Devil, as well as how he applies the 

relational aspects of deification to Antony, reveals typically Athanasian features. In 

view of the scholarly debates about the doctrinal and literary homogeneity of the 

Vita Antonii, I will first look at some problematic passages that may seem to 

conflict with other writings of Athanasius and my interpretation of his thought. 

After that I will consider scholarly views that recognize this problem as tension and 

seek to identify different ways of resolving it. Having done that, I will propose that 

a helpful way to approach the problem of this tension is to ask what kind of 

understanding Athanasius had of God and salvation. By identifying the Antonian 

concept of God and salvation—both of which are stamped with the Athanasian 

personal emphasis—I will endevour to show that the Vita Antonii presents a 

coherent doctrinal teaching, that is consistent with my interpretation of Athanasius’ 

thought. 

             The bulk of his chapter will be devoted to two major subjects: Christ and 

salvation. I will first examine Antony’s defence of the divinity of Christ against the 

pagans and Arians. This will be accompanied with observations on parallel ideas 

from other writings of Athanasius, and I will argue that Antony’s christology is 

convincingly Athanasian. Its emphasis on the divine nature of Christ and his ability 

to do what is beyond Antony’s power controls the heroic story of Antony and forms 

the cornerstone of ascetic spirituality. Second, I will discuss soteriological topics 

with an emphasis on deification. I will contend that Athanasian description of 

salvation in the Vita Antonii has a clear christologial backing: Christ’s incarnation 

and his death on the cross. Moreover, Athanasius represents Antony as the saved 
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human being who enjoys God’s presence and relationship. This sense of presence 

and relationship between God and man is intended to demonstrate the constant 

reality of Antony’s deification. The corollary of this argument will be to show that 

the Athanasian portrait of Antony runs counter the Arian model: it is not about how 

one becomes saved or attains godly qualities by imitating Christ, but an example of 

how the saved one can live in virtue of what Christ has already accomplished. 

Throughout this chapter I will use the Greek version of the Vita Antonii without 

bringing into the discussion Latin, Coptic, Syriac, and Old-Slavonic versions. I will 

not be concerned with matters of authorship, genre, style, and sources that pervade 

scholarly literature. Neither will I discuss such issues as monastic organization and 

episcopal jurisdiction. As important as these topics are, they will be relegated to the 

periphery of this study in order to give precedence to the main subject: God and 

deification. 

 

6.1 The Problem of Non-Athanasian Elements in the Vita Antonii 

A close look at the text of the Vita Antonii exposes a number of topoi that might 

create an impression of conflict between this work (given the Athanasian 

authorship) and other writings of Athanasius. More specifically, we can identify 

three major themes that seem to run counter to my interpretation of Athanasius. 

First, Antony’s aspiration for perfection and the corresponding emphasis on human 

striving is noticeably dissimilar from Athanasius’ common focus on grace. Second, 

the description of Christian life in the Vita Antonii as a spiritual progress and firm 

resistence to the Devil strikes a different note than the christologically-driven 

thought of Athanasius. And, finally, the text of the Vita Antonii seems to contain 

elements of an impersonal description of salvation (such as incorruption and 

immortality) contrary to Athanasius’ emphasis elsewhere on the personal aspects of 

deification, such as sharing in God’s love, delight and adopted sonship. I will 

briefly summarize these three points below, and then deal with them in the rest of 

this chapter. 

 

6.1.1 Aspiration for Perfection 

The first particular characteristic that stands out once we begin to read the Vita 

Antonii is the monk’s vigorous pursuit of perfection. The text of the Vita Antonii is 

replete with passages that link perfection with self-discipline, hard work, and 
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spiritual exercise. Such instances create an impression that, for Antony, the 

Christian life has very little to do with God’s grace and is focused primarily on the 

accelerated role of the human being. I will sketch a few of the most telling 

examples from the Vita Antonii.  

             After several introductory notes, Athanasius informs his readers of some 

basic facts about Antony that set the tone for the rest of the story, which 

characterizes him as the ideal monk. In the first three chapters of the Vita Antonii 

we read that Antony was an uneducated Copt raised in a rich Christian home. From 

his very youth he came to prefer isolation over interaction with his peers. He lived 

in obedience to his parents, attended church with them, practiced moderation, 

avoided life’s pleasures and refused to be schooled. At the age of 18 or 20 he lost 

his parents and was left with the weighty responsibilities of taking care of his sister 

and large lands. A major turn in the life of Antony occurred six months after his 

parent’s death when he was confronted with the Gospel’s call for perfection: ‘If you 

would be perfect, go, sell what you possess and give to the poor, and you will have 

treasure in heaven’ (Mt. 19:21).1180 Being deeply touched by this call, Antony sold 

his family farm and goods, distributed most of the proceeds to the poor and made 

special arrangements for the care of his sister by trusted female nuns. Having 

renounced all his possessions, he embarked on a solitary life that would increase in 

intensity throughout the Vita Antonii until his death at the age of 105.  

             Before Antony’s fame spreads to the ends of the Roman world and spawns 

a host of imitators, we see him apprenticed to an old anchorite from a nearby 

village. There he is described as a prudent bee who seeks to learn and imitate other 

good men in the vicinity. His desire to achieve perfection becomes so strong that he 

sets a goal to surpass everyone in the ascetic discipline: 

 

He was sincerely obedient to those men of zeal he visited, and he considered carefully the 

advantage in zeal and in ascetic living that each held in relation to him. He observed the 

graciousness of one, the eagerness for prayers in another; he took careful note of one’s freedom 

from anger, and the human concern of another. And he paid attention to one while he lived a 

watchful life, or one who pursued studies, as also he admired one for patience, and another for 

fastings and sleeping on the ground. The gentleness of one and the long-suffering of yet another 

                                                           
1180 VA 2.15-17 [SC 400:132]: eiv qe,leij te,leioj ei=nai( u[page( pw,lhson pa,nta ta. ùpa,rconta, sou( 

kai. do.j ptwcoi/j( kai. deu/ro avkolou,qei moi( kai. e[xeij qhsauro.n evn ouvranoi/j. According to Burton-
Christie the Scriptures played the instrumental role in the rise of monasticism, The Word in the 
Desert, 46-7. 
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he watched closely…. And having been filled in this manner, he returned to his own place of 

discipline, from that time gathering the attributes of each in himself, and striving to manifest in 

himself what was best from all (VA 4.2-17 [SC 400:138-40; Gregg 32-3]).1181 

 

The first part of this passage speaks of particular qualities that Antony sought to 

achieve. The list includes a number of virtues such as graciousness, patience, and 

mercy as well as aspects of spiritual disciplines such as control of negative 

emotions, fasting and sleeping on the ground. Antony’s desire to cultivate these 

qualities has little special in itself; the text even suggests that Antony was by no 

means the first who initiated the anchorite life.1182 Yet, the fact that he sought ‘to 

gather the attributes of each in himself, and strove to manifest in himself what was 

best from all’, gives an impression that Antony’s concern is above all to achieve 

perfection. In fact, one of the most frequent terms used to describe the ascetic 

rigourism of Antony throughout the Vita Antonii is a;skhsij—a term that was used 

in the area of sports before it passed into the monastic literature.1183 From the very 

outset of his spiritual training Antony is described as the one who ‘exerted all the 

desire and all the energy he possessed for the exercise of ascetic discipline’ (VA 

3.22-4 [SC 400:136-8]), 1184  and there are at least three major ways in which 

Antony’s ascetic practices are just as demanding as the athletic urge for perfection 

in a sportsman.  

             First, the ascesis of Antony involved manual labour for self-support. In VA 

53.1-3 [SC 400:276], Antony is described as a hard and diligent worker weaving 

                                                           
1181 auvto.j de. toi/j spoudai,oij pro.j ou]j avph,rceto( gnhsi,wj ùpeta,sseto kai. kaq’ èauto.n ek̀a,stou 

to. pleone,kthma th/j spoudh/j kai. th/j avskh,sewj katema,nqanen) kai. tou/ me.n to. cari,en( tou/ de. to. 
pro.j ta.j euvca.j su,ntonon evqew,rei\ kai. a;llou me.n to. avo,rghton( a;llou de. to. fila,nqrwpon kateno,ei\ 
kai. tw/| me.n avgrupnou/nti( tw/| de. filologou/nti prosei/cen\ kai. to.n me.n evn karteri,a|( to.n de. evn 
nhstei,aij kai. cameuni,aij evqau,mazen\ kai. tou/ me.n th.n prao,thta( tou/ de. th.n makroqumi,an 
parethrei/to…. kai. ou[tw peplhrwme,noj ùpe,strefen eivj to.n i;dion tou/ avskhthri,ou to,pon\ loipo.n 
auvto.j ta. par’ èka,stou suna,gwn eivj èauto.n evspou,dazen evn èautw/| ta. pa,nta deiknu,nai) kai. ga.r pro.j 
tou.j kaq’ h̀liki,an i;souj ouvk h=n filo,neikoj h' mo,non i[na mh.. deu,teroj evkei,nwn evn toi/j belti,osi 
fai,nhtai.  

1182 The fact that there were other anchorites (spoudai/oi in VA 4.2 [SC 400:138]) prior to Antony 
is often used to claim that Antony was not the first monk in Egypt in the first half of the fourth 
century. See, e.g. Rubenson, ‘Asceticism’, 647-8. On the term spoudai/oj, see Wipszysk, ‘Les 
confréries’, 511-24. It is also argued that what earned Antony the epithet ‘father of monks’ was not 
the ascetic lifestyle as such but either the fact of where he practiced it (namely in the ‘great desert’) 
or the wide and early spread of his biography. For the former argument, see e.g. Harmless, Desert 
Christians, 60, and for the latter, see e.g. Goehring, ‘The Origins of Monasticism’, 239. On the early 
dissemination of the Vita Antonii, see Garritte, ‘Le text grec et les versions anciennes de la Vie de 
saint Antoine’, 1-13.  

1183  Goehring, ‘Asceticism’, 127; Špidlik, The Spirituality of the Christian East, 179-182; 
Guibert, ‘Ascèse, Ascétisme’, 939-941; Sidorov, Drevnekhristiansky Asketizm, 9-25. 

1184 o[lon de. to.n po,qon kai. pa/san th.n spoudh.n e;ch| peri. to.n to,non th/j avskh,sewj. 
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baskets for barter trade. In VA 3.24-6, he cites Paul’s dictum from 2-Thess. 3:10 as 

the biblical basis for hard work: ‘He worked with his hands, though, having heard 

that he who is idle, let him not eat. And he spent what he made partly for bread, and 

partly on those in need’ ([SC 400:136-8; Gregg 32]).1185 Seeking to accustom his 

body to toil Antony claims that ‘when I am weak, then I am strong [2-Cor. 

12:10]’. 1186  Second, Antony is described as practicing an austere diet which 

includes bread, salt and water. He never eats meat or drinks wine. He eats once a 

day after sunset and sometimes once in two or even four days during fasting 

times.1187 Third, we see him practice watchfulness and unceasing prayer. Antony 

keeps vigil in prayer, spending whole nights without sleep.1188 When he does sleep, 

he uses a rush mat or even the bare ground as his bed.1189 He is described as 

constantly weighing his thoughts and praying unceasingly (Cf. 1-Thess. 5:17).1190 

Antony’s determination to reach perfection in all these areas of ascetic practice 

makes other anchorites marvel at his severe lifestyle.1191 

 

6.1.2 Ascetic Firmness: Spiritual Progress and Fight with the Devil  

Another characteristic that adds to the general impression of conflict between the 

Vita Antonii and other works of Athanasius is the description of Christian life in 

terms of ascetic firmness with little emphasis on the downward action of Christ that 

permeates Athanasius’ dogmatic writings. Antony’s ascetic firmness is represented 

in two ways: his ongoing progress and the ensuing ability to battle the Devil. I will 

briefly look at both of these aspects.  

             One of the first texts that speaks about Christian life as progress is recorded 

in VA 7.39-47 ([SC 400:152-4; Gregg 36-7]). It says: ‘And this tenet of his was also 

truly wonderful, that neither the way of virtue nor separation from the world for its 

sake ought to be measured in terms of time spent, but by the aspirant’s desire and 

purposefulness. He, indeed, did not hold time passed in his memory, but day by 

day, as if making a beginning of his asceticism, increased his exertion for advance, 

saying continually to himself Paul’s word about forgetting what lies behind and 

                                                           
1185 eivrga,zeto gou/n tai/j cersi,n( avkou,saj\ o` de. avrgo.j mhde. evsqie,tw. kai. to. me.n eivj to.n a;rton( to. 

de. toi/j deome,noij avnh,lisken. 
1186 VA 7.36-7 [400:152]: o[tan avsqenw/( to,te dunato,j eivmi. 
1187 Ibid. 7.25-7 [400:152]. 
1188 Ibid. 7.15-8 [400:150]. 
1189 Ibid. 7.31-2 [400:152]. 
1190 e.g. Ibid. 3.27 [400:138]; 7.42-7 [400:154]. 
1191 Ibid. 7.18-19 [400:150]. 
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straining forward to what lies ahead [Phil. 3:13]’.1192 Here Christian life of the 

anchorite is depicted in terms of being set on the path to virtue (th.n th/j avreth/j 

òdo,n). Such a path seems to always be stuck in the beginning (wj̀ avrch.n e;cwn th/j 

avskh,sewj) and requires immense work on the part of Antony in order to continue it 

(mei,zona to.n po,non ei=cen eivj prokoph.n evpile,gwn).1193 In another text this path is 

called the journey of virtue1194  and several times (though implicitly) we see it 

depicted as upward movement to God.1195 A passage similar to the one quoted 

above is found in VA 20.1-8 [SC 400:186-8; Gregg 46], where the same metaphor 

of forward movement is used by Antony with reference to Lot’s wife, and Jesus’ 

statement in Luke 9:62: ‘Having therefore made a beginning, and set out already on 

the way of virtue, let us press forward to what lies ahead. And let none turn back as 

Lot’s wife did, especially since the Lord said, No one who puts his hand to the plow 

and turns back is fit for the Kingdom of heaven. Now ‘turning back’ is nothing 

except feeling regret and once more thinking about things of the world’.1196 The 

idea of being set out in the way of virtue (th/j od̀ou/ th/j avreth/j) and striving to attain 

what is ahead of us (evpekteinw,meqa ma/llon i[na fqa,swmen) without bringing Christ 

into focus colours Christian life with the priority of human effort rather than the 

initiative of Christ.  

             Among other images of Christian life in the Vita Antonii we find 

descriptions of ‘advancement’ (prokoph,)1197 and ‘perseverance’ towards a certain 

end purpose. 1198  Often such descriptions are directly connected with Antony’s 

ability to confront the Devil. Thus, in one of the many attempts when the Devil 

sought to hinder Antony’s progress, we find the former whispering to the monk 

about ‘the rigour of virtue, and how great the labour is that earns it’ (VA 5.8-9 [SC 

                                                           
1192 kai. h=n auvtw|/ para,doxoj o;ntwj kai. ou-toj o ̀logismo,j\ ouv ga.r hvxi,ou cro,nw| metrei/n th.n th/j 

avreth/j o`do,n( ouvde. th.n di’ auvth.n avnacw,rhsin( avlla. po,qw| kai. th| proaire,sei) auvto.j ou=n ouvk 
evmnhmo,neue tou/ parelqo,ntoj cro,nou\ avlla. kaq’ h̀me,ran( w`j avrch.n e;cwn th/j avskh,sewj( mei,zona to.n 
po,non ei=cen eivj prokoph.n evpile,gwn èautw/| to. tou/ pau,lou r`hto.n sunecw/j\ tw/n o;pisqen 
evpilanqano,menoj( toi/j de. e;vmprosqen evpekteino,menoj [Phil 3:13].  

1193 Cf. VA 16.9-16 [SC 400:178]. 
1194 Ibid. 3.19 [SC 400:136]. 
1195 Ibid. 22.7-9 [SC 400:196]; 65:4-20 [SC 304-5]. On the idea of upward movement in Vita 

Antonii, see Zecher, The Symbolics of Death, 56-86. 
1196  ouvkou/n avrxa,menoi kai. evpiba,ntej h;dh th/j od̀ou/ th/j avreth/j( evpekteinw,meqa ma/llon i[na 

fqa,swmen) kai. mhdei.j eivj ta. ovpi,sw strefe,sqw( wj̀ h̀ gunh. tou/ lw,t\ ma,lista o[ti ku,rioj ei;rhken\ 
ouvdei.j evpibalw.n th.n cei/ra evp’ a;rotron kai. strafei.j eivj ta. ovpi,sw( eu;;qeto,j evstin eivj th.n basilei,an 
tw/n ouvranw/n) to. de. strafh/nai ouvde.n e[tero,n evstin h' metamelhqh/nai kai. pa,lin kosmika. fronei/n.  

1197 e.g. VA 7.44 [SC 400:154]; 66.25-6 [400:310]. 
1198 e.g. Ibid. 12.10-11 [SC 400:168]. 
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400:142; Gregg 33]).1199 To this Antony responds by an even greater perseverance 

in his ascetic call: ‘You will not frustrate my purpose by this, Devil’ (VA 11.16-7 

[SC 400:166; Gregg 40]).1200 What is even more striking is Antony’s confidence to 

fight the Devil with what can be seen as divine means yet with much emphasis on 

the human ability to exercise them. Thus, being overcome by Antony the Devil 

finally admits the firmness of Antony’s pro,qesij: ‘But the enemy saw his own 

weakness in the face of Antony’s resolve, and saw that he instead was being thrown 

for a fall by the sturdiness of this contestant, and being overturned by his great faith 

and falling over Antony’s constant prayers’ (VA 5.13-7 [SC 400:142; Gregg 

34]).1201 Slightly afterwards, we read that the Devil is said to be ‘made a buffoon by 

a mere youth’ admitting the following: ‘I am he who so frequently troubled you and 

so many times was overturned by you’ (VA 6.20-1 [SC 400:148; Gregg 35]).1202 

Surprisingly, the emphasis in these passages is not so much on the victory of God, a 

theme so prevalent in Athanasius, as on Antony’s ability to withstand the Devil. 

 

6.1.3 Elements of Impersonal Description of Salvation 

Finally, one other element worth noting in the Vita Antonii is the description of 

salvation. The way it is presented in several passages of the biography looks foreign 

to my interpretation of Athanasius. The emphasis on such occasions falls more on 

the idea of sharing in the divine qualities rather than on the personal participation in 

the relationship with God. In the only place where there is a direct reference to 

participation in God in the Vita Antonii we read that Christ ‘enabled mankind to 

share the divine and spiritual nature’ (VA 74.16-7 [SC 400:324; Gregg 85]).1203 

Although the term ‘share’ (koinwnh/sai) may have a relational sense, it is hard to 

determine the precise meaning of participation for Antony based on this text alone. 

In the two other instances where deification is implied, the main effect of saving 

transformation has to do more with incorruption, rather than the sharing in God’s 

love as a more prevailing characteristic of Athanasius’ thought. Thus, in his speech 

to the monks on demons and discernment of spirits Antony states: ‘When, 

                                                           
1199 te,loj to. tracu. th/j avreth/j( kai. wj̀ polu.j auvth/j evstin o` po,noj.  
1200 ouvk evmpodi,seij evn tou,tw| mou th.n proqumi,an( dia,bole.  
1201  w`j de. ei=den e`̀auto.n o` evcqro.j avsqenou/nta pro.j th.n tou/ avntwni,ou pro,qesin kai. ma/llon 

èauto.n katapalaio,menon ùpo. th/j evkei,nou sterro,thtoj( avnatrepo,meno,n te th/| pi,stei kai. pi,ptonta 
tai/j sunece,sin avntwni,ou proseucai/j. 

1202 evgw, eivmi o` polla,kij soi ovclh,saj( tosauta,kij de. avnatrapei.j para. sou/.  
1203 poih,sh| tou.j avnqrw,pouj koinwnh/sai qei,aj kai. noera/j fu,sewj.  
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therefore… we live in the discipline… we shall reign forever and ever. And even 

though we have been contestants on earth, we do not receive our inheritance on 

earth, but we possess the promises in heaven. Putting off the body, then, which is 

corruptible, we receive it back incorruptible’ (VA 16.25-8 [SC 400:180; Gregg 43-

4]).1204 Here the main feature of the coming kingdom and the inheritance promised 

to us in heaven is the incorruption we will receive to replace our corrupted bodies.  

             In another passage,1205 Antony offers a list of qualities we are to gain in 

order to inherit the land of the humble-hearted (h ̀gh/ tw/n prae,wn). Some of the 

specific qualities in this list include ‘prudence’ (fro,nhsij), ‘discretion’(swfrosu,nh), 

‘courage’ (avndrei,a), ‘understanding’ (su,nesij), ‘concern for the poor’ (filoptwci,a), 

‘freedom from anger’(avorghsi,a), and ‘hospitality’ (filoxeni,a) (VA 17.25-7 [SC 

400:182]). After listing them Antony makes the following call to the monks: ‘If we 

possess these qualities, we shall discover them running before, preparing the abode 

for us there in the land of the meek’ (VA 17.27-9 [SC 400:182-4; Gregg 45, trans. 

modified]).1206 In light of this statement Antony’s desire to unite in himself those 

qualities he observed in other monks at the beginning of his ascetic path (‘gathering 

the attributes of each in himself, and striving to manifest in himself what was best 

from all’, VA 4.14-5 [SC 400:140; Gregg 33])1207 may seem to carry a soteriological 

significance and create an impression that salvation is only about gaining godly 

qualities. All these examples may suggest that Antony’s vision of Christian life runs 

counter to some major aspects of Athanasius’ thought. At least they create an 

impression that there is a significant tension between the two. 

 

6.2 Scholarly Approach to the Problem of Tensions 

The tension between the Vita Antonii and other writings of Athanasius has not 

escaped the attention of scholars, and there has been a variety of approaches to this 

issue. Some scholars perceive this tension as evidence for the non-Athanasian 

nature of the book. Thus, Timothy Barnes detects ‘the substantial presence of non-

Athanasian elements in the Life’ and claims that such ‘lexical divergences are… the 

                                                           
1204  o[tan toi,nun))) diamei,nwmen evn th|/ avskh,sei))) aivw/naj aivw,nwn basileu,somen) kai. evpi. gh/j 

avgwnisa,menoi( ouvk evn gh|/ klhronomou/men( avll’ evn ouvranoi/j e;comen ta.j evpaggeli,aj) pa,lin de. 
fqarto.n avpoqe,menoi to. sw/ma( a;fqarton avpolamba,nomen auvto,.  

1205 VA 17.23-29 [SC 400:182].  
1206  tau/ta ktw,menoi( eùrh,somen auvta. pro. èautw/n evkei/ poiou/nta xeni,an h̀mi/n evn th/| gh/| tw/n 

prae,wn.  
1207 auvto.j ta. par’ èka,stou suna,gwn eivj èauto.n evspou,dazen evn eàutw/| ta. pa,nta deiknu,nai.  
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most objective and measurable criteria of profound differences of culture and 

theology between the Life and the rest of Athanasius’ oeuvre’.1208 Following René 

Draguet1209 and Matin Tetz1210 (who deny Athanasian authorship of the Vita Antonii 

on other grounds), Barnes suggests that ‘it will remain in doubt whether Athanasius 

should best be described as author, editor or redactor until it is established in detail 

by further philological and stylistic investigation….’ Other scholars, who are more 

loyal to Athanasian authorship of the Vita Antonii and seek to establish a 

consistency between this work and other writings of Athanasius, prefer to view the 

tension in less radical ways. 

             One of the ways to explain this tension is the hypothesis that the Vita 

Anonii testifies to the Origenistic views of Antony and exposes Athanasius’ attempt 

to eliminate or correct them. According to Roldanus, Athanasius departs from 

Antony whenever the latter approaches him too closely.1211 He contends that even 

though Antony’s profile is significantly amended by Athanasius, we can still 

discern the remnants of his original teaching that escaped Athanasius’ intent to filter 

it through his own theology.1212 Similarly, Vincent Desprez (who relates Antony’s 

Origenism to his Letters) believes that Athanasius corrects the Origenistic elements 

in the Vita Antonii,1213 while István Perczel claims that ‘the author of the Life knew 

about the basics of the so-called Origenist teaching of Antony… and had no 

objections to this doctrine’. 1214  Alternatively, Samuel Rubenson thinks that 

Origenist traces should not be viewed as ‘a direct conflict’, but rather as a ‘tension 

between a more Origenist tradition and the new emphases of theology at the time of 

the Arian controversy’.1215  

                                                           
1208 Barnes, Early Christian Hagiography, 166. More specifically, he states: ‘The occurance in 

the Life of a common advert like a;gan (‘too much’) and the emphasis on achieving avtaraxi,a and 
avoiding avkhdi,a, neither of which words belongs to Athanasius’ normal vocabulary, are hard to 
explain if Athanasius wrote the Life as an original composition’, ibid. 

1209 Draguet claimed that our Greek text of the Vita Antonii is based on the Syriac translation of a 
cruder Greek text written not by Athanasius (or someone fluent in Greek) but by a Hellenized Copt 
who incorporated much of Coptic phraseology and vocabulary into the work. Draguet, La vie 
primitive de saint Antoine, 417-18. 

1210 Tetz argues that the Vita Antonii was originally composed by Serapion of Thmuis (who 
appears in the Vita Antonii on two occasions), while Athanasius simply edited his text leaving much 
of Serapion’s original wording unchanged. Tetz, ‘Athanasius und die Vita Antonii’, 1-30.  

1211 Roldanus, ‘Origène, Antoine et Athanase’, 413.  
1212 Ibid. 414. 
1213 Desprez, ‘Saint Antoine’, 35-6. 
1214 Perczel, ‘Mankinds’ Common Intellectual Substance’, 206. 
1215 Rubenson, The Letters of St. Antony, 136.   
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For Gregg and Groh the Arian controversy becomes the vantage point from which 

they view the problem of tension. They acknowledge that ‘tensions can be detected 

between particular actions attributed to Antony and… Athanasian themes’1216 and 

suggest considering the problem as ‘a clash of two soteriologies [Arian and 

Nicaean], each with its own understanding of the spiritual progress or sanctification 

of believers’.1217 More specifically they write: 

 

The dramatic profile of the monk (Antony, or any celebrated ascetic) and the way in which he 

pursues the “way of virtue” were destined to be contestable by two parties within the church 

which promoted distinctive and opposing schemes of salvation…. The Arian could be relied 

upon to assert that the holiness of the desert dweller is none other than that progress in moral 

excellence which imitates Christ, the first among creatures who proved himself through 

obedience. While capable also of speaking about Jesus’ imitability, the orthodox wished to 

interpret the wilderness discipline by means of concepts harmonious with their teaching of the 

Logos who descends to dispense power, who lends the divine assistance without which there is 

no catharsis of passions or redemption of the flesh…. The Vita Antonii is constructed with a view 

to counteracting the Arian concept of adopted sonship as a progress in virtue. Antony’s story, and 

through it the pattern of the monastic life, are presented as the natural and legitimate expression 

of orthodox soteriology, and of that soteriology alone.1218 

 

Accordingly, Gregg and Groh believe that the Vita Antonii was composed for the 

purpose of combating Arian attempts to recruit the ascetics in support of their 

cause. It was designed in such a way as to frustrate the Arian claim that Antony was 

their ally. Athanasius does this by what Gregg and Groh call ‘redactional 

seams’.1219 They discern such ‘seams’ in those instances of the Vita Antonii where 

Athanasius ensures that Antony’s achievements are made possible by God. In this 

perspective, the Vita Antonii is seen as Athanasius’ deliberate way of 

communicating that ‘advance in perfection comes not through striving for equality 

with Christ but by participation and intervention from above’.1220 Thus, the whole 

Antony ‘project’ for Athanasius ‘becomes the subtle one of spying out in the Life 

attempts to rule out possible connections between the monk’s life of discipline and 

the Arian conception of discipleship’.1221  

                                                           
1216 Gregg, Early Arianism, 142. 
1217 Ibid. 134. 
1218 Ibid. 134-5, 139. 
1219 Ibid. 142. 
1220 Ibid. 147.  
1221 Ibid. 143. 
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             Among the most common criticism of Gregg and Groh’s approach, scholars 

object to its overtaking of textual evidence about Arius’ soteriology,1222 and they 

question the methodology of ‘redactional seams’. Such ‘redactional seams’ are 

sometimes viewed as begging the question of why the referred tensions may not 

simply be considered as part of the Athanasian account. In this regard, Anatolios 

contends: ‘It is inadmissible that this quite natural supposition should be completely 

bracketed. Of course, once it is bracketed, then the discovery of “redactional seams” 

and two antithetical accounts follows not so much from the text as it stands, but 

rather from the presumption that in fact such tensions do not belong together but 

stem from two separate and opposite accounts. The actual complexity of the text is 

thus deconstructed by the invincible circularity of this presumption and the strategy 

which implements it’.1223 Anatolios calls the tension a dialectic ‘between human 

striving and divine dispensation of grace’, and argues that it is inherent in the 

Athanasian account of salvation; it does not spring from conflict with Arian 

soteriology. 1224  For Anatolios, as well as a number of other scholars such as 

Dörries, 1225  Louth, 1226  Gerhardus Barterlink 1227  and William Harmless, 1228 

Athanasius’ account of Antony is a consistent description of his own theology.  

          Taking into account these discussions, I will argue in this chapter that a 

helpful way to approach the problem of tension is to consider it in light of the 

doctrine of God and deification. Seen from this perspective, the Vita Antonii 

presents the testimony of the active role of God in Antony’s life and the story of 

how he experienced God’s transforming love and intimate presence. As should be 

clear from the previous chapters, these motifs are at the heart of Athanasius’ 

doctrine of God and salvation. Together they create a fundamentally personal 

paradigm in which the relation between God, deification, and Christian life is such 

that the latter elements flow from the former. Approached in this way, the Vita 

Antonii does not have to be a contradictory account; it can be seen as a consistent 

reflection of the Athanasian themes. With this vision in mind, I will seek to show 

that Athanasius’ story of Antony accords with my interpretation of Athanasius’ 

                                                           
1222 See, ch. 4.  
1223 Anatolios, Athanasius: The Coherence, 169.  
1224 Ibid. 172. 
1225 Dörries, ‘Die Vita Antonii’, 359-410. 
1226 Louth, ‘St. Athanasius and the Greek Life of Antony’, 504-9. 
1227 Bartelink, Vie d’Antoine, 35. 
1228 Harmless, Desert Christians, 122-3.  
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thought throughout this study. It also corroborates with the arguments of those 

scholars who view the Vita Antonii as a homogenous work consonant with 

Athanasius’ theology. In what follows I will present two major profiles of Antony. I 

will first look at him as a theologian who exhibits knowledge of God and 

incarnation, and then will consider him as the model of the deified humanity. In the 

process, I will attempt to establish a link between God, deification, and Christian 

living in such a way that the apparent tension will cease to be an issue, and I will 

treat the problematic passages (mentioned above) as the essential elements of the 

Athanasian account. 

 

6.3 God, Incarnation, and Deification 

The Athanasian narrative begins by informing the readers with a brief note of 

purpose and recipients. We find that Antony’s biography was requested by 

unnamed ‘foreign monks’1229 and though it is difficult to determine who they were, 

some scholars suggest they could have been Westerners, ‘given both Athanasius’ 

close contacts there and the speed with which the work was translated into 

Latin’.1230 Athanasius says that he received their request for certain specifics about 

Antony, namely who he was before his anchorite career, how he began his ascetic 

life, and how he died. These issues are amply treated throughout the Vita Antonii, 

but the real reason why Athanasius is said to write it is because he wanted to 

provide exhortation for his readers: ‘Along with marveling at the man, you will 

want also to emulate his purpose, for Antony’s way of life provides monks with a 

sufficient picture for ascetic practice’ (VA prooim.15-8 [SC 400:126; Gregg 

29]).1231 This statement suggests that Athanasius seeks to draw ‘a portrait of Antony 

as an ideal to be imitated and as the archetype to measure oneself against’.1232  

             At the same time, because of the variety of themes that we find in the Vita 

Antonii, scholars have been able to discover nearly everything they looked for in 

                                                           
1229 This is Harmless’ translation of VA praef. based on the statement from Pachomii Vita Prima 

(CP 45:366) that refers to it as ‘the Life of the Blesed Antony to the Monks and Brothers in Foreign 
Parts who had asked the most holy father Athanasius for it’; Harmless, Desert Fathers, 75, n. 49. 

1230 Ibid. 69. 
1231  meta. tou/ qauma,sai to.n a;nqrwpon( qelh,sete kai. zhlw/sai th.n evkei,nou pro,qesin) e;sti ga.r 

monacoi/j ik̀ano.j carakth.r pro.j a;skhsin o` avntwni,ou bi,oj) 
1232 Harmless, Desert Fathers, 69. Athanasius states that for monks Antony is ‘a sufficient model 

for discipline’ (ik̀ano.j carakth.r pro.j a;skhsin’ (VA prooim.17-8 [SC 400:126]), and Gregory 
Nazianzen called it ‘a rule of the monastic life in the form of a narrative’ (evkei/noj [avqanasi,oj] 
avntwni,ou tou/ qei,ou bi,on sune,grafe( tou/ monadikou/ bi,ou nomoqesi,an( evn pla,smati dihgh,sewj) in Or. 
21.5). It is also known that Antony’s biography inspired even Augustine (Conf. 8.14-29). 
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this work. According to one list, such discoveries include ‘the evolution and 

elaboration of ascetic tendencies already among the apostles, the pattern of staged 

eremitic withdrawal from society, borrowings from stories of Hellenic greats like 

Pythagoras, a qei/oj avnh,r designed to surpass Apollonius of Tyana, and (in reaction 

to these last interpretations) a holy man modeled exclusively after the biblical 

presentations of the prophets, disciples, martyrs, and angels’.1233 In the following 

sections I will limit my study of Antony to the doctrine of God and deification, and 

how both are related to Antony’s ascetic ideal.  

 

6.3.1 Antony as a Theologian: God, Christ, and Incarnation 

In this section, I will consider two major points where I see Athanasius’ concept of 

God to be most strongly at work in Antony. I will first look at the fact that Antony 

insists on the divine nature of Christ, dressed in Athanasian apologetic and anti-

Arian tone. Second I will discuss the significance of Christ’s divinity as it plays out 

in the way Athanasius depicts the ideal Christian life of Antony. Since much 

study1234 has already exposed many of the parallels between the Vita Antonii and 

Athanasius’ other writings, I will refer only to those instances that help me to 

illustrate my own arguments.  

  

6.3.1.1 Apology of Christ’s Divinity against the Pagans 

One of the images that Athanasius employs in his description of Antony is that of 

apologist of the Christian faith. Towards the end of the Vita Antonii (chs. 72-80 [SC 

400:320-40]), Athanasius recounts conversations which Antony held with pagan 

philosophers, surprising them with his command of the Neoplatonic philosophy and 

profound arguments about the Logos. Antony’s defence of Christ’s divinity in this 

section of the Vita Antonii takes place at the Outer Mountain (Pispir), where several 

wise men ask him for an explanation of his faith in Christ and seek to ridicule his 

preaching about the cross.1235 Athanasius reports Antony’ reply in the following 

way:  

 

                                                           
1233 Gregg, Early Arianism, 133. 
1234 See esp. Louth, ‘St. Athanasius and the Greek Life of Antony’, 504-9, and Bartelink, Vie 

d’Antoine, 36-42. 
1235 VA 74.1-6 [SC 400:324]. 
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Antony paused for a moment, at first pitying them in their ignorance, and said (through an 

interpreter who expertly translated his remarks): “Which is better—to confess a cross, or to 

attribute acts of adultery and pederasty to those whom you call gods? For that which is stated by 

us is a signal of courage, and evidence of disdain for death, while your doctrines have to do with 

incidents of lewdness. Again, which is preferable, to say that the Word of God was not changed, 

but remaining the same he assumed a human body for the salvation and benefit of mankind—so 

that sharing in the human birth he might enable mankind to share the divine and spiritual 

nature—or to make the divine very much like the irrational beings, and on these grounds worship 

four-footed creatures and reptiles and images of men? For these are the objects of worship for 

you who are wise! (VA 74.6-20 [SC 400:324; Gregg 84-5]).1236 

 

In this passage Antony draws two sets of contrasts: one that compares the fact of 

Christ’s courageous death on the cross with the repulsive lewdness of gods who 

crave pleasure, and the other that sets the unchanging nature of Christ against the 

non-divine status of pagan subjects of worship. In the context, both sets of contrasts 

serve to defend the fact that Christ is God and his death is efficacious for salvation 

of humanity. The idea of the gods’ lewdness in the first contrast reminds us of 

Athanasius’ apology laid out in the chapters 8-26 of his treatise Contra Gentes 

where he refutes pagan religion by using the argument from action. In one 

particular passage Athanasius formulates this argument as follows: ‘Now if one 

were to consider the actions of their so-called gods, to begin from there, he would 

find that they are not only not gods but that they were the basest of men…. One can 

hear how Zeus raped Ganymede, and committed secret adulteries, and how he was 

in fear and trembling lest the walls of Troy be destroyed against his will…. One can 

see him as the object of plots on the part of the other so-called gods…. One can see 

him overcome by pleasure, the slave of women and on their account venturing to 

appear in the form of irrational animals, beasts, and birds…. So is it right to regard 

as a god one who has committed such great crimes and who is accused of things 

                                                           
1236  ovli,gon evpiscw.n o` avntw,nioj kai. prw/ton oivktei,raj auvtou.j evpi. th/| avgnwsi,a|( e;lege di’ 

èrmhne,wj( tou/ kalw/j ta. evkei,nou diermhneu,ontoj\ ti, ka,llio,n evstin( stauro.n o`mologei/n h' moicei,aj 
kai. paidofqori,aj prosa,ptein toi/j legome,noij par’ ùmi/n qeoi/j* to. me.n ga.r par’ h̀mi/n lego,menon 
avndrei,aj evsti. tekmh,rion kai. katafronh,sewj qana,tou gnw,risma( ta. de. ùme,tera avselgei,aj evsti. pa,qh) 
e;peita ti, be,ltio,n evstin( le,gein o[ti ò tou/ qeou/ lo,goj ouvk evplanh,qh( avll’ o` auvto.j w;n( evpi. swthri,a| 
kai. euvergesi,a| tw/n avnqrw,pwn avnei,lhfe sw/ma avnqrw,pinon i[na( th/| avnqrw/pi,nh| gene,sei koinwnh,saj( 
poih,sh| tou.j avnqrw,pouj koinwnh/sai qei,aj kai. noera/j fu,sewj h' evn avlo,goij evxomoiou/n to.n qeo.n kai. 
dia. tou/to se,bein tetra,poda kai. èrpeta. kai. avnqrw,pwn eivko,naj* tau/ta ga.r ùmw/n tw/n sofw/n evsti ta. 
seba,smata. 
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forbidden even to ordinary men by the common laws of Rome?’ (CG 11.28-46 

[Thomson 32; ibid. 33]).1237  

             We see the same flow of argument in VA 75.8-18 [SC 400:328], where 

Athanasius refers to the shameful deeds of pagan gods such as ‘the wanderings of 

Osiris and Isis, the plots of Typhon, and the flight of Kronos, and the swallowings 

of children and murder of fathers’,1238 and contrasts them to the actions of Christ 

who raised the dead, healed the blind and paralized, walked on the sea and made 

many other signs and wonders.1239 This contrast leads him to affirm that ‘the things 

Christ has done reveal him to be God, who appeared for the salvation of mankind’ 

(VA 75.16-8 [SC 400:328; Gregg 86]).1240 This particular argument about Christ’s 

divinity reflects Athanasius principle of correspondence between acts and natures 

formulated in CG 16. There he claims that ‘acts must correspond to natures, so that 

the actor is known from his effect, and the action can be known from its nature’.1241 

On this basis, he asserts that the deeds of the so-called gods disprove them from 

being divine because it is not natural for heavenly beings to act in the way these 

gods do.1242 In contrast, Christ’s deeds show him to be the true God, and the way 

Athanasius emphasizes it in his early treatises parallels closely Antony’s apologetic 

statement about Christ’s divinity in VA 75.16-8 [SC 400:328] quoted above. In De 

Inc. 16.18-21 [Thomson 172; ibid. 173], Athanasius states that ‘by means of it 

[body] he rendered himself visible, remaining in it and completing such works and 

giving signs as made him known to be no longer a man but God the Word’.1243 

Slightly later, he quotes John 10:37-8, which speaks about the common works of 

                                                           
1237 eiv ga,r tij tw/n par’ auvtoi/j legome,nwn qew/n( i[na prw/ton avpo. tou,twn tw/n ka,twqen a;rxwmai( 

la,boi ta.j pra,xeij( eùrh,sei mh. mo,non ouvk ei=nai auvtou,j qeou,j( avlla. kai. tw/n avnqrw,,pwn tou.j 
aivsci,stouj gegono,taj) oi-on ga,r( oi-o,n evstin ivdei/n tou.j para. poihtai/j tou/ dio.j e;rwtaj( kai. ta.j 
avselgei,aj) oi-o,n evstin auvto.n avkou,ein àrpa,zonta me.n to.n ganumh,dhn( kai. ta.j klopimai,ouj 
evrgazo,menon moicei,aj( dedio,ta de. kai. deiliw/nta mh. para. gnw,mhn auvtou/ ta. tw/n trw,wn avpo,lhtai 
tei,ch)))) kai. nikw,menon ùpo. h̀donw/n( douleu,onta de. gunaixi,( kai. di’ auvta.j evn avlo,goij zw,oij 
tetra,posi, te kai. pthnoi/j tai/j fantasi,aij parakinduneu,onta)))) a=r’ ou=n a;xion tou/ton ùponoei/n qeo,n( 
tosau/ta dra,santa( kai. diablhqe,nta( a] mhde. oi ̀koinoi. rẁmai,wn no,moi kai. tou.j àplw/j avnqrw,pouj 
evpitre,pousi poiei/n* 

1238 VA 75.4-6 [SC 400:328; Gregg 85-7]: pla,naj ovsi,ridoj kai. i;sidoj kai. evpiboula.j tufw/noj kai. 
kro,nou fugh.n kai. te,knwn katapo,seij kai. patroktoni,aj. 

1239 Ibid. 75.10-3 [SC 400:328]. 
1240 a] pepoi,hken o` cristo,j( qeo.n auvto.n avpodei,knusin( evpidhmh,santa evpi. swthri,a| tw/n avnqrw,pwn.  
1241 CG 16.25-7 [Thomson 45, ibid. 46]: kat’ avllh,louj ga.r tai/j ouvsi,aij kai. ta.j pra,xeij ei=nai 

crh,( i[na kai. evk th/j evnergei,aj ò pra,xaj marturhqh|/( kai. evk th/j ouvsi,aj h̀ pra/xij gnwsqh/nai dunhqh/|. 
Cf. CG. 35.8-14 [Thomson 94-6]. 

1242 Ibid. 16.53-7 [Thomson 46]. 
1243 avlla. kai. evmfanh/ èauto.n dia. tou,tou kaqi,sth diame,nwn evn auvtw/| kai. toiau/ta telw/n e;rga kai. 

shmei/a didou,j( a] mhke,ti a;nqrwpon( avlla. qeo.n lo,gon auvto.n evgnw,rizon. Cf. CG 35.6-8 [Thomson 
94]. 
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the Son and Father as the proof of their unity, and affirms (reiterating VA 75.16-8 

[SC 400:328] almost verbatim) that ‘through his [Christ’s] actions in the body it 

was made known that he himself was not a man but God the Word’ (De Inc. 18.11-

1 [Thomson 176; ibid. 177]).1244  

             Related to this argument of Christ’s divinity is the second set of contrasts in 

VA 74.6-20 [SC 400:324]. This contrast sets the unchanging nature of Christ against 

the non-divine status of pagan subjects of worship. In VA 74.13-9 [SC 400:324; 

Gregg 84-5], this argument is put forth in the form of a question as Antony inquires 

of the philosophers: ‘Again, which is preferable, to say that the Word of God was 

not changed (ouvk evplanh,qh), but remaining the same (ò auvto.j w;n) he assumed a 

human body for the salvation and benefit of mankind—so that sharing in the human 

birth he might enable mankind to share the divine and spiritual nature—or to make 

the divine very much like the irrational beings, and on these grounds worship four-

footed creatures and reptiles and images of men?’ The closest parallel to this idea of 

contrast between Christ and pagan deities in the quoted text can be found in 

Athanasius’ apologetic double treatise where certain passages suggest that Christ’s 

unchanging nature implies his unique perfection, and thus proves him to be God, 

while the corrupted nature of pagan idols discredits them from being truly divine. 

In the Contra Gentes Athanasius applies this type of argument in several apologetic 

passages. In one of them he presses the absurdity of worshipping the irrational 

beings by contending that ‘the crocodile which is worshipped by some as a god is 

regarded with disgust by their neighbours. The lion which is venerated as a god by 

yet others, their neighbours not only do not venerate, but when they find it they kill 

it as a wild beast. The fish adored by some is pounded as food by others’ (CG 

23.26-31 [Thomson 62-4; ibid. 63-5]).1245 In CG 12.1-10, 17-9 [Thomson 32-4; 

ibid. 33-5], he appeals to the heart of the matter by arguing that pagan gods have 

corrupted nature, and therefore cannot be gods. He asks: ‘Who would not condemn 

their nature and refuse to call them still gods? Hearing that they are mortal and 

                                                           
1244 evk tw/n e;rgwn w-n evpoi,ei dia. tou/ sw,matoj uiò.n qeou/ èauto.n evgnw,rizen. Cf. CA 2.21 [Opitz 

197-8]. 
1245  ò gou/n par’ ète,roij proskunou,menoj wj̀ qeo.j kroko,deiloj( ou-toj para. toi/j plhsi,on 

bde,lugma nomi,zetai\ kai. ò par’ et̀e,roij le,wn wj̀ qeo.j qrhskeuo,menoj( tou/ton oi ̀ avstugei,tonej ouv 
mo,non ouv qrhskeu,ousin( avlla. kai. eùro,ntej avpoktei,nousin wj̀ qhri,on\ kai. o ̀par’ a;lloij avnateqei.j 
ivcqu,j( ou-toj a;llwn avlh,qetai trofh,.   
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passible, he will recognize that they are nothing other than men’.1246 In contrast to 

these pagan gods whose nature is just as mortal and imperfect as that of human 

beings, the Christian God, according to Athanasius, is ‘by nature invisible and 

incomprehensible’,1247 ‘incorporeal and untouchable’;1248 he ‘is all-powerful’,1249 

‘self-sufficient and complete in himself’. 1250  Applying this concept of God to 

Christ, Athanasius affirms that he is ‘the incorporeal and incorruptible and 

immaterial Word of God’, and nevertheless ‘in his benevolence towards us he 

condescended to come and be made manifest’ (De Inc. 8.1-2, 5-6 [Thomson 150; 

ibid. 151]).1251 Finally, brining together the idea of unchanging nature of Christ as 

God and his incarnation, Athanasius explains this paradox as follows: 

 

At one and the same time—this is the wonder—as man he was living a human life, and as Word 

he was sustaining the life of the universe, and as Son he was in constant union with the Father. 

Not even his birth from a virgin, therefore, changed him in any way, nor was he defiled by being 

in the body. Rather, he sanctified the body by being in it. For his being in everything does not 

mean that he shares the nature of everything, only that he gives all things their being and sustains 

them in it (De Inc. 17.24-30 [Thomson 174-6; NPNF² 4:45; modified]).1252  

 

It seems that VA 74.13-9 [SC 400:324] is led by the same concerns that we see in 

this passage, namely, to postulate the unchanging nature of Christ on the one hand, 

and to provide an explanation for his incarnation on the other. This observation can 

be substantiated by the fact that immediately after drawing the contrast between the 

unchanging nature of Christ and the non-divine status of other gods, Antony goes 

on to speak of the pagan alternative to incarnation in which the uncreated soul falls 

into a body and becomes changed. He says: ‘How dare you ridicule us for saying 

that Christ has appeared as a man, when you, separating the soul from heaven, say 

that it has wandered and fallen from the vault of the heavens into a body? I wish it 

                                                           
1246  ouv katagnw,setai th/j fu,sewj( kai. avpostrafh,setai me.n tou/ le,gein auvtou.j e;ti ei=nai qeou,j( 

fqartou.j de. kai. paqhtou.j auvtou.j avkou,wn( ouvde.n a;llo h' avnqrw,pouj auvtou,j. 
1247 CG 35.2-3 [Thomson 94]:  avo,ratoj kai. avkata,lhpto,j evsti th.n fu,sin.  
1248 Ibid. 29.2-3 [Thomson 78]:  avsw,matoj kai. a;yaustoj.  
1249 Ibid. 29.5-6 [Thomson 78]: dunato.n auvto.n ei=nai kata. pa,nta. 
1250 Ibid. 28.4-5 [Thomson 76]:  avuta,rkh kai. plh,rh eàutou/.  
1251  ò avsw,matoj kai. a;fqartoj kai. a;u?loj tou/ qeou/ lo,goj))) paragi,netai sugkatabai,nwn th/| eivj 

h̀ma/j auvtou/ filanqrwpi,a| kai. evpifanei,a|. 
1252  kai. to. qaumasto.n tou/to h=n( o[ti kai. wj̀ a;nqrwpoj evpoliteu,eto( kai. wj̀ lo,goj ta. pa,nta 

evzwogo,nei( kai. wj̀ uiò.j tw/| patri. sunh/n) o]qen ouvde. th/j parqe,nou tiktou,shj e;pascen auvto,j( ouvde. evn 
sw,mati w'n evmolu,neto\ avlla. ma/llon kai. to. sw/ma h̀gi,azen\ ouvde. ga.r evn toi/j pa/sin w'n( tw/n pa,ntwn 
metalamba,nei( avlla. pa,nta ma/llon ùp’ auvtou// zwogonei/tai kai. tre,fetai. 
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were only into a human body, and not that it changed and is transformed into four-

footed creatures and reptiles!’ Slightly after that, he concludes: ‘For our part, we 

know the power and benevolence of providence—that this advent of Christ was not 

impossible for God…. You, on the other hand… attribute falls to it [the uncreated 

soul] and circulate myths to the effect that it is changeable’ (VA 74.20-6, 31-3 [SC 

400:324-6; Gregg 85]).1253 Though not stated explicitly, Antony’s aim here is fairly 

clear—to discredit the idea of the uncreated soul (along with the pagan deities) as 

unchangeable, and thus to argue that it is not divine. In contrast, Christ’s unchanged 

nature proves him to be God who is capable of accomplishing salvation by 

‘enabling mankind to share the divine and spiritual nature’1254  (implications of 

which are to be discussed later).  

             In VA 76.3-9 [SC 400:328-10], Antony seals his criticism of idol worship 

by chiding the pagans for admiring creation rather than the Creator on the ground 

that they idolize the effects of creation (giving them various names such as 

Hephaestus to fire, Hera to the air, Apollos to the sun, Artemis to the moon and 

Poseidon to the sea)1255 instead of recognizing God as their creative source.1256 He 

challenges them to argue back, but after seeing their confusion, he suggests that his 

arguments about Christ are sufficient to hold them from minding anything unworthy 

against the cross. Finally, he makes an apologetic statement summarizing his main 

point about Christ as the true God in the way that reminds us of the arguments in 

Athanasius’ early works:1257  

 

We Christians, then, do not possess the mystery in a wisdom of Greek reasonings, but in the 

power supplied to us by God through Jesus Christ. For evidence that the account is true, see now 

that although we have not learnt letters, we believe in God, knowing through his works his 

providence over all things. And for evidence that our faith is effective, see now that we rely on 

the trust that is in Christ, but you rely upon sophistic word battles. Among you the apparitions of 

the idols are being abolished, but our faith is spreading everywhere. And you by your syllogisms 

                                                           
1253  w`j de. cleua,zein tolma/te h̀ma/j( le,gontaj to.n cristo.n a;nqrwpon pefanerw/sqai* o[pou ge 

ùmei/j( evk tou/ nou/ th.n yuch.n òri,zontej( fa,skete peplanh/sqai auvth.n kai. peptwke,nai avpo. th/j àyi/doj 
tw/n ouvranw/n eivj sw/ma) kai.. ei;qe eivj avnqrw,pinon mo,non( kai. mh. eivj tetra,poda kai. èrpeta. 
metabai,nein kai. metapi,ptein)))) ùmei/j de,))) ptw,mata prosa,ptete auvth/| kai. trepth.n auvth.n 
muqologei/te. 

1254 VA 74.16-7 [SC 400:324; Gregg 85]. 
1255 Cf. CG 9.5-9 [Thomson 22].  
1256 Cf. Ibid. 8.29-32 [Thomson 20-2]. 
1257 In particular, Athanasius’ argument about the knowledge of Christ spreading in the world 

(e.g. De Inc. 45.9 Thomson 248) and idols being abolished everywhere (e.g. De Inc. 20.8-9 
[Thomson 182]). 
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and sophisms do not convert people from Christianity to Hellenism, but we, by teaching faith in 

Christ, strip you of superstition, since all recognize that Christ is God, and Son of God’ (VA 78.1-

16 [SC 400:332-4; Gregg 87-8]).1258 

 

When the oral disputation comes to an end, Antony proves his arguments about 

Christ’s divinity by performing a miracle over the demoniacs.1259 He challenges the 

pagan philosophers to effect the needed healing by their syllogisms, or idol 

summoning, but after seeing their hesitation, he calls on the name of Christ, makes 

a sign of the cross over the suffering men, and they immediately become cured. The 

story ends with the statement in which Antony makes sure his opponents know 

whose power was active in the miracle. He says: ‘It is not we who do it, but Christ, 

who does these things through those who believe in him. You believe too, then, and 

you will see that what we have is not skill with words, but faith through love that 

works for Christ’ (VA 80.21-6 [SC 400:338-10; Gregg 89]).1260 This is one of the 

many other examples (yet to be considered) where Antony is shown as someone 

whose very life becomes the proof for Christ’s divinity. The implicit argument is 

simple: only God can do the miracles of healing and since it is Christ ‘who does 

these things through those who believe in him’, he is the true God, and Antony is 

his faithful servant. Thus, the significance of Christ’s divinity is hard to 

overestimate; it is the very foundation on which the life and deeds of Antony are 

based. 

 

6.3.1.2 Apology of Christ’s Divinity against the Arians 

Athanasius’ arguments about the divinity of Christ against the pagans are paralleled 

with a set of other arguments that concern the anti-Arian polemic in the Vita 

Antonii. Here Antony appears both as a vigorous opponent of Arian views and a 

spokesman for Athanasian theology. He denounces Arianism in apocalyptic terms 
                                                           

1258  h̀mei/j toi,nun oi ̀cristianoi. ouvk evn sofi,a| lo,gwn èllhnikw/n e;comen to. musth,rion( avll’ evn 
duna,mei pi,stewj evpicorhgoume,nhj h̀mi/n dia. ivhsou/ cristou/ para. tou/ qeou/) kai. o[ti avlhqh,j evstin o ̀
lo,goj( ivdou. nu/n( h̀mei/j mh. maqo,ntej gra,mmata( pisteu,omen eivj to.n qeo,n( evpiginw,skontej dia. tw/n 
poihma,twn auvtou th.n eivj pa,nta pro,noian) kai. o[ti evnergh,j evstin h̀ pi,stij h̀mw/n( ivdou. nu/n h̀mei/j 
evpereido,meqa th/| pi,stei th/| eivj to.n cristo,n( ùmei/j de. sofistikai/j logomaci,aij) kai. ta. me.n par’ ùmi/n 
tw/n eivdw,lwn fanta,smata katargei/tai( h̀ de. par’ h̀mi/n pi,stij evpektei,netai pantacou/) kai. ùmei/j me.n 
sullogizo,menoi kai. sofizo,menoi ouv metapei,qete avpo. cristianw/n eivj èllhnismo,n( h̀mei/j de. th.n eivj 
cristo.n pi,stin dida,skontej( yilou/men ùmw/n th.n deisidaimoni,an( evpiginwsko,ntwn pa,ntwn to.n 
cristo.n ei=nai qeo.n kai. tou/ qeou/ uiò,n. 

1259 VA 80.9-23 [SC 400:338; Gregg 89].  
1260  ouvk evsme.n h̀mei/j oi ̀ poiou/ntej( avll’ ò cristo,j  evstin( o` dia. tw/n eivj auvto.n pisteuo,ntwn 

tau/ta poiw/n) pisteu,sate ou=n kai. ùmei/j) gi,nesqe wj̀ hm̀ei/j) kai. o;yesqe( o[ti ouv te,cnh lo,gwn ta. par’ 
h̀mi/n evstin( avlla. pi,stij di’ avga,phj th/j eivj to.n cristo.n evnergoume,nh. 
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as ‘the last heresy and the forerunner of the Antichrist’ (VA 69.6-7 [SC 400:316; 

Gregg 82]),1261  which resembles Athanasius’ own rhetoric in Orationes Contra 

Arianos and elsewhere. We also see him rejecting Arius’ arguments about Christ 

and repeating Athanasius’ own Nicene views that ‘the Son of God is not a creature, 

and that he did not come into existence from nonbeing, but rather that he is eternal 

Word and Wisdom from the essence of the Father’ (VA 69.7-9 [SC 400:316; Gregg 

82]).1262 He insists that it is ‘sacrilegious to say “there was when he was not” for the 

Word coexisted with the Father always’ (VA 69.10-1 [SC 400:316; Gregg 82]).1263 

All of these examples from the Vita Antonii give us a terse summary of Athanasian 

christology even though it is hard to answer affirmatively whether the historical 

Antony shared the anti-Arian theology of Athanasius.1264 One thing that makes this 

supposition plausible is the evidence of independent accounts 1265  of Antony 

supporting Athanasius through his letters to Constantine. However, what is even 

more intriguing is Antony’s explicit attack on the Arians in one of his seven extant 

letters to the monks.1266 There we find a statement that surprisingly differs from the 

type of arguments that we find in Athanasius:  

 

As for Arius, who stood up in Alexandria, he spoke strange words about the Only-begotten 

[Son]: to him who has no beginning, he gave a beginning; to him who is ineffable among men he 

gave an end, and to the immovable he gave movement. That man has begun a great task, an 

unhealable wound. If he had known himself, his tongue would not have spoken about what he did 

not know. It is, however, manifest, that he did not know himself (Antony, Ep. 4.17 [Rubenson, 

211]).  

 

If this text was written by Antony, then we have an indication that its author clearly 

opposed Arians and was aware of the major theological issues. He knew that Arius 

denied such qualities of Christ’s divinity as ‘no beginning’, ‘ineffable’, and 

‘immovable’. He also used his own argumentation (a more mystical, philosophical 

                                                           
1261 ai[resin evsca,thn le,gwn ei=nai tau,thn kai. pro,dromon tou/ avnticri,stou. Cf. CA 1.1 [Metzler 

110]; De Synod. 5 [Opitz 234]; Ad Ep. Aeg. Lib. 9 [Metzler 49]. 
1262 mh. ei=nai kti,sma to.n uiò.n tou/ qeou/ mhde. evx ouvk o;ntwn gegenh/sqai( avll’ o[ti avi,?dio,j evsti th/j 

tou/ patro.j ouvsi,aj lo,goj kai. sofi,a. 
1263 avsebe,j evsti le,gein\ h=n o[te ouvk h=n) h=n ga.r avei. o` lo,goj sunapa,rcwn tw/| patri,. 
1264 For the discussion of this issue, see Gregg, Early Arianism, 134; Harmless, Desert Christians, 

96-7, Roldanus, ‘Die Vita Antonii als Spiegel der Theologie des Athanasius’. 
1265 Sozomen, HE 2.31 [FC 73/1:320-2]; Rufinus, HE 10.8. It is somewhat confusing, however, 

when exactly these letters of support were sent. See Bartelink, Vie d’Antoine, 340-1, n. 2. 
1266 The case for Antony’s authorship of these letters is excellently argued by Rubenson, The 

Letters of St. Antony. On the relation of the letters to the Vita Antonii, see ibid. 132-44. 
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one) to discard Arius’ beliefs and according to Rubenson, who convincingly argued 

for the authenticity of Antony’s letters, there is ‘no trace of a direct literary 

influence from Athanasius on the letter’.1267 In Rubenson’s view of this passage, 

‘most of the Arian ideas reproduced here were mentioned already by Alexander of 

Alexandria in his encyclical. There is a notable difference between the language of 

Antony’s letter and the words his biographer puts in his mouth in the Vita Antonii, 

arguments closely related to the later stages of the polemic’.1268 Apart from this, it 

is problematic to determine the nature of Athanasius’ familiarity with Antony.1269 

Although we do have evidence1270  of Athanasius’ constant interaction with the 

monks, ‘nothing in the Vita Antonii itself indicates that encounters between the two 

men were regular or substantial’.1271 For Gregg and Groh, ‘the diversity of the 

materials which the reader meets in this story of Antony and the distance which 

seems to stand between the narrator and his hero lend credence to the evidence 

available from the Life of Pachomius which, in reference to the Vita Antonii, makes 

no mention of Athanasius’s personal contact with the monk but reports his use of 

“informed monastic sources”’.1272 Thus, although it is disputable to what extent the 

Athanasian Antony is historically genuine and how much of Athanasius’ theology 

the monk actually shared,1273 for our purposes it will be important to concentrate on 

the way the Vita Antonii captures the truly Athanasian vigor to combat the Arian 

heresy and defend the divinity of Christ. In this context, we will look at some 

examples where the subject of Christ’s divinity appears to be the most crucial factor 

in the anti-Arian agenda of the Athanasian Antony. 

             The most revealing presentation of Antony as a champion of orthodoxy 

occurs toward the end of the Vita Antonii. In ch. 67 [SC 400:310-14], Athanasius 

describes Antony’s character as a churchman by stressing his diligence in observing 

the rule of the church and loyalty to the ecclesiastical hierarchy.1274 Politically 

speaking, this remark makes it obvious that Athanasius wants all monks to be 

                                                           
1267 Rubenson, The Letters of St. Antony, 44-5. 
1268 Ibid. 45. 
1269 See e.g. the recent study Barnard, ‘Did Athanasius know Antony?’ 
1270 Perhaps the most important piece of evidence of Athanasius’ interaction with the monks is his 

letters to the monks where he discusses the questions of ascetic life and doctrine. For more details, 
see Gregg, Early Arianism, 135-6.  

1271 Gregg, Early Arianism, 137. For the discussion of evidence concerning Athanasius’ contacts 
with the monks and his relationship with Antony, see ibid. 136-7. 

1272 Ibid. 137. 
1273 For the discussion of historicity of Athanasius’ Antony, see Harmless, Desert Fathers, 93-5.    
1274 VA 67.1-8 [SC 400:310]. 
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obedient to the clergy the way Antony, the ideal monk, is. Apparently, in that 

context Athanasius sought to ‘harness the energy of the monastic movement to 

work for the larger church’1275 and, as Gregg and Groh believe, counter ‘attempts 

by the Arians to enlist the monks in support of their cause’.1276 When we come to 

Antony’s orthodox stance in the Vita Antonii, we are informed that he refused to 

have relations with three major groups of heretics: Meletians, Manichees and 

Arians. While the first two groups are mentioned in the book without any further 

discussion, Arians are treated with special attention. They are called ‘Ario-maniacs’ 

(which is what Athanasius is fond of calling his opponents)1277 and their teaching is 

said to be ‘worse than serpent’s poison’, 1278  a comparison also found in other 

writings of Athanasius.1279 On one occasion Antony is said to demonstrate his stern 

position against the Arians by chasing them off his Mountain when they came to 

speak with him. On another occasion Arians attempted to obtain Antony as their 

ally by claiming that ‘he held the same view as they’.1280 In response, Antony went 

to Alexandria and renounced Arianism as heresy. The disputation he had there 

displays a typically Athanasian style and vocabulary:1281  

 

He taught the people that the Son of God is not a creature, and that he did not come into existence 

from nonbeing, but rather that he is eternal Word and Wisdom from the essence of the Father. 

‘So’, he asserted, ‘it is sacrilegious to say “there was when he was not” for the Word coexisted 

with the Father always. Therefore you are to have no fellowship with the most ungodly Arians, 

for there is no fellowship of light with darkness [2-Cor. 6:14]. You are God-fearing Christians, 

but they, in saying that the Son and Word of God the Father is a creature, differ in no way from 

the pagans, who serve the creature rather than the Creator [Rom. 1:25]. Be assured that the 

whole creation itself is angered at them, because they number among the creatures the Creator 

and Lord of all, in whom all things were made’ ([VA 69.7-20 [SC 400:310-2; Gregg 82]).1282 

                                                           
1275 Harmless, Desert Fathers, 94. For the elements of Athanasius’ political motivation in the Vita 

Antonii, see Masters, ‘Claiming the Wilderness’, 258-61. 
1276 Gregg, Early Arianism, 137. Cf. Harmless, Desert Chrsitians, 97.  
1277 VA 68.11 [SC 400:314] (avreiomanitai,). Cf. CA 1.4 [Metzler 112]; 2.70 [Metzler 248]. 
1278 Ibid. 68.12-3 [SC 400:314]: o;fewn cei,ronaj ei=nai tou.j lo,gouj auvtw/n. 
1279 Cf. CA 1.1 [Metzler 110], 1.26 [Metzler 136], 1.30 [Metzler 139]; 2.19 [Metzler 196], 2.43 

[Metzler 220]; 3.1; Ep. Aeg. Lib. 9 [Metzler 49]; HA 66 [Opitz 219].  
1280 VA 69.1-2 [SC 400:314; Gregg 82]: wj̀ evkei,nou ta. auvtw/n fronou/ntoj.  
1281 For similar vocabulary in other works of Athanasius, see e.g. CA 1.9 [Metzler 117-8]; Ep. 

Aeg. Lib. 13 [Metzler 53-4]. 
1282  evdi,daske, te to.n lao.n mh. ei=nai kti,sma to.n uiò.n tou/ qeou/ mhde. evx ouvk o;ntwn gegenh/sqai( 

avll’ o[ti avi?,dio,j evsti th/j tou// patro.j ouvsi,aj lo,goj kai. sofi,a) dio. kai. avsebe,j evsti le,gein\ h=n o[te 
ouvk h=n) h=n ga.r avei. ò lo,goj sunapa,rcwn tw|/ patri,) o[qen mhdemi,an e;cete koinwni,an pro.j tou.j 
avsebesta,touj avreianou,j\ ouvdemi,a ga.r koinwni,a fwti. pro.j sko,toj. ùmei/j me.n ga.r euvsebou/ntej 
cristianoi, evste\ evkei/noi de,( kti,sma le,gontej to.n evk tou/ patro.j uiò,n( to.n qeou/ lo,gon( ouvde.n 
diafe,rousin evqnikw/n( latreu,ontej th/| kti,sei para. to.n kti,santa qeo,n) pisteu,ete de,( o[ti kai. auvth. h ̀
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Antony’s description of Christ in this passage follows by a confirmation of his 

divinity through the acts of exorcism and healing performed soon after that with the 

intended emphasis that it was ‘the Lord’ who did it ‘through him’ (div auvtou/).1283 

Another sign of Christ’s divine performance shown there was the fact that the 

number of people who became Christians in those few days of Antony’s visit was 

more than the number of converted men in one year.1284 This should have proven to 

Arians where God’s sympathy stood. Obviously, the flow of the story here is 

constructed in such a way as to make it absolutely clear that Christ’s miraculous 

deeds speak against the Arians (the argument also used against the Pagans) and 

show that he is God. Here, Athanasius’ own primary interests are made Antony’s. 

The latter is made into an exemplary figure that fights on his biographer’s fronts. 

Dörries calls this the product of a law of transmutation, and writes that ‘die 

Gegenargumente der Vita Antonii gegen die Arianer sind die in der antiarianischen 

Polemik des Athanasius so geläufigen, dass ein Einzelnachweis nicht erforderlich 

ist’.1285 Athanasius’ rigour to battle the Arian heresy that contends against Christ 

(th.n cristoma,con ai[resin)1286 is mirrored here not only in Antony’s words but also 

in his actions which, in fact, are the Lord’s. 

             On his coming back to the Inner Mountain (Qulzum) Antony continues his 

fight against the Arian heresy with the help of two visions. In one1287 of them he 

sees two mules attacking the Lord’s table within the church and hears the voice 

predicting the profanation of the altar. Two years later the vision was fulfiled in the 

‘assault of the Arians’ who seized the church, plundered its sacred vessels, and 

defiled the table. The interpretation of the vision follows with a promise that God 

will restore the persecuted for their orthodoxy and let them preach openly and 

freely. Typical of Athanasius’ language, Antony admonishes: ‘Only do not defile 

yourselves with the Arians, for that teaching is not from the apostles, but from the 

demons, and from their father, the Devil; indeed, it is infertile, irrational, and 

incorrect in understanding, like the senselessness of mules’ (VA 82.46-51 [SC 

                                                                                                                                                                                                    
kti,sij pa/sa avganaktei/ kat’ auvtw/n( o[ti to.n kti,sthn kai. ku,rion tou/ panto,j( evn w-| ta. pa,nta 
ge,gonen( tou/ton toi/j genhtoi/j sunariqmou/sin.  

1283 VA 70.7-8 [SC 400:318]. 
1284 Ibid. 70.11-3 [SC 400:318]. 
1285 Dörries, ‘Die Vita Antonii’, 387. 
1286 VA 71.2-3 [SC 400:318]. 
1287 Ibid. 82.12-51 [SC 400:344-50]. In NPNF² 4:218, n. 16, Newman relates this vision to the 

event of 356 recoreded in Ap. de Fuga 6-7 [Opitz 71-2] and HA 55-56 [Opitz 214-5]. 
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400:348-50; Gregg 91]). 1288  Antony’s second vision 1289  concerns the military 

commander Balacius who promoted the Arian party and persecuted orthodox 

Christians by beating virgins and flogging monks. On receiving a letter from 

Antony with a warning that he is soon to be visited by the wrath of God, Balacius 

ignores the monk and even threatens to arrest him. Yet, the prophesy bears its fruits 

and on the way to capture Antony, the commander is bitten by his horse—‘the 

gentlest of all he trained’—which proves to be fatal three days later.1290 Concluding 

this story, Athansius adds the phrase ‘all were amazed that what Antony foretold 

was fulfiled so quickly’,1291 which makes his message clear: God supports Nicenes 

and withdraws from Arians. 

             Several other instances where the anti-Arian polemic is mentioned 

explicitly in the Vita Antonii come from the two farewell discourses of Antony. 

Both speeches reiterate the main lessons to be learnt from the career of Antony as 

the desert hero. In his first speech1292 Antony addresses the monks in the Outer 

Mountain by encouraging them to endure in the ascetic discipline and ‘live as 

though dying daily’ (ẁj kaq’ hm̀e,ran avpoqnh,|skontaj zh/n).1293 He tells them to not 

approach the Meletian schismatics because of their evil and profane reputation, and 

shun ‘any fellowship with the Arians’ (mhde. koinwni,an e;cein tina. pro.j tou.j 

avreianou,j) because of ‘their impiety evident to everyone’ (h̀ tou,twn  avse,beia pa/sin 

e;kdhlo,j evstin).1294  The latter’s present favour with judges and their fantacizing 

posture will soon come to an end. The second speech1295 gives identical advice to 

the two monks who attended the aged Antony in the Inner Mountain. They are 

encouraged to pursue their lengthy discipline as if they were making a new 

beginning and avoid the schismatics and heretics. His parting words again sound the 

alarm: ‘And let there be no fellowship between you and the schismatics, and 

                                                           
1288  mo,non mh. mia,nhte èautou.j meta. tw/n avreianw/n) ouvk e;sti ga.r tw/n avposto,lwn au[th h̀ 

didaskali,a( avlla. tw/n daimo,nwn kai. tou/ patro.j auvtw/n tou/ diabo,lou( kai. ma/llon a;logoj kai. 
a;gonoj kai. dianoi,aj evsti.n ouvk ovrqh/j( wj̀ h̀ tw/n h̀mio,nwn avlogi,a. For the idea of Arians being 
‘irrational’, see e.g. CA 2.32 [Metzler 209]; De Dec. 1.1 [Opitz 1], and for Satan as their father, see 
e.g. CA 1.1 [Metzler 110]; De Dec 29 [Opitz 25]; Ap. de Fuga 10 [Opitz 75]. 

1289 VA 86.1-27. For a slightly different version of this story, see HA 14 [Opitz 189-90]. Gregg 
and Groh believe that the difference may be due to the new details that Athanasius received on 
writing about this incident in his Vita Antonii; Early Arianism, 156, n. 47. 

1290 VA 86.18-9 [SC 400:356]. 
1291 Ibid. 86.26-7 [SC 400:358; Gregg 94]. 
1292 Ibid. 89.1-28 [SC 400:362-4].  
1293 Ibid. 89.14-5 [SC 400:364; Gregg 95]. On the subject of death in the Vita Antonii, see Zecher, 

The Symbolics of Death, 72-86; Cf. Ferderer, ‘Uncertain Transformation’, 4. 
1294 VA 89.19-20 [SC 400:364; Gregg 95]. 
1295 Ibid. 91.1-44 [SC 400:366-70]. 
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certainly none with the heretical Arians. For you know how I too have shunned 

them because of their Christ-battling and heterodox teaching’ (VA 91.18-22 [SC 

400:368; Gregg 97]).1296 After this farewell speech Antony distributes his clothing 

(one piece goes to Athanasius and another to Serapion, apparently, as a politically 

motivated evidence of succession)1297 and dies having ‘kept his fervent commitment 

to the discipline from his youth to such an advanced age’ (VA 93.6 [SC 400:372; 

Gregg 98]).1298 

 

6.3.1.3 Christ’s Divinity in Action: God Does What Man Cannot Do 

The reviewed claims for Christ’s divinity in the Vita Antonii are not confined to the 

disputations with the pagans and open denunciations of the Arians. In fact, 

Antony’s most eloquent proof of Christ’s divinity comes not in the verbal 

arguments but in the power of divine deeds. Moreover, the way Athanasius frames 

miraculous stories in the Vita Antonii reflects the main thrust of his theology—

especially as we see it in his double treatise and his dogmatic work Orationes 

Contra Arianos—where God is emphatically described as doing what man cannot 

do. When examining the double treatise in the first chapter of this work, I 

highlighted four major ways, or perspectives, of salvation according to Athanasius. 

The first three ways represent the lesser means of re-directing man to God—

through the soul, creation, and Scriptures—while the fourth one is the superior and 

most personal way—the incarnation of Christ, God himself. Athanasius seems to 

keep the first three ways and the fourth one deliberately in tension in order to make 

an apologetic claim for why God appeared as man. He points to the corruption of 

human nature, and argues that man could not restore himself on his own. In fact, the 

first three ways are the demonstration of the fact that humanity constantly failed to 

know God through the soul, creation, and Scriptures, while the fourth way is the 

climax of God’s dealing with mankind by which he does what man could not 

accomplish on his own. Athanasius argues that humanity’s restoration into the 

                                                           
1296  kai. mhdemi,a e;stw ùmi/n koinwni,a pro.j tou.j scismatikou.j mhd’ o[lwj pro.j tou.j air̀etikou.j 

avreianou,j. oi;date ga.r pw/j kavgw. tou,touj evxetrepo,mhn dia. th.n cristoma,con auvtw/n kai. ètero,doxon 
proai,resin. 

1297 Scholars have correctly noted that Antony’s distribution of clothes in combination with a 
number of other politically pregnant texts such as VA 67.1-8 and 68.1-14, makes it possible to 
suggest that ‘Athanasius puts words into Anthony’s mouth in order to have him confirm his own 
theological position’, Geest, ‘Athanasius as Mystagogue’, 205. Cf. Frazier, ‘L’ Antoine d’Athanase’, 
227-56. 

1298 evk newte,rou me,cri th/j tosau,thj hl̀iki,aj i;shn thrh,saj th.n proqumi,an.  
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perfect condition of communion with God which it lost after the fall (and to which 

it was not able to aspire on its own) is possible only by virtue of who Christ is—

God and Saviour of the world. Seen in this way, Christ’s divine ability to redeem 

humanity in the most personal way becomes the crucial point for how God brings 

man back into relationship with himself. 

             Similarly, when analyzing Athanasius’ anti-Arian work Orationes Contra 

Arianos, I pointed out that his emphasis on the divinity of Christ is in direct 

opposition to Arius’ belief that Christ is a lesser being than God the Father. In this 

way, specific views of Christ in Athanasius and Arius affected their respective 

descriptions of what Christ could and could not do. The impersonal understanding 

of God as the transcendent monad and of Christ as his semi-divine mediator in 

Arius’ thought led Athanasius to argue that such Christ was incapable of exerting 

salvation. In contrast, the description of God as a community of equally divine 

persons and of Christ as the incarnate God allowed Alexander and Athanasius to 

affirm that the second person of the Trinity accomplished what man himself could 

never do. In CA 2.70 [Metzler 247; NPNF 4:386], Athanasius states: ‘For man had 

not been deified… unless the Son were very God; nor had man been brought into 

the Father’s presence, unless He had been His natural and true Word who had put 

on the body’.1299 And then slightly later, he adds: ‘yea, the Word was by nature very 

God, though Ario-maniacs rave; and in that flesh has come to pass the beginnings 

of our new creation’.1300 Here Christ’s divinity is again the crucial point for making 

available what man lost and could not regain with his own resources. It is this 

emphasis on the divine nature of Christ and his ability to do what is beyond 

Antony’s power that seems to control the heroic story of Antony and form the 

cornerstone of ascetic spirituality.1301  

                                                           
1299  ouvk a'n de. pa,lin evqeopoih,qh kti,smati sunafqei.j o ̀ a;nqrwpoj( eiv mh. qeo.j h=n avlhqino.j ò 

uiò,j\ kai. ouvk a'n pare,sth tw/| patri. o ̀ a;nqrwpoj( eiv mh. fu,sei kai. avlhqino.j h=n auvtou/ lo,goj o ̀
evndusa,menoj to. sw//ma;  

1300 [Metzler 247; NPNF 387, modified]:  h̀n ga.r kai. fu,sei kai. avlhqino.j qeo.j o ̀ lo,goj( ka'n 
mai,nwntai oi ̀ avreiomani/tai\ kai. evn evkei,nh| ge,gonen h̀mw/n h̀ avrch. th/j kainh/j kti,sewj. 

1301 The link between Athanasius’ theology (and esp. his christology) and spirituality has been 
recognized even by those scholars who made an attempt to study his spirituality as a separate topic. 
See e.g. Ng, The Spirituality of Athanasius, 43; Kannengiesser, Early Christian Spirituality, 12-3; 
Kolbet, ‘Athanasius’, 90-7; Weinandy, ‘Athanasius’ Letter to Marcellinus’, 275-279. Two particular 
writings of Athanasius that scholars find helpful for reconstructing his spirituality are Epistula ad 
Marcellinum and Epistulae Festales. With regard to the former, see esp. Ep. Mar. 10-3 [PG 19b-
25b] and 30-2 [PG 41c-43d]. With regard to the latter, see sect. 5.3.2.4, where I discuss the concept 
of ‘delight’ as a content of relationships between God and man. 
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Before we turn to the specific texts that illustrate this point it is important for our 

purpose to briefly mention another issue. Since the publication of Dörries’ ‘Die Vita 

Antonii als Geschichtsquelle’, scholars have actively discussed the differences 

between two images of Antony: one in the Vita Antonii and another in the 

Apophthegmata Patrum. It has been noticed that the former image is endowed with 

distinctly Athanasian charisma and represents the ideal Antony. The latter image—

reconstructed from the thirty-eight sayings attributed to Antony in the 

Apophthegmata Patrum—projects ‘a more human and vulnerable’ Antony ‘who 

passes on a pithy wisdom’. 1302  Thus, in the often-quoted passage of Antonian 

Apophthegmata we read: 

 

When the holy abba Antony lived in the desert he was afflicted with boredom, and attacked by 

many sinful thoughts. He said to God: ‘Lord, I want to be saved but these thoughts don’t leave 

me any peace. What shall I do? How can I be saved?’ A little later, when he got up to go out, 

Antony saw a man like himself sitting and working, getting up now and then from his  work to 

pray. It was an angel of the Lord sent to correct and reassure him. He heard the angel saying to 

him, ‘Do this and you will be saved’. At these words, Antony was filled with joy and courage. He 

did this, and he was saved (AP 1 [SC 387:336; Ward, 1-2])1303 

 

This text is only one of the many examples that add to the general impression 

shared by scholars that most of the sayings of Apophthegmata Patrum are not 

concerned with the monastic ideal to be pursued and contemplated by others. Rather 

they ‘emerge directly from the rough-and-tumble life of early monasticism…. They 

give practical, earthly and specific advice on how to live’.1304 They ‘provide a 

                                                           
1302 Harmless, Desert Christians, 109. For an excellent discussion of the Antony image in the 

Apophthegmata, see Rubenson, The Letters, 152-62. Cf. Dörries, ‘Die Vita Antonii’, 198-218. For 
the relation of the Vita Antonii to Apophthegmata, see Burton-Christie, The Word in the Desert, 90-
2; On the critical work of the text and different collections of Apophthegmata, see Bousset, 
Apophthegmata; Guy, Recherches sur la tradition grecque des Apophthegmata.  

1303  o ̀ a[gioj avbba/ avntw,nioj( kaqezo,meno,j pote evn th/| evrh,mw|( evn avkhdi,a| ge,gone kai. pollh|/ 
skotw,sei logismw/n) kai. e;lege pro.j to.n qeo,n\ ku,rie( qe,lw swqh/nai kai. ouvk evw/si, me oi ̀logismoi,\ ti, 
poih,sw evn th/| qli,yei mou* pw/j swqw/* kai. mikro.n dianasta.j evpi. ta. e;xw qewrei/ tina ò avntw,nioj wj̀ 
èauto.n kaqezo,menon kai. evrgazo,menon( ei=ta avnista,menon avpo. tou/ e;rgou kai. proseuco,menon kai. 
pa,lin kaqezo,menon kai. th.n seira.n evrgazo,menon( ei=ta pa,lin eivj proseuch.n avnista,menon\ h=n de. 
a;ggeloj kuri,ou avpostalei.j pro.j dio,rqwsin kai. avsfa,leian avntwni,ou) kai. h;kouse tou/ avgge,lou 
le,gontoj\ ou[twj poi,ei kai. sw,zh|) o ̀ de. tou/to avkou,saj pollh.n cara.n e;sce kai. qa,rsoj( kai. ou[twj 
poiw/n evsw,zeto. The Greek Apophthegmata used here focuses on Egyptian monks, while its 
compilers are claimed to live in Israel rather than Egypt according to the current consensus of 
scholars. Cf. Citty ‘Books of the Old Men’, 16–17; ibid., The Desert a City, 67–68; Regnault, ‘Les 
Apophtegmes’, 73–83. 

1304 Burton-Christie, The Word in the Desert, 94.  
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glimpse of a more “primitive” Antony’.1305 In contrast, the Vita Antonii depicts the 

perfect monk of bravest character who goes out to tame the wilderness and fight the 

demons, pagans and heretics. He is never agonized by doubt or indecision; instead 

he is driven and resolute. By taking up his residence in the desert fort he encroaches 

on the Devil’s home base, causing him to burst in complaining: ‘Get away from 

what is ours! What do you have to do with the desert?’ (VA 13.5-6 [SC 400:170; 

Gregg 41).1306 At the end of Antony’s career the desert transforms into a city full of 

monks which becomes a cosmological victory over the Devil—offencive Antony 

makes him lose ground and turns him into a homeless outcast. In VA 41.13-5 [SC 

400:246; Gregg 62], we read: ‘I no longer have a place―no weapon, no city. There 

are Christians everywhere, and even the desert has filled with monks’.1307 Such an 

image of Antony may easily create a false impression that his superhuman ability to 

transcend the limits of human nature and conquer the uttermost geographical 

extremes1308 overshadows God’s grace and involvement. 

             Surprisingly, it is in these very situations—where Antony goes beyond the 

limits of cultivated polis to fight the Devil and perform miraculous deeds—that we 

see Athanasius’ special care to emphasize who is ultimately in control and capable 

of doing what Antony cannot do. Thus, after the words just quoted above, we read 

the monks’ response to the Devil: ‘Marveling then at the grace of the Lord, I said to 

him: “… Christ in his coming reduced you to weakness, and after throwing you 

down he left you defenceless”’ (VA 41.16-7, 19-20 [SC 400:246-8; Gregg 62]).1309 

Here it is not Antony but Christ himself who accomplishes the defeat. In fact, the 

motif of Antony’s dependence on the grace of God and his benevolence permeates 

the Vita Antonii so comprehensively that some scholars see it as the main difference 

between Athanasius’ Vita and pagan Vitas. Thus, for Paul van Geest the difference 

has to do with two radically dissimilar concepts of the hero: Christian and pagan. 

Contrasting the two, he contends: ‘The pagan hero is deified because he is humanly 

perfect, full of ethical and political virtues. He is his own cause and goal in this 

process of deification. Anthony, Athansius’ hero, in contrast, becomes the 

                                                           
1305 Gregg, Early Arianism, 131. Cf. Dörries, ‘Die Vita Antonii’, 376. 
1306  avpo,sta tw/n h̀mete,rwn) ti, soi. kai. th/| evrh,mw|*  
1307 ouvke,ti to,pon e;cw( ouv be,loj( ouv po,lin) pantacou/ cristianoi. gego,nasin\ loipo.n kai. h̀ e;rhmoj 

peplh,rwtai monacw/n. Cf. VA 14.30-3 [SC 400:174]. 
1308 See a very insightful study on the notion of space in the Vita Antonii in Endsjø, Primordial 

Landscapes, esp. 17-25. 
1309 to,te qauma,saj evgw. tou/ kuri,ou th.n ca,rin( ei=pon pro.j auvto,n))) ò ga.r cristo.j evlqw.n avsqenh/ 

se pepoi,hke kai. katabalw.n evgu,mnwsen. 
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instrument of the ku,rioj; he becomes a man of God, who—unlike the ancient 

hero—is completely dependent on God’s grace’.1310 Similarly, Quasten writes that 

‘there cannot be any doubt that the classical model of the hero’s Vita… served as an 

inspiration for Athanasius. But it remains his great achievement that he recasted 

these inherited expressions of popular ideals in the Christian mold and disclosed the 

same heroism in the imitator of Christ aided by the power of grace. Thus, he created 

a new type of biography that was to serve as a model for all subsequent Greek and 

Latin hagiography’.1311 To illustrate this point, I would like to examine a number of 

striking instances in the Vita Antonii where Athanasius appears to be sensitive to 

what man can and cannot do, interpreting certain actions of the desert hero as the 

deeds of Christ, God himself. 

             Throughout the Vita Antonii Athanasius repeatedly affirms that Christ’s 

coming overthrew the Devil and made him powerless. Thus, we read that although 

the Devil issues threats, he ‘is fallen… and able to do nothing’, 1312  a phrase 

Athanasius uses with staggering frequency. 1313  Similarly, in VA 33.4-5 [SC 

400:224], demons are rendered impotent and their villainy is cut and reduced by the 

Lord. Moreover, not only does God hold demons powerless, but he also has given 

us the prerogative of fighting them through the means that define our new status 

and relation to him: faith, virtuous life, prayer, etc.1314 In his speech to the monks on 

demons and discernment of spirits, Antony says: 

 

For a great weapon against them [demons] is a just life and trust in God. They are afraid of the 

ascetics… for their fasting, the vigils, the prayers, the meekness and gentleness… and most of all 

for their devotion to Christ. It is for this reason that they do all they do—in order not to have 

those monks trampling them underfoot. For they know the grace that has been given to the 

faithful for combat against them by the Saviour, in his saying, Behold, I have given you authority 

                                                           
1310 Geest, ‘Athanasius as Mystagogue’, 203. 
1311 Quasten, Patrology, 3:43. The search for parallels between the Vita Antonii and pagan Vitas 

started mainly with the work of Reitzenstein, Des Athanasius Werk, esp. 12-19, who insisted on 
Athanasius’ borrowings from Philostratus the Athenian, De Vita Apollonii Tyanei, Lucian’s 
Philopseudes, Porphyry’s Vita Plotini, and various Vitas of Pythangoras. For a critical assessment of 
Reitzensten’s argument, see Bartelink, Vie d’Antoine, 63-4; Rubenson, The Letters, 129-30. On the 
subject of biography in the ancient world, see Leo, Die griechisch-römische Biographie; Cox, 
Biography in Late Antiquity; Burridge, What Are the Gospels? Momigliano, The Development of 
Greek Biography. 

1312 VA 28.4, 25 [SC 400:212-4; Gregg 52]: pe,ptwken))) mhde.n du,nasqai poiei/n.   
1313 e.g. Ibid. 28.42, 33-4, 50-1 [SC 400:214-6]; 29.7, 12 [SC 400:216]. 
1314 Ibid. 30.1-14 [SC 400:218-20]. 
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to tread upon serpents and scorpions, and over all the power of the enemy [Luke 10:19] (VA 

30.4-5, 9-14 [SC 400:218-20; Gregg 54]).1315 

 

By sharing in Christ’s victory over the Devil, Christians receive the grace of 

overcoming him just as Christ did. Eventually, this fight against the Devil is not 

about the supernatural monk, and not even about the spiritual weapons in his 

disposition, but about God who brings the defeat in the first place. Athanasius 

expresses this idea with what I would call statements of contrast. I have identified 

ten explicit instances (eight of which I will discuss here and the other two—VA 

5.39-43 [400:144-6] and 7.1-6 [SC 400:150]—in sect. 6.3.2.1), where Christ’s 

ability to make something happen is immeasurably stronger than that of Antony. 

Two of such instances appear in the context of what is known as Antony’s speech to 

the monks on demons and discernment of spirits. In the first text Antony shares his 

experience of successfully resisting the demons in the wilderness. He declares: ‘But 

I was not the one who stopped them and nullified their actions—it was the Lord, 

who says, I saw Satan fall like lightning from heaven [Luke 10:18] (VA 40.19-21 

[SC 400:244])’.1316  Having made this claim, Antony goes on to encourage his 

disciples by assuring that there is no need to ‘fear the Devil and the apparitions of 

his demons’ any more.1317  In fact, Christ’s power is so effective that even his 

name1318 and the sign of the cross1319 are used by Antony to drive away the demons. 

In the second text Antony admits that not everyone is able to banish demons and 

calls his disciples to learn well the discipline of exorcism. Even then, however, they 

are not to boast about expelling demons or marveling at those who do cast them out 

‘for the performance of signs does not belong to us—this is the Saviour’s work’ 

(VA 38.11-2 [SC 400:238; Gregg 60]).1320 

             Another good example of contrast occurs in the set of four passages where 

Antony performs healing by the divine power of Christ. In VA 56 [SC 400:286-8], 

                                                           
1315 me,ga ga.r o[plon evsti. kat’ auvtw/n bi,oj ovrqo.j kai. h̀ pro.j qeo.n pi,stij) fobou/ntai gou/n tw/n 

avskhtw/n th.n nhstei,an( th.n avgrupni,an( ta.j euvca,j( to. pra/on( to. h[sucon))) kai. prohgoume,nwj th.n 
eivj to.n cristo.n euvse,beian) dia. tou/to ga.r kai. pa,nta poiou/sin( i[na mh. e;cwsi tou.j patou/ntaj auvtou,j) 
i;sasi ga.r th.n kat’ auvtw/n doqei/san ca,rin toi/j pistoi/j para. tou/ swth/roj( le,gontoj auvtou/\ ivdou. 
de,dwka ùmi/n evxousi,an patei/n evpa,nw o;fewn kai. skorpi,wn( kai. evpi. pa/san th.n du,namin tou/ evcqrou/. 

1316 ouvk evgw, de, h;mhn o ̀pau,wn evkei,nouj kai. katargw/n( avll’ ò ku,rioj h==n( ò le,gwn\ evqew,roun to.n 
satana/n wj̀ avstraph.n peso,nta. 

1317 mhde. fobei/sqai tou/ diabo,loou kai. tw/n daimo,nwn auvtou/ ta.j fantasi,aj. 
1318 e.g. VA 78.17 [SC 400:334]; 38.14 [SC 400:238]; 84.2 [SC 400:352]. 
1319 e.g. Ibid. 13.18 [SC 400:170]; 23.17 [SC 400:198]; 35.8 [SC 400:230].  
1320 to. de. evkba,llein dai,monaj( tou/ dedwko,toj swth/ro,j evstin h̀ ca,rij. 
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Antony is described as a man of prayer and sympathy for the suffering. In this 

context, he is said to remind them ‘that healing belonged neither to him nor to men 

at all, but only to God who acts whenever he wishes and for whomever he wills’, 

and again ‘not to give thanks to Antony, but to God alone’.1321 On one occasion, a 

young woman with defective eye-sight and paralysed body was brought to Antony 

by her parents. Having heard the testimonies of healing at Antony’s place, they 

travelled a long distance to plead for his help. His response to them leaves no doubt 

that Antony attributed the power of healing to Christ alone and shunned any self-

honour. He proclaims: ‘Go away, and you will find that she has been healed…. For 

this good deed is not mine, that she should come to me, a pitiable man; rather, her 

healing is from the Saviour who works his mercy everywhere for those who call on 

him’.1322 At that very moment God performed a miracle and the girl was healed. In 

two other situations with healing we find similar statements of contrast. In one of 

them Antony says: ‘It is not we who do it, but Christ, who does these things through 

those who believe in him’ (VA 80.21-3 [SC 400:338; Gregg 89]).1323 In another text 

Athanasius makes the following deduction: ‘Antony did, in fact, heal without 

issuing commands, but by praying and calling on the name of Christ, so it was clear 

to all that it was not he who did this, but the Lord bringing his benevolence to effect 

through Antony and curing those who were afflicted (VA 84.1-5 [SC 400:352; 

Gregg 92])’.1324  

             Finally, two more statements of contrast are found in the context of certain 

miraculous actions that God makes through Antony. In VA 59 [SC 400:292-4] he 

receives revelation in prayer about two brothers who ran out of water while making 

their way through the desert to visit Antony. By that time one of them already died, 

while the other was saved when Antony sent two monks with a jar of water to help 

him. Tackling the question of why God did not send his revelation while both 

brothers were still alive, Athanasius explains: ‘surely the judgment of death was not 

                                                           
1321 tou.j de. pa,scontaj pareka,lei makroqumei/n kai. eivde,nai( o[ti ou;te auvtou/ ou;q’ o[lwj avnqrw,pwn 

evsti.n h̀ qerapei,a( avlla. mo,nou tou/ qeou/ tou/ poiou/ntoj( o[te qe,lei( kai. oi-j bou,letai’; ‘mh. avntwni,w| 
euvcaristei/n( avlla. mo,nw| tw|/ kuri,w|’. 

1322 ùpa,gete( kai. eur̀h,sete auvth,n))) teqerapeume,nhn) ouv ga.r evmo,n evsti tou/to kato,rqwma( i[na kai. 
pro.j evme, to.n oivktro.n a;nqrwpon e;lqh|\ avlla. tou/ swth/ro,j evstin h̀ qerapei,a( tou/ poiou/ntoj evn panti. 
to,pw| to. e;leoj auvtou/ toi/j evpikaloume,noij auvto,n. 

1323  ouvk evsme.n hm̀ei/j oi ̀ poiou/ntej( avll’ o ̀ cristo,j  evstin( o ̀ dia. tw/n eivj auvto.n pisteuo,ntwn 
tau/ta poiw/n. 

1324 ouv prosta,ttwn gou/n evqera,peuen ò avntw,nioj( avll’ euvco,menoj kai. to.n cristo.n ovnoma,zwn( ẁj 
pa/si fanero.n gene,sqai( o[ti ouvk h-n auvto.j o ̀ poiw/n( avll’ o ̀ ku,rioj h-n( o` di’ avntwni,ou 
filanqrwpeuo,menoj kai. qerapeu,wn tou.j pa,scontaj. 
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from Antony, but from God, who both passed judgment on the one, and sent the 

vision concerning the other’ (VA 59.15-8 [SC 400:292; Gregg 75]).1325 In VA 62 

Antony is said to have many other visions about who would come to visit him, 

predicting their specific needs, days or even months in advance. This gift of 

prediction is then framed with Athanasius’ usual corrective: ‘And even though he 

said and saw such things, he asked that no one marvel at him on this account, but 

rather that they marvel at the Lord, for he has shown favour to us in the measure of 

our capactity for knowing him’ (VA 62.7-11 [SC 400:300; Gregg 77]).1326 

             In all of the above statements Antony’s actions are emphatically contrasted 

to the actions of God: Lord and Saviour (in the first two), God, Saviour, Christ and 

Lord (in the next four) and God and Lord (in the last two). Such observation lends 

strong support that Antony operated with the typically Athanasian concept of Christ 

as God who can do what is beyond human power. Not only did he defend Christ’s 

divinity in the disputations with the pagans and Arians, but he also demonstrated it 

in action by expelling demons and performing miracles in his name and with his 

divine power. In doing so, he reiterated Athanasian theology in the form of the 

narrative and confirmed that ascetic discipline with its emphasis on perseverance 

and progress makes sense only if Christ is God and can do what man cannot. It is 

this concept of God that affects the way Athanasius describes salvation in the Vita 

Antonii, and I will discuss it below. 

 

6.3.2 Antony and the Saving Act of God 

The concept of salvation in the Vita Antonii is best understood against the 

christological background which I have considered thus far. Athanasian christology 

with its emphasis on the divinity of Christ forms the core not only of Antony’s 

apologetic arguments, but also of the main soteriological themes in the Vita Antonii. 

In both cases, Christ’s divinity is seen most strongly in the way he acts either on 

behalf of Antony, or humanity as a whole. Christ’s initiative of salvation is directly 

connected with his ability to do what humanity cannot and is ultimately aimed at 

restoring the relationshiop with God which it lost after the fall. Although 

Athanasian biography is concerned primarily with the reality of Christ in Antony’s 

                                                           
1325 ouv ga.r h=n avntwni,ou to. tou/ qana,tou kri/ma( avlla. tou/ qeou/( tou/ kai. peri. evkei,nou kri,nantoj 

kai. peri. tou,tou dei,xantoj kai. avpokalu,yantoj.  
1326  toiau/ta de. ble,pwn kai. le,gwn( hvxi,ou mhde,na qauma,zein auvto.n evn tou,toij( avlla. ma/llon 

qauma,zein to.n ku,rion( o[ti avnqrw,poij h̀mi/n ou=sin evcari,sato kata. du,namin ginw,skein auvto,n. 
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spiritual life, and rarely speaks of salvation as a separate theme, we can still trace a 

number of important soteriological aspects from the texts that mention the subject 

of redemption and God’s victory over the Devil. In what follows, I will first 

examine these soteriological statements that speak of salvation either directly or 

indirectly, and then I will discuss those texts that reveal the idea of deification by 

describing Antony as the exemplar of personal relationship with God.  

 

6.3.2.1 Redemption 

In his apologetic disputation with the pagan philosophers Antony claims that ‘Christ 

is no longer a man, but God… the things Christ has done reveal him to be God, who 

appeared for the salvation of mankind’ (VA 75.16-8 [SC 400:328; Gregg 86]).1327 

Here Antony proclaims several things. He argues that Christ is God by reiterating 

the Athanasian argument1328 that natures become known from acts, and he also 

claims that it is Christ (as God) who accomplishes salvation. He also makes it clear 

that the whole of mankind is in need of salvation, and it takes God to fulfil this 

need. We can identify at least four statements in the Vita Antonii that develop this 

soteriological insight. The first two statements relate redemption to the incarnation 

of Christ. The first and clearest statement is found in VA 74.6-20 [SC 400:324] 

which I mentioned earlier. It declares the incarnation of Christ by stating that ‘he 

assumed a human body’ (avnei,lhfe sw/ma avnqrw,pinon) and ‘shared in the human 

birth’ (th/| avnqrwpi,nh| gene,sei koinwnh,saj). It also affirms that Christ came ‘for the 

salvation and benefit of mankind’ (evpi. swthri,a| kai. euvergesi,a| tw/n avnqrw,pwn) 

which Antony casts in the ontological terms: humanity can ‘become partakers of the 

divine and spiritual nature’ (poih,sh| tou.j avnqrw,pouj koinwnh/sai qei,aj kai. noera/j 

fu,sewj). In this context, Antony argues that incarnation did not affect Christ’s 

divine nature, and claims that it is through his coming that we can recognize God’s 

special power and philanthropia. He says: ‘Our faith declares the coming of Christ, 

which took place for the salvation of mankind, but you [pagans] are deceived in 

your belief. For our part, we know the power and benevolence of providence—that 

this advent of Christ was not impossible for God’.1329 Here Christ’s coming for the 

                                                           
1327 a] pepoi,hken ò cristo,j( qeo.n auvto.n avpodei,knusin( evpidhmh,santa evpi. swthri,a| tw/n avnqrw,pwn.  
1328 See CG 16 [Thomson 42-6]. 
1329  h̀ me.n ga.r h̀mete,ra pi,stij evpi. swth|ri,a| tw/n avnqrw,pwn th.n tou/ cristou/ parousi,an le,gei( 

ùmei/j de. pla,naj avgennh,tou yuch/j evxhgei/sqe) kai. h̀mei/j me.n to. dunato.n kai. fila,nqrwpon th/j 
pronoi,aj fronou/men( o[ti kai. tou/to ouvk avdu,naton h=n tw/| qew/|. 
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salvation of mankind is the fulfilment of God’s providential care, while the fact that 

incarnation ‘was not impossible for God’ points to the divine action in the salvific 

oikonomia.   

             In the second statement Antony is described as undergoing sexual 

temptations. We read that the Devil attempted to entice him with the softness of 

pleasure, but the Lord’s coworking with Antony and ‘the grace of God’ helped the 

monk to overcome the temptation. The whole passage reads as follows: ‘Working 

with Antony was the Lord, who bore flesh for us, and gave to the body the victory 

over the Devil, so that each of those who truly struggle can say, It is not I, but the 

grace of God which is in me’ (VA 5.39-43 [SC 400:144-6; Gregg 34]).1330 Although 

this is not a direct soteriological statement, the phrase ‘the Lord, who bore flesh for 

us, and gave to the body the victory over the Devil’ does sound as one of 

Athanasius’ dominant soteriological themes. 1331  In De Inc. 22.11-5, 18-21 

[Thomson 188; ibid. 189], we find a more expanded assertion where incarnation is 

explained in relation to the body and death: ‘it was not his [Christ’s] own death but 

that of men that the Saviour came to fulfil. There he did not lay aside the body by 

his own death—for he had none since he was life—but he accepted the death 

imposed by men in order to destroy it completely when it came to his own body…. 

The trophy of his victory over death was… [people’s] assurance that he had erased 

corruption and hence that their bodies would be incorruptible’.1332 In both of the 

above passages Christ’s incarnation becomes the basis for the new reality: humanity 

is no longer under the power of corrupted body or the Devil who tempts it by ‘the 

softness of pleasure’. To emphasize this idea Athanasius points out throughout the 

Vita Antonii that Antony is able to resist the Devil on the ground that he is ‘the 

servant of Christ’ himself, and therefore no longer belongs to the previous 

master.1333 The passage from the Vita Antonii is also one of contrast—it is the 

                                                           
1330 sunh,rgei ga.r o ̀ku,rioj auvtw/|( o ̀sa,rka di’ h̀ma/j fore,saj kai. tw/| sw,mati dou.j th.n kata. tou/ 

diabo,lou ni,khn( w[ste tw/n ou[twj avgwnizome,nwn e[kaston le,gein\ ouvk evgw. de,( avll’ h̀ ca,rij tou/ qeou/ 
h̀ su.n evmoi,.  

1331  Cf. De Inc. 22 [Thomson 189-90]; 25 [Thomson 195-6]; 27 [Thomson198-200]; 50 
[Thomson 258-60]; 52 [[Thomson 264]. 

1332  ouv to.n e`autou/ qa,naton avlla. to.n tw/n avnqrw,pwn h=lqe teleiw/sai o ̀swth,r\ o[qen ouvk ivdi,w| 
qana,tw|( ouvk ei=ce ga.r zwh. w;n( avpeti,qeto to. sw/ma\ avlla. to.n para. tw/n avnqrw,pwn evde,ceto( i[na kai. 
tou/ton evn tw/| èautou/ sw,mati proselqo,nta te,leon evxafani,sh|/))) tou/to ga.r h=n kata. tou/ qana,tou 
tro,paion tau,thn))) pistw,sasqai th.n par’ auvtou/ genome,nhn th/j fqora/j avpa,leiyin( kai. loipo.n th.n 
tw/n swma,twn avfqarsi,an.  

1333 e.g. VA 18.2-3 [SC 400:184]; 52.13-4 [SC 400:276]; 53.8 [SC 400:278]. 
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‘grace of God’ within Antony (and within ‘each of those who truly struggle’) and 

not his own power, that helps him to overcome the temptation. 

             Two other soteriological statements in the Vita Antonii relate salvation 

directly to the death of Christ in the flesh. The first one is another example of the 

radical contrast between Antony’s human frailty and Christ’s divine ability to 

overthrow the Devil. The passage in VA 7.1-6 [SC 400:150], recounts Antony’s 

fight with the Devil, who disguised himself first as a beguiling seductive temptress 

and then as a black boy representing ‘the spirit of lust’. While it may seem that 

Antony is fighting the Devil by his own labours, the episode concludes with a 

remark that points to Christ as Saviour: ‘This was Antony’s first contest against the 

Devil—or, rather, this was in Antony the success of the Saviour who condemned sin 

in the flesh, in order that the just requirement of the law might be fulfiled in us, who 

walk not according to the flesh but according to the Spirit [Rom. 8:3-4]’ (VA 7.1-6 

[SC 400:150; Gregg 35]).1334 Similar to other instances of contrast, it is Christ as 

God who does what human Antony cannot. The idea of Christ’s co-working with 

Antony is contrasted with the model in which Antony would achieve the victory on 

his own. Moreover, insofar as the contrast is designed to point to Christ’s divinity, 

the redemption—characterized here as the condemnation of sin in flesh and 

fulfilment of the just requirement of the law—is the work of God himself. It is the 

same God who helps Antony to live victoriously who redeems him for that type of 

living in the first place. To put it differently, Christ’s action is not just a temporary 

favour for Christian living, but that which sets this living to a beginning.  

             Another passage that relates salvation to the death of Christ in the flesh is 

VA 14.24-9 [SC 400:174]. The passage is preceded with Antony’s appearance 

before the monks after spending twenty years of isolated living at the Outer 

Mountain. Coming forth from the removed fortress door, Antony’s first action was 

to urge everyone ‘to prefer nothing in the world above the love of Christ’ and ‘to 

keep in mind the future goods and the affection in which we are helped by God, 

who did not spare his own Son, but gave him up for us all [Rom. 8:32]’ [Gregg 

42].1335 Here the idea of Christ’s love, future goods, and the affection in which we 

                                                           
1334 tou/to prw/ton a=qlon avntwni,ou ge,gone kata. tou/ diabo,lou\ ma/llon de. tou/ swth/roj kai. tou/to 

ge,gonen evn avntwni,w| to. kato,rqwma( tou/ th.n àmarti,an katakri,nantoj evn th/| sarki,( i[na to. dikai,wma 
tou/ no,mou plhrwqh/| evn h̀mi/n( toi/j mh. kata. sa,rka peripatou/sin( avlla. kata. pneu/ma.  

1335  mhde.n tw/n evn tw/| ko,smw| prokri,nein th/j eivj cristo.n avga,phj))) mnhmoneu,wn peri. tw/n 
mello,ntwn avgaqw/n kai. th/j eivj h̀ma/j genome,nhj tou/ qeou/ filanqrwpi,aj( o]j ouvk evfei,sato tou/ ivdi,ou 
uiòu/( avll’ ùpe.r h̀mw/n pa,ntwn pare,dwken auvto,n) 
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are held by God is supported by the biblical quotation from Romans 8:32, where 

Paul argues that Christ’s death graciously gives us all things (ta. pa,nta hm̀i/n 

cari,setai). Though the passage is not one of contrast, its emphasis on what God 

accomplished through Christ makes the benefits of his redeeming work 

unmistakenly clear. It implies that the significance of Christ’s death is immense: 

God’s mercy is secure, and we are given something we did not possess before. 

Athanasius communicates the effect of Antony’s urge by adding that it ‘persuaded 

many to take up the solitary life’ to the extent that ‘the desert was made a city by 

monks’ [Gregg 42-3].1336  

  

6.3.2.2 Christ’s Victory over the Devil 

Clearly, the most dramatic way Athanasius expresses soteriological ideas in the Vita 

Antonii is by describing Christ’s victory over the Devil. Thus, in VA 24.23-30 [SC 

400:202] we find a famous image of the Devil who becomes ‘drawn in with a hook 

by the Saviour’. Athanasius’ graphic depiction of this event captures some of the 

most arresting effects of Christ’s victory: 

 

Like a serpent he [the Devil] was drawn in with a hook by the Saviour, and like a beast of burden 

he received a halter around the snout, and like a runaway he was bound by a ring from his 

nostrils, and his lips were pierced by an iron clasp. He was also bound by the Lord like a 

sparrow, to receive our mockery. And, like scorpions and snakes, he and his fellow demons have 

been put in a position to be trampled underfoot by us Christians (VA 24.23-30 [SC 400:202; 

Gregg 49]).1337 

 

Such phrases as ‘he received a halter’, ‘was bound by the Lord’, and ‘pierced’ make 

it clear that Christ’s mission of saving the world included his victory over the Devil. 

The outcome of this victory is the fact that humanity is no longer under his control, 

or power. The quoted passage continues with the remark that ‘the evidence of this 

[victory] is that we now conduct our lives in opposition to him [Devil]’ (VA 24.31-2 

[SC 400:204; Gregg 49]).1338 Slightly after that, Antony adds: ‘it is not necessary to 

fear them [demons], for by the grace of Christ all their pursuits come to nothing’ 

                                                           
1336 e;peise pollou.j air̀h,sasqai to.n monh,rh bi,on))) kai. h̀ e;rhmoj evpoli,sqh monacw/n.  
1337 w`j me.n dra,kwn ei`lku,sqh tw/| avgki,strw| para. tou/ swth/roj( wj̀ de. kth/noj forbai,an e;labe peri. 

ta.j rì/naj( ẁj de. drape,,thj kri,kw| de,detai tou.j mukth/raj kai. yelli,w| tetru,phtai ta. cei,lh) kai. 
de,detai me.n para. tou/ kuri,ou wj̀ strouqi,on eivj to. katapai,zesqai par’ h̀mw/n\ te,qeintai de. auvto,j te 
kai. oi ̀su.n auvtw/| dai,monej wj̀ skorpi,oi kai. o;feij eivj to. katapatei/sqai par’ h̀mw/n tw/n cristianw/n. 

1338 kai. tou,tou gnw,risma( to. nu/n h̀ma/j politeu,esqai kat’ auvtou/. 
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(VA 24.44-6 [SC 400:204; Gregg 50]).1339 Here Christ’s grace is described as the 

action that renders a devastating effect on the demoniac power.  

             Several times in the Vita Antonii God’s victory over the Devil is related 

directly to the incarnation of Christ. Thus, professing the victorious effect of 

Christ’s coming, Antony responds to the Devil: ‘For Christ in his coming reduced 

you to weakness, and after throwing you down, he left you defenceless’ (VA 41.19-

20 [SC 400:246-8; Gregg 62]). 1340  In another passage we read that ‘the Lord 

came… and brought to nothing… the demons themselves’,1341 he ‘descended and 

made an example of their audacity and madness’1342 to the effect that even ‘the 

Devil himself confesses that he is able to do nothing’.1343 There are also at least two 

references in the Vita Antonii where God’s victory over the demons is described in 

light of the cross, or crucifixion of Christ. In the first text we read that ‘they 

[demons] are terrified by the sign of the Lord’s cross, because in it the Saviour, 

stripping their armour, made an example of them’ (VA 35.8-10 [SC 400:230; Gregg 

57]).1344 In another passage the same idea is prefixed with the statement that ‘Christ 

is God, and Son of God’, and we read that by ‘calling on the name of Christ 

crucified, [Christians] chase away all the demons you [pagans] fear as gods. And 

where the sign of the cross occurs, magic is weakened and sorcery has no effect’ 

(VA 78.15-21 [SC 400:334; Gregg 88]). 1345  Athanasius’ use of soteriological 

terminology such as Christ’s grace, his incarnation, and cross in the above instances 

makes it clear that Christ’s mission of saving the world included the victory over 

the Devil.  

             Of course, the fact that Christ won the victory over the Devil does not mean 

that the latter stopped his harmful activity. In fact, his attempts to lure believers to 

sin are made a special subject of discussion in Antony’s longest speech in VA 16-43 

[SC 400:176-252]. Warning his disciples about the danger of succumbing to the 

                                                           
1339 o[qen ouvde. ou[tw fobei/sqai tou,touj prosh,kei\ pa,nta ga.r auvtw/n dia. th.n tou/ kuri,ou ca,rin eivj 

ouvde,n evsti ta. evpithdeu,mata. 
1340 o ̀ga.r cristo.j evlqw.n avsqenh/ se pepoi,hke kai. katabalw.n evgu,mnwsen.  
1341 VA 33.3-5 [SC 400:224]: h=lqe))) o ̀ku,rioj))) auvtw/n tou.j dai,monaj katargh,saj.  
1342 Ibid. 39.28-9 [SC 400:242; Gregg 61]: to.n ku,rion( to.n kaqelo,nta kai. paradeigmati,santa 

th.n to.lman kai. th.n mani,an auvtw/n. 
1343 Ibid. 42.1-2 [SC 400:248; Gregg 62]: auvto.j o ̀dia,boloj om̀ologei/ mhde.n du,nasqai. 
1344 pa,nu fobou/ntai to. shmei/on tou/ kuriakou/ staurou/( evpeidh,per evn auvtw/| tou,touj 

avpekdusa,menoj( paredeigma,tisen ò swth,r. 
1345  to.n cristo.n ei=nai qeo.n kai. tou/ qeou/ uiò,n))) h̀mei/j de,( ovnoma,zontej to.n evstaurwme,non 

cristo,n( pa,ntaj diw,komen dai,monaj( ou]j ùmei/j fobei/sqe wj̀ qeou,j) kai. e=nqa to. shmei/on tou/ staurou/ 
gi,netai( avsqenei/ me.n magei,a( ouvk evnergei/ de. farmakei,a. 
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Devil, Antony speaks about various ways of resisting him and encourages everyone 

to rely on Christ’s power. He claims that ‘the Lord… [is] our fellow worker for the 

conquest of the Devil’,1346 he is ‘the power of God the Father’1347 that accompanies 

Christians. Among the weapons against the demons—such as fasting, vigils, 

prayers, and humility—it is the ‘devotion to Christ’ 1348  that makes believers 

victorious along with ‘the grace that has been given to the faithful for combat 

against them [demons] by the Saviour’, who said: ‘Behold, I have given you 

authority to tread upon serpents and scorpions, and over all the power of the enemy 

[Luke 10:19]’ (VA 30.9-14 [SC 400:220; Gregg 54]).1349 

             The above instances in the Vita Antonii reinforce the fact that Athanasius 

sought to portray ascetic discipline in light of God’s saving action through Christ. 

Antony’s understanding of God is such that Christian living flows from, and is 

grounded on, the gracious condescension of Christ. Thus, for Roldanus ‘c’est toute 

la vie ascétique qui est devenu possible par l’incarnation du Christ’, but also ‘la 

vraie stature d’ascèse est réalisée par Christ’.1350 Similarly, Pettersen states that 

Antony’s achievements all participate in Christ’s universal achievement since ‘God 

and God alone, can destroy corruption and give life, and can unravel demonic 

deceits and lead each into all righteousness’.1351 And according to Jonathan Zecher, 

‘Antony’s life, his achievements and his career, are contoured on the identity of 

Christ, who represents end and means, the one whom Antony serves and the 

strength by which Antony labours. This decentering process—relativizing the 

ostensible subject, Antony, against another, Christ—makes VA a curious sort of 

biography, if it is one at all’.1352 More to the point, Antony’s achievements in his 

combat with the Devil and exemplary progress in virtue is not what makes him 

saved, for salvation is already accomplished. To assert otherwise is to deny what 

Antony held so dearly, namely, that Christ is God sent for our redemption. 

Reflecting on this idea in the Vita Antonii, Anatolios speaks of ‘the principle that 

the Christian’s activity in holiness derives from the prior activity and victory of 

                                                           
1346 VA 34.5-6 [SC 400:228; Gregg 57]: sunergo.j h̀min eivj th.n kata. tou/ diabo,lou ni,khn o ̀ku,rioj 

ge,nhtai.  
1347 Ibid. 35.20-1 [SC 400:232; Gregg 58]: qeou/ patro.j h̀̀ du,namij. 
1348 th.n eivj to.n cristo.n euvse,beian.  
1349 doqei/san ca,rin toi/j pistoi/j para. tou/ swth/roj( le,gontoj auvtou/\ ivdou. de,dwka ùmi/n evxousi,an 

patei/n evpa,nw o;fewn kai. skorpi,wn( kai. evpi. pa/san th.n du,namin tou/ evcqrou/.  
1350 Roldanus, Le Christ et l’homme, 316. 
1351 Pettersen, Athanasius, 96.  
1352 Zecher, The Symbolics of Death, 57.   
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Christ’.1353 For him ‘the dialectic between human activity and divine activity leads 

to a logic in which a self-reflection on human activity leads to an assurance that this 

activity is grounded and secured by divine activity. So Antony consoles his fellow 

monks by saying that, despite the flamboyant antics of the Devil, they should not be 

intimidated, for “he was also bound by the Lord like a sparrow, to receive our 

mockery”’.1354 To this he adds:  

 

Throughout Antony’s illustrious career and progress in holiness, it is the Lord, the Incarnate 

Word, who is o ̀poiw/n. Antony is really simply the receptacle of the power of the Word. At the 

same time, however, Antony is not deprived of all subjectivity, in the sense of being an agent 

who actualizes himself in a certain activity. There is an activity that properly belongs to Antony 

as a human being; it is prayer, and the ascesis that derives from prayer. Prayer is here understood 

as spiritual receptivity, an invocation of and openness to the power of the Lord, the inner form of 

prayer being ‘that the Lord may be our fellow worker’. However, insofar as Antony is presented 

as someone who strives in prayer and insofar as prayer is described as properly belonging to 

Antony as a human subject, we can see Antony’s prayer as a credible model of active receptivity. 

Antony may then be seen as the human model in which the relation between God and creation 

achieves an idea of perfection.1355 

 

                                                           
1353 Anatolios, Athanasius: The Coherence, 181. 
1354 Ibid. 180. The problem of relating human and divine action in the Vita Antonii deserves a 

separate discussion for which there is no space in the present study. This concerns a number of the 
so-called Origenistic passages containing the phrase to, noero,n th/j yuch/j (or its forms) in VA 5.30 
[SC 400:144]; 20.19 [SC 400:188]; 45.7 [SC 400:256], and 74.17 [SC 400:324]. Related to this 
terminology is the idea that salvation is within human reach, which seems to contradict the 
prominent role of Christ in the biography. Although scholars disagree on how to handle this 
problem, the general tendency is to avoid claiming inconsistency. For some this terminology 
indicates that Athanasius was not the author of the Vita Antonii (e.g. Barnes, Early Christian 
Hagiography, 166). Others simply suggest that this phrase has a connection with Antony rather than 
Athanasius (e.g. Desprez, ‘Saint Antoine’, 238:35). Still others are led to suppose that it points to the 
fact that Athanasius was sympathetic to Origenism (Perczel, ‘Mankinds’ Common Intellectual 
Substance’, 209). According to my search of noero,j and noero,n in the Thesaurus Linguae Graecae 
database, I was able to identify 39 occurences listed under the name of Athanasius and only 6 of 
them belonged to the genuine writings of Athanasius, while 5 of these 6 were found in the Vita 
Antonii. This may suggest (though far from conclusively) that the term could indeed belong to 
Antony rather than Athanasius, while in the context of the latter’s theology (and especially 
Athanasian emphasis on christology throughout the Vita Antonii) the term came to lose its functional 
Origenistic meaning. This idea resounds with Rubenson’s suggestion that the term should not be 
taken to mean ‘a direct conflict, with the Christological passages’ but rather a ‘tension between a 
more authentic Origenist tradition and the new emphases of theology at the time of the Arian 
controversy’ (Rubenson, Letters, 136). See also Anatolios’ argument against assuming that 
Origenistic elements necessarily lead to the interpretation in which Antony’s actions are primary. 
For Anatolios ‘the motif of Christ’s “co-working” with Antony is introduced, in a context that makes 
clear that such co-working is nevertheless an asymmetrical relationship in which Antony’s work 
derives from that of Christ’; ibid., Athanasius: The Coherence, 181.  

1355 Anatolios, Athanasius: The Coherence, 187-8.  
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The Athanasian Antony is clearly the model for others to imitate. Yet, it is also 

clear that he is not the model of the Arian Christ—a redeemer who himself needs to 

be redeemed—but of Christ who does what humanity cannot. In this sense, Gregg 

and Groh make a reasonable remark when suggesting that Antony’s battle against 

the Devil ‘might have fallen upon the monk’s purposefulness and upon God’s 

disposition to bestow favour as a reward for ascetic performance’.1356 However, in 

their understanding, the way Athanasius depicts Antony in relation to Christ and his 

saving work makes it clear that he is ‘an example of how, according to orthodox 

teaching, the Christian is saved and sanctified’.1357 They conclude: ‘The ideas [of 

having God’s favour as a reward for ascetic performance] were not impossible for 

Athanasius to hold (he too, like Alexandrian ascetical theorists before him, 

embraces the Pauline injunction to “press on toward the goal for the prize” [Phil. 

3:14]), but unless qualified—that is, connected with the concept of descending 

grace—these ideas were too permissive of an Arian understanding of the monk’s 

progress in virtue after the model of the “advancing” Christ’. 1358  Antony’s 

understanding of salvation is indissolubly bound with the way he perceived and 

explained Christ as God. In the next section, I will discuss what I consider to be the 

peculiarly Athanasian portrait of the saved Antony, the exemplar of personal 

relationship with God. 

 

6.3.2.3 Antony as the Exemplar of Deification 

Scholars have noted that not only does Antony articulate Athanasius’ theology of 

deification, but he himself becomes an emblem for it. 1359  Athanasius portrays 

Antony according to the way a human being should look both in his body and soul 

after being recreated in the image and likeness of God and restored back into 

relationship with him. We see that Antony’s body is renewed by Christ, who, as we 

noted earlier, ‘bore flesh for us and gave to the body victory over the Devil’ (VA 

5.40-1 [SC 400:144-6]). During his stint in the tomb, Antony at first suffered a bad 

beating from the Devil, but by the time he left, after the vision of light, ‘he was so 

strengthened that he felt that his body contained more might than before’ (VA 

                                                           
1356 Gregg, Early Arianism, 146.  
1357 Ibid.  
1358 Ibid.  
1359 Harmless, Desert Fathers, 90.  
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10.15-7 [SC 400:164; Gregg 39]).1360 Even more striking is Antony’s robust form 

of body which he displays when emerging from the desert fortress, ‘neither fat from 

lack of exercise, nor emaciated from fasting and combat with demons’ (VA 14.10-2 

[SC 400:172; Gregg 42]).1361 Despite twenty years of asceticism ‘his body had 

maintained his former condition’,1362 and even towards the end of his life, Antony’s 

‘face had a great and marvelous grace, and this spiritual favour he had from the 

Saviour’.1363 Amazingly, at the age of 105, Antony still ‘possessed eyes undimmed 

and sound, and he saw clearly. He lost none of his teeth—they simply had been 

worn to the gums because of the old man’s great age. He also retained health in his 

feet and hands, and generally he seemed brighter and of more energetic strength 

than those who make use of baths and a variety of foods and clothing’ (VA 93.10-7 

[SC 400:374; Gregg 98]).1364 

             Noteworthy is also Antony’s renewal of soul. On several occasions his 

renewed soul is said to be the primary sign of his inner perfection that could even 

be recognized from his renewed physical stature. In VA 67.17-23 [SC 400:312; 

Gregg 81] we read: ‘It was not his physical dimensions that distinguished him from 

the rest, but the stability of character and the purity of the soul. His soul being free 

of confusion, he held his outer senses also undisturbed, so that from the soul’s joy 

his face was cheerful as well, and from the movements of the body it was possible 

to sense and perceive the stable condition of the soul’. 1365  Soon afterwards, 

Athanasius adds that Antony ‘was never troubled, his soul being calm, and he never 

looked gloomy, his mind being joyous’ (VA 67.31-3 [SC 400:312-3; Gregg 81]).1366 

Having emerged from the desert fortress, Antony not only displayed amazing 

physical fitness, but also ‘the state of his soul was one of purity, not constricted by 

                                                           
1360 kai. tosou/ton i;scusen ẁj aivsqe,sqai auvto,n( o[ti plei,ona du,namin e;scen evn tw/| sw,mati ma/llon 

h-j ei=cen.  
1361 mh,te pianqe.n wj̀ avgu,mnaston( mh,te ivscnwqe.n wj̀ avpo. nhsteiw/n kai. ma,chj daimo,nwn. 
1362 VA 14.10 [SC 400:172; Gregg 42]: to,, te sw/ma th.n auvth.n e[xin e;con.  
1363 Ibid. 67.11-3 [SC 400:312; Gregg 81]: kai. mh.n kai. to. pro,swpon auvtou/ ca,rin ei=ce pollh,n) 

kai. para,doxon ei=ce de. kai. tou/to to. ca,risma para. tou/ swth/roj. 
1364  tou.j ovfqalmou.j avsinei/j kai. o`loklh,rouj ei=cen( ble,pwn kalw/j( kai. tw/n ovdo,ntwn ouvde. ei=j 

evxe,pesen auvtou/\ mo,non de. ùpo. ta. ou=la tetrimme,noi gego,nasi dia. th.n pollh.n h̀liki,an tou/ ge,rontoj) 
kai. toi/j posi. de. kai. tai/j cersi.n ug̀ih.j die,meinen( kai. o[lwj pa,ntwn tw/n poiki,lh| trofh/| kai. 
loutroi/j kai. diafo,roij evndu,masi crwme,nwn faidro,teroj ma/llon auvto.j evfai,neto kai. pro.j ivscu.n 
proqumo,teroj. 

1365 ouvc u[yei de,( ouvde. tw/| pla,tei die,fere tw/n a;llwn( avlla. th|/ tw/n hvqw/n katasta,sei kai. th|/ th/j 
yuch/j kaqaro,thti) avqoru,bou ga.r ou;shj th/j yuch/j( avtara,couj ei=ce kai. ta.j e;xwqen aivsqh,seij\ wj̀ 
avpo. th/j cara/j th/j yuch/j il̀aro.n e;cein kai. to. pro,swpon( kai. avpo. tw/n tou/ sw,matoj kinhma,twn 
aivsqe,sqai kai. noei/n th.n th/j yuch/j kata,stasin.  

1366  po,te ga.r evtara,tteto galhniw,shj auvtou/ th/j yuch/j( h' po,te skuqrwpo.j evgi,neto cairou,shj 
auvtou/ th/j dianoi,aj.  
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grief, nor relaxed by pleasure, nor affected by either laughter or dejection’ (VA 

14.13-6 [SC 400:172-4; Gregg 42]).1367 Despite the crowds who approached him at 

the fortress, Antony ‘maintained utter equilibrium, like one guided by reason and 

steadfast in that which accords with nature’ (VA 14.18-9 [SC 400:174; Gregg 

42]).1368 This particular episode points to Athanasian christology and relates closely 

to the idea of deification: becoming like Christ himself. According to Harmless, 

 

Here the “reason”, the logos, that guides Antony, is not the philosopher’s logos. For Athanasius, 

the Logos is a person, Christ… who was in the beginning with God and was God…. It is the 

same Christ the Logos who infuses the universe with its good order, its balance and harmony, 

and who deifies human beings, making them like himself. For Athanasius, becoming like Christ 

the Logos included taking on the calm unchanging passionlessness of God.1369 

 

One of the passages from Athanaius’ Orationes Contra Arianos that comes very 

close to this idea of deification in the Vita Antonii, states: ‘The Logos is by nature 

free of passion. But because of the flesh which Christ put on, certain things [like 

being born, hungering, thirsting, weeping, and sleeping] are ascribed to him, since 

they are proper to the flesh, and the body itself is proper to the Saviour. And he 

himself, being passionless by nature, remains as he is, not harmed by these 

affections. But human beings themselves—because their passions are changed into 

passionlessness and done away with in the Impassible [Christ]—become 

passionless and free of these experiences for eternity’ (CA 3.34 [Savvidis 345-6; 

Harmless, Desert Fathers, 91]).1370 It follows that since Christ is impassible, human 

beings who are deified by him in virtue of their re-connection to God come to share 

by grace what Christ is by nature. In this sense, Antony’s ascetic model is not the 

means for achieving deification, but the testimony of what one already has, namely 

the state of restored perfection which humanity lost after the fall.  

             One way Athanasius expresses this idea in the Vita Antonii is by speaking 

about the kingdom of God as that which opens up a new dimension of life for 

                                                           
1367  th/j de. yuch/j pa,lin kaqaro.n to. h=qoj) ou;te ga.r wj̀ ùpo. avni,aj sunestalme,nh h=n( ou;te ùf’ 

h̀donh/j diakecume,nh ou;te ùpo. ge,lwtoj h' kathfei,aj sunecome,nh. 
1368 avll’ o[loj h=n i;soj( wj̀ ùpo. tou/ lo,gou kubernw,menoj kai. evn tw/| kata. fu,sin èstw,j.  
1369 Harmless, Desert Fathers, 90-1.  
1370wj̀ th.n fu,sin auvto.j o` lo,goj avpaqh,j evsti( kai. o[mwj di’ h]n evnedu,sato sa,rka( le,getai peri. 

auvtou/ tau/ta( evpeidh. th/j me.n sarko.j i;dia tau/ta( tou/ de. swth/roj i;dion auvto. to. sw/ma) kai. auvto.j me.n 
avpaqh.j th.n fu,sin( wj̀ e;sti( diame,nei( mh. blapto,menoj avpo. tou,twn( avlla. ma/llon evxafani,zwn kai. 
avpollu,wn auvta,\ oi ̀ de. a;nqrwpoi( wj̀ eivj to.n avpaqh/ metaba,ntwn auvtw/n tw/n paqw/n kai. 
avphleimme,nwn( avpaqei/j kai. evleu,qeroi tou,twn loipo.n kai. auvtoi. eivj tou.j aivw/naj gi,gnontai. 
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Christians. Thus, contrasting the Christians to the wise Greeks in his speech to the 

monks, Antony claims: ‘Now the Greeks leave home and traverse the sea in order to 

gain an education, but there is no need for us to go abroad on account of the 

Kingdom of heaven, nor to cross the sea for virtue. For the Lord has told us before, 

the Kingdom of God is within you [Luke 17:21]’ (VA 20.12-7 [SC 400:188; Gregg 

46]). 1371  Slightly afterwards, he clarifies it by stating the following: ‘Thus the 

matter is not difficult. If we abide as we have been made, we are in a state of virtue, 

but if we think of ignoble things we shall be accounted evil. If, therefore, this thing 

[virtue] had to be acquired from without, it would be difficult in reality; but if it is 

in us, let us keep ourselves from foul thoughts. And as we have received the soul as 

a deposit, let us preserve it for the Lord, that he may recognize his work as being 

the same as he made it’ (VA 20.28-36 [SC 400:190-2; NPNF² 4:201]).1372 In this 

passage, Antony claims that to be in the state of virtue (which is the same as to 

possess the kingdom of God) means to abide in the original state in which we were 

created. In other words, by having God inaugurate his kingdom into us, we are 

brought back to the same state which we once lost. Therefore, Antony calls his 

disciples to not set their minds on evil things (for it is foreign to the created state of 

humanity) but to practice what is consistent with their new position as they 

anticipate the coming of Christ who will recognize in them his own work ‘as being 

the same as he made it’.1373  

             Zecher considers this idea of restored perfection in Antony to be the most 

characteristic feature of Athanasian interpretation of asceticism. It makes the Vita 

Antonii uniquely distinct from other monastic writings such as Apophthegmata 

Patrum where ‘initial movement, daily struggle, and the means of progress are 

more pressing concerns than idealized sanctity’. 1374  In contrast, the Athanasian 

Antony is qei/oj avnh,r: ‘a perfected holy man in which Athanasius emphasizes his 

                                                           
1371  e[llhnej me.n ou=n avpodhmou/si kai. qa,lassan perw/sin( i[na gra,mmata ma,qwsin( h̀mei/j de. ouv 

crei,an e;comen ou;te avpodhmi,aj dia. th.n basilei,an tw/n ouvranw/n ou;te pera/sai qa,lattan dia. th.n 
avreth,n) fqa,saj ga.r ei=pen ò ku,rioj\ h̀ basilei,a tw/n ouvranw/n evnto.j ùmw/n evstin. 

1372 ouvvkou/n ouvk e;sti duscere.j to. pra/gma) eva.n ga.r mei,nwmen wj̀ gego,namen( evn th/| avreth/| evsmen\ 
eva.n de. logizw,meqa ta. fau/la( wj̀ kakoi. krino,meqa) eiv me.n ou=n e;xwqen h=n poriste,on to. pra/gma( 
duscere.j o;ntwj h=n\ eiv de. evn h̀mi/n evsti( fula,xwmen èautou.j avpo. logismw/n rùparw/n( kai. wj̀ 
paraqh,khn labo,ntej( thrh,swmen tw/| kuri,w| th.n yuch.n i[n’ auvto.j evpignw/| to. poi,hma auvtou/( ou[twj 
ou=san th.n yuch.n w[sper pepoi,hken auvth,n. 

1373  Cf. Harmless, Desert Fathers, 93, who writes that ‘Athanasius portrays Antony as the 
“natural” man, humankind as it would have been had there been no fall. It is no accident that when 
Antony retires to the Inner Mountain, he creates a miniature Eden, planting a garden and getting the 
wild beasts to obey him’.  

1374 Zecher, The Symbolics of Death, 57. 
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“Adamic”, even “deified” life-style’. 1375  Similarly, Harmless remarks that 

‘Athanasius presents Antony as a many-sided ideal’, while ‘in other literature of the 

desert, Antony appears in other guises’. 1376  Harmless ties the idea of restored 

perfection in Antony directly to Christ’s saving action that connects humanity back 

to the life of God. More specifically, he explains: ‘Christ as God recreated us from 

inside, renewing that which is vulnerable to death—the body—and recharging it 

with divine life, that it not corrupt, die, and drift back into the nothingness from 

which it was made’. 1377  On a similar note, Anatolios writes that Antony is 

‘representative of the new mode of internality that obtains between God and 

creation through the incarnation. Antony is the one in whom the Incarnate Word 

manifests his victory over sin and corruption’.1378 Likewise, Rubenson contends 

that ‘the Christian, represented by Antony, is in essence already restored; what must 

be conquered is something external’.1379 And Popov remarks that ‘even a quick 

glance at the Life of Antony makes it easy to recognize that Athanasius sought to 

present the monk as the realization of his own religious ideal, he wanted to describe 

him as the man who has already achived the possible measure of deification while 

still living on this earth’.1380  

             In this sense, Christ’s renovation of Antony is reflective of the perfected 

humanity whose renewal makes it to be like God. More importantly, however, is the 

fact that Athanasian idea of deification in the Vita Antonii is not only about the 

impersonal qualities that deified Antony possesses (their importance lies in 

reflecting the ontological aspect of deification)1381 but more personally about the 

sort of relationship he enjoys with the living God throughout the biography. Thus, 

for Geest, Antony is the example of ‘the realization that the human being lives in a 

certain time and space coram Deo’. In his view, ‘he [Antony] endeavours to anchor 

his existence in a personal relationship with God and discovers that, being created 

in the image of God, he has been made for communion with Christ, the communion 

                                                           
1375 Ibid. 57.  
1376 Harmless, Desert Christians, 108. Cf. Brakke, Athanasius and the Politics of Asceticism, 242, 

who argues that VA is a remarkable portrait of the ‘ideal Athanasian human being’.  
1377 Harmless, Desert Christians, 90.  
1378 Anatolios, Athanasius: The Coherence, 193.  
1379 Rubenson, Letters, 137. 
1380  Popov, Trudy po Patrologii, 98: ‘Даже при поверхностном знакомстве с “Жизнью 

Антония” нетрудно видеть, что в лице этого подвижника св. Афанасий видел осуществление 
своего религиозного идеала, человека, достигшего уже здесь, на земле, возможной для твари 
меры обожения’.   

1381 See sect. 3.3.4, where I discuss the difference between the ontological and relational aspects 
of deification.   
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in which humanity encounters God’.1382 Similarly, Rubenson remarks that essential 

to the Vita Antonii is ‘the presence of Christ in the Christian’1383 while for Zecher, 

the story of Antony is, in fact, the story of ‘awe-inspiring yet paradigmatic 

relationship to Christ’.1384 Even a quick glance at the Vita Antonii would confirm 

that Antony is fully immersed in the fellowship with God constantly seeking to be 

in the divine presence. In VA 7.47-8, 51-4 [SC 400:154; Gregg 37] we read that 

Antony recalls ‘the passage in which Elijah the prophet says, the Lord… lives, 

before whom I stand [3-Kings 17:1; 18:15 LXX] and being mindful of it, he 

endeavors ‘each day to present himself as the sort of person ready to appear before 

God—that is, pure of heart and prepared to obey his will’. 1385  Here Antony’s 

relationship with God appears as a continous reality and he himself illustrates it 

towards the end of the Vita Antonii by declaring that just as fish perish without 

water so does the ascetic life loose its meaning without monks remaining in the 

fellowship with God back at their cells.1386 Paradoxically, Antony’s yearning to 

isolate himself from others has the sole and most important purpose of becoming 

hidden in the presence of God himself.  

             A major constituent of God’s presence with Antony are the visions ascribed 

to him throughout the Vita Antonii (esp. chs. 58-66 [SC 400:288-310]). The 

intensity of Antony’s visions was such that Athanasius was led to call him 

qeodi,daktoj for his unique closeness with God and ability to receive knowledge 

from above.1387 On one occasion, Antony felt ‘as if he were being led through the 

air by certain beings’ (VA 65.8 [SC 400:304; Gregg 79]).1388 The story goes on by 

reporting that he saw some horrifying figures who stood in the air intending to 

block his way. Interestingly, when he was asked by them to give an account of his 

life from the time of his birth, ‘Antony’s guides prevented it, saying to them, ‘The 

Lord has wiped clean the items dating from his birth, but from the time he became a 

                                                           
1382 Geest, ‘Athanasius as Mystagogue’, 201. 
1383 Rubenson, Letters, 138. 
1384 Zecher, The Symbolics of Death, 57. 
1385  th/j fwnh/j tou/ profh,tou h̀li,ou le,gontoj\ zh/| ku,rioj( w-| pare,sthn evnw,pion auvtou/… kaq’ 

h̀me,ran evspou,dazen eàuto.n tw/| qew/| parista,nein toiou/ton oi-on crh. fai,nesqai tw/| qew|/( kaqaro.n th/| 
kardi,a| kai. e[toimon ùpakou,ein tw/| boulh,mati auvtou/. 

1386 VA 85.7-12 [SC 400:354]. 
1387 Ibid. 66.4-5 [SC 400:308]. This text is sometimes used as an argument that Athanasius’ 

reference to Antony’s illiteracy in VA 1.7 (where he is described as refusing to learn gra,mmata). It 
should not be taken to mean that he could not read or write, but rather that he ‘did not want to be 
infected with ideas and moral that were opposed to the Christia faith’; Geest, ‘Athanasius as 
Mystagogue’, 205. 

1388 w`j eivj to.n ave,ra od̀hgou,menon ùpo, tinwn.  
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monk, and devoted himself to God, you can take an account’ (VA 65.13-6 [SC 

400:304-6; Gregg 79]).1389 After not being able to prove anything against Antony, 

‘the passage opened before him free and unobstructed’ (VA 65.17-8 [SC 400:306; 

Gregg 79]). 1390  Here several things are noteworthy. First, the idea of demons 

inhabiting the atmosphere and blocking the soul’s path to God shows that 

Athanasius entertains a familiar theme of ancient demonology that demons are 

creatures of the air.1391 Second, Antony’s vision is reminiscent of a similar text in 

Athanathius where Christ is described as ‘stretching out his hands upon the cross’, 

with the effect that ‘He overthrew the prince of the power of the air and made the 

way clear for us into the heavens’ (Ep. Adelph. 7 [PG 26:1081b; NPNF² 4:577]).1392 

In both cases, Christ makes the way to God free in the air. In the former, it is 

Christ’s cleansing of Antony’s sins, and in the latter, it is his death on the cross. 

Third, the whole story presupposes Antony’s access to God and foretaste of the life 

in heaven. Athanasius compares this experience in Antony’s life with that of Paul 

who was caught up to the third heaven [2-Cor. 12:2]1393 and heard things that 

cannot be told [2-Cor. 12:4].1394 Undoubtedly, the comparison is intended to prove 

the rarity of such experience as well as to show that Antony was a perfect exemplar 

of deification: he was the mystagogue (memustagwghme,noj) and God-bearer 

(qeoforou,menoj).1395 His living connection to God, rendered possible by Christ’s 

saving deeds, is what makes him a new creature and the perfect model for others.    

             Another way Athanasius describes Antony as the exemplar of personal 

relationship with God is by using the images of love and communion. The words 

avga,ph and avgapa/n in various forms occur sixteen times throughout the Vita Antonii 

and in most cases they describe Antony’s love to God or other people.1396 He is said 

                                                           
1389  evkw,luon oi ̀ to.n avntw,nion o`dhgou/ntej( le,gontej evkei,noij\ ta. me.n th/j gene,sewj ò ku,rioj 

avph,leiyen\ evx ou- de. ge,gone monaco.j kai. evphggei,lato tw/| qew/|( evxe,stw lo,gon poih/sai.  
1390 evleuqe,ra ge,gonen auvtw/| kai. avkw,lutoj h̀ od̀o,j.  
1391 Cf. Plato, Epin. 984e, Origen, De Princ. 2.11.6 [SC 252:406-10]. 
1392 ta,j cei/raj evktei,naj evpi. tou/ staurou/( to.n me.n a;rconta th/j exousi,aj tou/ ave,roj))) kate,bale( 

th.n de. od̀o.n h̀mi/n evn toi/j ouvranoi/j kaqara.n evpoi,ei. Cf. also De Inc. 25.12-35. 
1393 e[wj tri,tou ouvranou/) 
1394 a;rrhta r`h,mata a] ouvk evxo.n avnqrw,pw| lalh/sai)  
1395 VA 14.7 [SC 400:172]. 
1396 With the help of Bartelink’s index of Greek terminology (Vie d’Antoine, 391) I have found 

that the terms avga,ph and avgapa/n (in various forms) appear 7 times in relation to God (VA 9.7 [SC 
400:158]; 14.25 [SC 400:174]; 35.28 [SC 400:232, implicitly]; 36.12 [SC 400:234]; 40.17 [SC 
400:244]; 80.25 [SC 400:340]; 85.16 [SC 400:354]), 4 times in relation to people (4.1 [SC 400:138], 
4.12 [SC 400:140]; 39.7 [SC 400:240]; 44.11 [SC 400:254]), 3 times in relation to specific things 
such as the monk’s cell and the virtue of moderation (50.2 [SC 400:268]; 84.24 [SC 400:354]; 87.20 
[SC 400:360]), and 1 time it is listed together with other virtues (17.26 [SC 400:182]). 



 325

to be ‘loved by God’ (avgapw,menoj ùpo. tou/ qeou/),1397 and he encouraged all the 

monks who came to him with the same message: ‘to have faith in the Lord and love 

to him’,1398 which is similar to his other admonition about ‘faith that works for 

Christ through love’.1399 In VA 14.25 [SC 400:174], he is described as ‘urging 

everyone to prefer nothing in the world above the love of Christ’,1400 and in 9.7 [SC 

400:158] and 40.17 [SC 400:244], he refers to Paul’s epigram in Romans 8:35, 

declaring that ‘nothing will separate me from the love of Christ’.1401 ‘The love of 

God’ for Antony is what ultimately drives out all fear transforming the monk with 

‘unspeakable joy and cheerfulness’ (cara. avnekla,lhtoj kai. euvqumi,a),1402 and helps 

Christians to recognize their connection to the divine realities.1403 Two times in the 

Vita Antonii the monk is called qeofilh,j,1404 and quite often his relations with 

others are hailed to be modeled after his love of God who treats his children as the 

caring Father.1405 The motif of love is connected with another personal theme in the 

Vita Antonii, which is communion with God and saints. In his farewell speech (as 

well as other places1406  in the biography), Antony gives a strict instruction to 

abstain from any fellowship (koinwni,a) with the Arians or Meletians.1407 In contrast, 

he exhorts: ‘Rather, strive always to be bound to each other as allies, first of all to 

the Lord, and then to the saints, so that after death they may receive you into the 

eternal habitations [Luke 16:9] as friends and companions’ (VA 91.22-6 [Gregg 92, 

modified]).1408  Here, the idea of Christian community has a distinctly personal 

sense and is reserved only for those who are united to Christ. Making a specific 

comment on this text, Zecher writes: The ascetic community strives to enact 

                                                           
1397 VA 85.16 [SC 400:354]. 
1398 Ibid. 55.5-6 [SC 400:282]: pisteu,ein eivj to.n ku,rion kai. avgapa/n auvto,n)  
1399 Ibid. 80.25-6 [SC 400:340]: pi,stij di’ avga,phj th/j eivj to.n cristo.n evnergoume,nh. 
1400 mhde.n tw/n evn tw/| ko,smw| prokri,nein th/j eivj cristo.n avga,phj. 
1401 ouvde,n me ‘cwri,sei avpo. th/j avga,phj tou/ cristou/’.  
1402 VA 36.12 [SC 400:234]. On the terminology of ‘joy’, or ‘delight’ in Athanasius’ description 

of the relational aspect of God and salvation, see sect. 5.3.2.4. 
1403 Ibid. 35.24-33 [SC 400:232].  
1404 Ibid. 4.21 [SC 400:140]; 93.20 [SC 400:374]. 
1405 e.g. Ibid. 15.11 [SC 400:176]; 50.12 [SC 400:270]; 54.24 [SC 400:280]. 
1406 e.g. Ibid. 68.2-3 [SC 400:314]; 69.12-3 [SC 400:316]; 89.17-8 [SC 400:364]; 91.19-20 [SC 

400:368]. 
1407 Ibid. 91.18-20 [SC 400:368].  
1408 spouda,zete de. ma/llon kai. ùmei/j avei. suna,ptein èautou,j( prohgoume,nwj me.n tw/| kuri,w|( e;peita 

de. toi/j àgi,oij( i[na meta. qa,naton ùma/j eivj ta.j aivwni,ouj skhna,j( wj̀ fi,louj kai. gnwri,mouj( 
de,xwntai.  
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proleptically the eschatological community of heaven. The monks strive to live now 

as saints and the friends of saints and, especially, as participants in Christ’.1409 

             From my earlier discussions of Athanasius’ thought, it should be apparent 

that such an idea of personal communion is not unusual for Athanasius. However, 

in the Vita Antonii personal relationship with God becomes the spiritual realization 

of what Athanasius has written about deification in his dogmatic writings. Antonian 

spirituality of personal communion with God and saints (a term which in his 

vocabulary is generally reserved for biblical heroes)1410 suggests that the previously 

quoted passage where Christ’s incarnation is said to ‘enable mankind to share the 

divine and spiritual nature (koinwnh/sai qei,aj kai. noera/j fu,sewj)’ 1411  is best 

understood in the personal sense. It is God’s initiative of incarnation that makes 

human beings participants of the divine koinonia as they come to share by grace 

what God is by nature. Were the Antonian God the Arian monad with Christ as his 

semi-divine mediator, the idea of direct communion with God would be one of 

contradiction, while the only way of deification would be to strive to become like 

God in his qualities. But since it is Christ who accomplishes salvation—and he is 

equally divine with the Father sharing by nature the communion within the 

Godhead—the deification of man derives from the divine action and has a deeply 

personal meaning. What was an impossibility for the Devil, namely, his desire to 

become like God (nomi,saj o[moioj gene,sqai qew/|),1412 becomes the open reality for 

those to whom it is granted by grace. 

             Athanasian emphasis on the communion with God in the Vita Antonii also 

suggests that his biography is far from propagating social apathy; rather its focus is 

on a different type of relationship than that of society.1413 This relationship is based 

on the daily experience of God’s love and intimate communion with him. In the 

Vita Antonii such relationship transforms the way monks treat each other and those 

around them. And in Antony’s case it even causes the transformation of the animal 

world. In the Vita Antonii, we see Antony crossing unharmed the canal of Arsinoë, 

known as Crocodilopolis for its large number of crocodiles (VA 15.1-11 [SC 

                                                           
1409 Zecher, The Symbolics of Death, 79.  
1410 Anatolios, Athanasius, 30.    
1411 VA 74.17 [SC 400:324]. 
1412 Ibid. 5.36-7 [SC 400:144]. 
1413 For the discussion on the monastic relation to society, see Brown, ‘The Rise and Function’, 

83; ibid., The Body and Society, 222-6; Judge, ‘Forth-Century Monasticism’, 613-20; Rubenson, 
Letters, 118-9. 
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400:176]). He gently speaks to the beast in the wilderness and commands the whole 

shoal to leave the place (VA 50.26-34 [SC 400:272]). He makes peace with wild 

animals and reptiles (VA 51.21-2), and when necessary he prays and all creeping 

things flee (VA 12.14-15 [SC 400:168]). For Bartelink this is another sign of 

Antony’s perfection that reflects a new reality for him: ‘Une autre preuve que le 

saint a atteint un haut degré de perfection et a rétabli en soi l’état paradisiaque 

auquel l’homme aspire, est son pouvoir sur les animaux sauvages. Les bêtes féroces 

vivant en paix avec le saint sont devenues un motif obligé des écrits 

hagiographiques’.1414  

 

In summary, the idea of deification in the Vita Antonii acquires a typically 

Athanasian sense of what the deified life looks like. It presents human beings 

restored back to relationship with God, who makes them free from sin and the 

power of the Devil through the saving act of Christ―his incarnation and death on 

the cross. Antony’s connection to the very life of God produces godly qualities and 

renders him like God: it arrests fleshly corruption and effects the transformation of 

the perishable by the imperishable nature of the Godhead. With the exception of 

one instance (where qeopoie,w is used in the pagan sense),1415 the Vita Antonii does 

not contain the technical terminology of deification. Neither does it mention the 

word ‘adoption’ as its most personal correlate. Yet the way it depicts Antony leaves 

no doubt that both deification and sonship are clearly at work in his monastic living. 

Athanasius embodies his theology in space and time by portraying Antony as the 

perfect model of what it means for a human being to be saved and deified. He 

describes salvation as the work of God who does what humanity cannot accomplish. 

Antony’s insistence on the divinity of Christ and his ability to do what is possible 

only for God becomes the ultimate ground of redemption which, in turn, propels the 

Christian life. Seen from this perspective, the Athanasian Antony is a beautiful 

model of how the saved one can live in virtue of what Christ has done.              

When reading too quickly, one may think that the Vita Antonii speaks of a Christian 

                                                           
1414 Bartelink, Vie d’Antoine, 57.  
1415 VA 76.11 [SC 400:330; Gregg 86]: ‘Nevertheless it is fitting for you to go only so far as to 

admire, not to deify, the things created, lest you render the honour due the maker to the things made’ 
(eiv ga,r( o[ti kalh. h̀ kti,sij( toiau/ta suneqh,kate( avll’ e;dei me,cri tou/ qauma,sai ùma/j gene,sqai kai. mh. 
qeopoih/sai ta. poih,mata( i[na mh. th.n tou/ dhmiourgou/ timh.n toi/j genhtoi/j pare,chte). Athanasius’ use 
of qeopoie,w in this passage parallels closely with the analogous use of this word in his Contra Gentes 
(see sect. 3.2.2). In both cases, it relates to the description of pagan deification of created things in 
contrast to honouring the Creator. 
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super hero. Yet, I hope that the present study has helped to reveal that it is not about 

Antony, or his strenuous fight with the Devil, but about Christ and his victory that 

Athanasius is concerned with in this biography. It is true that Antony’s spirituality 

emphasizes confidence and firmness before the machinations of the Devil. 

However, the basis for Antony’s brave deeds is that the battle has already been won 

by Christ, and he is the one who enables Antony to live the life of victory and 

virtue. Seen in this way, Athanasius’ portrait of the ideal Antony ceases to be one of 

tension and becomes one in which the understanding of God, deification, and 

Christian living are linked in a consistent way as one flows from the other. 
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CONCLUSION 

 

In the Introduction, I referred to three specific questions that were to guide my 

research as a whole. As I conclude this study, I would like to return to them by 

summarizing some major points of Athanasius’ doctrine of God and deification. My 

first guiding question has concerned the ‘who’ of salvation (having to do with the 

second person of the Trinity), and I have argued that our answer to this depends to a 

large degree on how we interpret the Nicene term homoousios. If we understand 

this term to mean the generic unity, then we are most likely to begin with the 

essence of God and relate the trinitarian persons by showing how they derive from 

it. Athanasius’ way of interpreting the homoousios is sharply different. He 

understood it to have a primarily relational and personal meaning rather than 

abstract. Therefore, he explains it not in terms of how the Father and the Son (and 

the Holy Spirit) are one essence, or how one God/essence can have three persons, 

but how the Son is equal to and homoousios with the one God/the Father. Seen in 

this light, the question of ‘who’ accomplishes salvation is tied specifically to the 

incarnation of the Son rather than implying that any of the trinitarian persons within 

the divine essence could just as well be incarnated (a topic entertained from the 

time of Peter Lombard onwards).1416 Furthermore, if the Son is coessential with the 

Father then at least two other points become clear. First, it takes God to save 

humanity, and second it was precisely because of our inability to save ourselves that 

Christ became man.  

             This leads me to the second guiding question: what kind of salvation does 

God make? The answer to this question depends to a large extent on what we think 

is the major problem of the fallen humanity and who deals with it. If the major 

problem of humanity is sin, then salvation needs to carry a juridical solution. In this 

case, what is important is the right standing before the just God who otherwise 

judges sin and exercises condemnation. If the major problem of humanity is 

corruption and immortality, then salvation should be of transformational nature, and 

the most common way to explain it has been by interpreting Athanasius’ view of 

incarnation in light of the physical theory of redemption. Both juridical and physical 

aspects of salvation are valid elements of Athanasius’ soteriology. However, as I 

have tried to show, Athanasius’ primary aspect of salvation is distinctly relational 

                                                           
1416 Peter Lombard, Libri IV Sententiarum 3.1.2. 
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and personal. Why is this so? Because for him God is a relational being, and rather 

than giving us gifts in the form of impersonal qualities, he gives us himself as a 

person. Therefore, the kind of fellowship, love, and delight that he has within 

himself by nature, he also gives to us by grace. Hence, by being disconnected from 

God as a result of fall, we also lose these particular benefits and become corrupted 

and sinful. Seen in this light, human problem according to Athanasius is neither just 

sin or corruption, nor primarily sin or corruption. It is primarily a relational 

problem, and therefore both incarnation and death are ultimately aimed at 

redeeming us not only from something (sin and corruption) but more importantly 

for Someone. Arius was never able to claim this because his concept of God was far 

from being relational in the same sense that Athanasius’ was. By excluding the Son 

and Holy Spirit from the Trinity, he deprived God/the Father from the direct 

involvement, and thereby implied a kind of salvation in which the divine qualities 

rather than relations were the cornerstone of deification. 

             Finally, my third guiding question has concerned the fruits of deification 

and how Athanasius relates them to each other. While it has been traditionally 

claimed that Athanasius’ concept of deification is primarily physical, I have argued 

that it clearly includes all three aspects: relational, ontological/physical, and 

juridical. Moreover, I have shown that Athanasius’ way of relating these aspects by 

stressing the subject that effects all three of them is a helpful corrective to those 

models that tend to emphasize one over the other two. In such models incarnation 

and crucifixion often compete for being the major means of how God saves 

humanity. In contrast, Athanasius acknowledged both in one breath and showed no 

sign of choosing between incarnation and crucifixion as if only one were 

redemptive and the other was not. Rather, he sought to show that both of them have 

the saving significance because the subject that came down as man and died on the 

cross is the true God (according to Athanasius’ asymetrical christology) as opposed 

to someone promoted to that status or a semi-divine being as in Arius. Thus, instead 

of approaching incarnation as a mere prerequisite for crucifixion, and crucifixion as 

a mere consequence of incarnation, Athanasius affirmed both as equal means of 

God’s redeeming work. Seen from this perspective, God’s dealing with the broken 

relationships and corruption through the incarnation, and his resolution of the 

problem of sin through atonement, are different, but interrelated, aspects of how 

God restores humanity to its original state. To affirm this was important for 
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Athanasius, but not quite enough, for he wanted to be sure that ultimately all these 

aspects make sense when we affirm that God is Trinity and our salvation is a 

personal union with him.  
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TABLES 
 
 
 
Table 1. Participation in Athanasius’ Writings: metousi,a( me,tocoj( metoch,( 

mete,cw( me,qexij( meta,lhmyij( metalamba,nw( koinwni,a( koinwne,w, participatio, 

participo 

 

 

Athanasius’ 
Work 

Human 
Participation 

in the 
Trinitarian 

Persons 
 

Human 
Participation 

in Things, 
Ideas, and 
Spiritual 
Entities 

Human 
Participation 

in the 
Qualities of 
the Divine 

Nature 

Begetting as 
the Son’s 

Participation 
in the Father 

Participation 
as an 

Inapplicable 
Category 

with Regard 
to God 

CG―De 
Inc. 

8 0 1 0 2 

Ap. Sec. 0 1 0 0 0 
VA 0 0 1 0 0 
Ep. Aeg. 
Lib. 

0 0 0 0 2 

CA 25 8 3 5 24 
Ep. Ser. 28 4 3 0 4 
De Syn. 5 4 1 0 9 
Ep. Afr. 1 2 0 0 1 
Ep. fest. 4 14 1 0 0 
Total: 71 31 10 6 42 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 333

Table 2. Love in Athanasius Writings: avga,ph( avgaphto,j( avgapa,w( e;rwj( po,qoj( 

filanqrwpi,a( filanqrwpo,j( filanqrw,pwj( filanqrwpeu,w( fi,loj( filo,cristoj( 

fi,ltatoj( adamo, benignitas, caritas, diligo, dilectus, deliciae, deliciolae 

 

 

Athanasius’ 
Work 

Love as the 
Description 
of Divine 
Relations 

Love as the 
Description of the 
Divine-Human & 

Human-Divine 
Relations 

Love between 
Pagan Deities 

Irrelevant 
References 

CG―De 
Inc. 

1 17 3 4 

Ep. Enc. 0 0 0 4 
Ap. Sec. 0 3 0 68 
De Decr. 1 4 0 4 
De Sen. 
Dion. 

1 0 0 2 

VA 0 13 0 17 
Ep. Aeg. 
Lib. 

2 4 0 3 

Ap. Const. 0 1 0 8 
Ap. de 
Fuga 

0 3 0 1 

HA 0 3 0 5 
CA 13 42 0 16 
Ep. Ser. 1 8 0 9 
De Syn. 1 2 0 3 
Ep. fest. 0 43 0 68 
Total: 20 143 3 347 
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Table 3. Delight, Joy, and Gladness in Athanasius’ Writings: cara,( cai,rwn( 

proscai,rw( euvfrone,w( euvfrosu,nh( avgalli,asij( exsultatio, gaudium, 

oblectamentum, voluptas1417 

 

 

Athanasius’ 
Work 

Delight as the 
Description of 

Divine Relations 

Delight as the 
Description of the 
Divine-Human & 

Human-Divine 
Relations 

Irrelevant References 

CG―De Inc. 0 1 0 
Ep. Enc. 0 0 3 
Ap. Sec. 0 0 31 
De Decr. 1 0 3 
De Sen. Dion. 4 0 0 
VA 0 6 3 
Ep. Aeg. Lib. 0 0 1 
Ap. Const. 0 0 5 
Ap. de Fuga 0 0 6 
HA 0 1 13 
CA 23 1 2 
Ep. Ser. 0 2 2 
De Syn. 0 0 1 
Tom. Ant. 0 0 3 
Ep. fest. 0 66 48 
Total: 28 77 121 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
1417 The Table does not include the Syriac fragments of the Epistulae festales.   
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Table 4. Sonship in Athanasius’ Writings: uiò,j( uiòqesi,a 

 

 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Athanasius’ 
Work 

Natural Son Sons & Daughters 
by Adoption 

Irrelevant References 

CG―De Inc. 28 3 5 
Ep. Enc. 2 0 0 
Ap. Sec. 6 1 4 
De Decr. 152 13 14 
De Sen. Dion. 67 1 1 
VA 7 0 4 
Ep. Aeg. Lib. 27 2 1 
Ap. Const. 5 0 2 
Ap. de Fuga 2 0 5 
HA 5 1 1 
CA 852 61 64 
Ep. Ser. 376 13 23 
De Syn.  221 4 3 
Tom. Ant. 16 0 1 
Ep. Afr. 36 0 0 
Ep. Epic. 17 0 0 
Ep. Adelph. 7 0 1 
Ep. Max. 2 0 1 
Total: 1828 99 216 
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