
st athanasius on the incarnation
st athanasius on the incarnation represents one of the most influential theological perspectives
on the mystery of God becoming human. As a pivotal figure in early Christian theology, St.
Athanasius articulated a profound understanding of the incarnation that has deeply shaped Christian
doctrine. His insights address the nature of Christ, the purpose of the incarnation, and the salvation
it brings to humanity. This article explores St. Athanasius’s key teachings on the incarnation,
highlighting his arguments against heretical views and his emphasis on the true divinity and
humanity of Jesus Christ. By examining his major works and theological contributions, readers will
gain a comprehensive understanding of how St. Athanasius on the incarnation remains central to
orthodox Christian belief. The following sections will delve into his historical context, theological
foundations, and the lasting impact of his doctrine.
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Historical Context of St. Athanasius and the
Incarnation
St. Athanasius lived during the fourth century, a critical period for Christian doctrine marked by
intense theological debates. The central controversy of his time concerned the nature of Christ and
his relationship to God the Father, which directly impacted the understanding of the incarnation.
This era saw the rise of Arianism, a heresy denying the full divinity of Christ. St. Athanasius emerged
as a staunch defender of orthodox Christian teaching, emphasizing the true incarnation of the Son of
God as fully divine and fully human. His life was characterized by exile and opposition due to his
unwavering commitment to this doctrine.

Theological Foundations of the Incarnation According
to St. Athanasius
At the core of st athanasius on the incarnation is the affirmation that God became truly human while
remaining fully divine. This doctrine counters any notion that Christ was merely a human being or a
created entity. St. Athanasius taught that the Word (Logos) of God took on flesh to restore humanity



to its original state, corrupted by sin. The incarnation is not simply a moral example but a real union
of divine and human natures in one person.

The Nature of the Word Made Flesh
St. Athanasius emphasized that the Word was eternally God and did not cease to be divine when
becoming human. This union did not dilute divinity but united it with humanity in a single person.
This concept is essential to understanding the true incarnation, where Jesus Christ is both God and
man.

The Purpose of the Incarnation
The incarnation, according to St. Athanasius, was necessary for the salvation of humanity. By
becoming human, the Word could defeat death and sin from within human nature. This restoration
was the ultimate act of divine love and mercy.

Major Writings on the Incarnation
St. Athanasius’s theological insights are most notably expressed in several key works, which have
become foundational texts for Christian theology. His writings systematically defend the doctrine of
the incarnation against heretical views and articulate the salvific significance of Christ’s taking on
human flesh.

On the Incarnation of the Word
This treatise is perhaps the most famous and comprehensive presentation of St. Athanasius’s
theology on the incarnation. It explains why God became man and how this act reconciles humanity
to God. The work remains a vital resource for understanding orthodox Christian doctrine.

Letters and Theological Treatises
In addition to his major work, St. Athanasius wrote numerous letters and treatises addressing
specific theological issues related to the incarnation. These writings further clarify his position and
respond to contemporary challenges posed by various heresies.

St. Athanasius’s Arguments Against Arianism
Arianism denied the full divinity of Christ, claiming He was a created being rather than co-eternal
with the Father. St. Athanasius vigorously opposed this view, arguing that only the true God could
accomplish salvation through the incarnation. His refutation of Arianism was crucial in defining
orthodox Christology.



The Eternal Divinity of Christ
St. Athanasius maintained that Christ was begotten, not made, and shares the same divine nature as
the Father. This eternal relationship ensures that the incarnation involves the Word who is fully God.

Salvation Requires Divine Intervention
He argued that only God Himself could overcome death and sin, making the incarnation
indispensable. A mere human or created being could not effect true salvation, emphasizing the
necessity of Christ’s divine nature.

The Significance of the Incarnation in Salvation
St. Athanasius’s theology highlights the incarnation as the cornerstone of Christian salvation history.
The union of divine and human in Christ enables the restoration of humanity to its intended glory.
This belief underscores the transformative power of the incarnation.

Victory Over Death and Sin
Through the incarnation, Christ assumed human nature and conquered death, offering eternal life to
believers. This victory is central to the Christian hope.

Reconciliation of God and Humanity
The incarnation bridges the gap caused by sin, allowing humans to be restored to fellowship with
God. St. Athanasius portrays this reconciliation as both a divine gift and a necessary act of
redemption.

List: Key Aspects of Salvation Through the Incarnation
According to St. Athanasius

Restoration of human nature corrupted by sin

Defeat of death through Christ’s resurrection

Reestablishment of divine-human fellowship

Manifestation of divine love and mercy

Provision of a model for holy living



Legacy of St. Athanasius on Contemporary Theology
The teachings of st athanasius on the incarnation continue to influence Christian theology and
doctrine. His articulation of Christ’s dual nature remains a cornerstone of orthodox belief upheld by
various Christian traditions. Modern theologians draw on his work to address ongoing questions
about the person and work of Christ.

Influence on Ecumenical Councils
St. Athanasius’s defense of the incarnation significantly shaped the outcomes of the Council of
Nicaea and later councils, which affirmed the full divinity and humanity of Christ. His theological
legacy helped establish the Nicene Creed, a foundational statement of faith.

Relevance in Modern Christology
Contemporary theological discussions about the incarnation, atonement, and salvation often
reference St. Athanasius’s insights. His emphasis on the unity of divine and human in Christ remains
vital for understanding Christian faith today.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who was St. Athanasius and what is his significance in
Christian theology?
St. Athanasius was a 4th-century bishop of Alexandria, renowned for his defense of Trinitarian
doctrine against Arianism. He is a key figure in early Christian theology, particularly known for his
teachings on the incarnation of Christ.

What is the central theme of St. Athanasius's work 'On the
Incarnation'?
The central theme of 'On the Incarnation' is the belief that God became human in the person of Jesus
Christ to restore humanity from sin and death, emphasizing the union of divine and human natures
in Christ.

How does St. Athanasius explain the purpose of the
incarnation?
St. Athanasius explains that the incarnation was necessary for the salvation of humanity; by
becoming human, God could defeat death and corruption, restore humanity to its original state, and
enable humans to partake in divine life.



What is St. Athanasius's view on the nature of Christ in the
incarnation?
St. Athanasius asserts that Christ is both fully divine and fully human, united in one person without
separation or confusion, a doctrine foundational to orthodox Christian belief.

How does 'On the Incarnation' address the problem of sin and
death?
St. Athanasius argues that sin brought death and corruption into the world, and through the
incarnation, Christ overcame death by his resurrection, offering eternal life to humanity.

Why is St. Athanasius's 'On the Incarnation' considered
influential in Christian doctrine?
It is influential because it articulates a clear and profound explanation of why God became man,
shaping the orthodox understanding of Christ's nature and the purpose of salvation.

How does St. Athanasius describe the relationship between the
divine and human in Jesus Christ?
He describes the relationship as a hypostatic union, meaning that Jesus Christ is one person with
two natures—divine and human—united without confusion or change.

What role does the incarnation play in St. Athanasius's view of
human restoration?
The incarnation is crucial for human restoration because by becoming human, God heals and renews
human nature, enabling people to overcome corruption and achieve eternal life.

How did St. Athanasius's work influence later Christian
thinkers regarding the incarnation?
His work laid the foundation for the Nicene Creed's Christological formulations and influenced
theologians such as Augustine and the Cappadocian Fathers in their understanding of Christ's divine
and human natures.

Additional Resources
1. On the Incarnation of the Word by St. Athanasius
This foundational text by St. Athanasius himself explores the theological basis for the Incarnation of
Christ. It presents a profound argument for why God became human, emphasizing the restoration of
humanity through the Word made flesh. The work is essential for understanding early Christian
doctrine and the nature of salvation.



2. The Incarnation: An Historical and Theological Study by Stephen R. Holmes
Holmes provides a comprehensive analysis of the doctrine of the Incarnation, with significant
attention to Athanasius’ contributions. The book situates Athanasius’ work within the broader
historical and theological context of the early Church. It is valuable for readers seeking both
scholarly insight and historical background.

3. Athanasius on the Incarnation: A Study in the Development of Christian Doctrine by Lewis Ayres
This book delves into Athanasius’ theological ideas and their impact on Christian doctrine
concerning the Incarnation. Ayres examines the philosophical and scriptural foundations of
Athanasius’ thought, highlighting its lasting influence. It is a crucial resource for understanding the
development of Christology.

4. The Word Made Flesh: A Theology of the Incarnation by Marcus J. Borg
Borg explores the mystery of the Incarnation with reference to Athanasius’ classic work, making
complex theology accessible. The book connects ancient insights with contemporary Christian faith
and practice. It serves as a bridge between historical theology and modern spiritual reflection.

5. Incarnation and Atonement: The Theology of St. Athanasius by Robert W. Jenson
Jenson offers a detailed theological examination of Athanasius’ teachings on the Incarnation and its
connection to atonement. The study highlights how Athanasius’ ideas shaped later Christian
understandings of redemption. It is a critical resource for theologians interested in the synthesis of
doctrine and salvation history.

6. St. Athanasius and the Incarnation: The Nicene Faith in Context by Rowan Williams
In this work, Rowan Williams contextualizes Athanasius’ defense of the Incarnation within the
Nicene Creed’s formation. The book explores the theological and historical challenges Athanasius
faced. Williams’ insights illuminate the enduring significance of Athanasius’ Christology for the
Church today.

7. The Mystery of the Incarnation: Patristic Perspectives edited by John Behr
This collection includes key writings and commentaries on the Incarnation, with a focus on
Athanasius and his contemporaries. The essays explore the doctrinal development and spiritual
implications of the Word becoming flesh. It is a valuable resource for those studying patristic
theology and historical Christology.

8. Christ Fully Human, Fully Divine: The Theology of St. Athanasius by Lewis Ayres
Ayres presents a thorough examination of Athanasius’ Christology, emphasizing the balance of
Christ’s humanity and divinity. The book explains how Athanasius’ views countered Arianism and
shaped orthodox belief. It is essential reading for understanding the theological nuances of the
Incarnation.

9. The Incarnate Word: The Theology of St. Athanasius in Contemporary Perspective by Sarah
Coakley
Coakley engages with Athanasius’ theology on the Incarnation from a modern philosophical and
theological standpoint. The book discusses the relevance of Athanasius’ insights for contemporary
debates on Christology and spirituality. It offers a fresh interpretation that bridges ancient doctrine
and current theological discourse.
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