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The fourth-century treatise De Incarnatione Verbi Dei (On the Incarnation of the Word of God) by Saint

Athanasius of Alexandria stands as a foundational pillar of Christian orthodoxy. Written during a period of immense
intellectual and theological upheaval, this work does more than merely defend a doctrine; it constructs a
comprehensive metaphysical framework that explains the relationship between the Creator and the created order.
Athanasius, often remembered for his role in the Arian controversy and the defense of the Council of Nicaea,
provides in this text a systematic explanation of why the Logos(the Word) took on human flesh. As C.S. Lewis
famously argued in his celebrated introduction to the work, the reading of such ancient texts is not an academic
luxury but a vital necessity for maintaining a balanced perspective against the 'chronological snobbery' of modern
eras. This article provides a deep-dive technical analysis of Athanasius's arguments, the 'Divine Dilemma' he
identifies, and the ontological implications of the Incarnation.

The Intellectual and Historical Context of Athanasius’s Work

To understand On the Incarnation, one must first locate Athanasius within the complex socio-political and
theological landscape of 4th-century Alexandria. The city was a melting pot of Hellenistic philosophy, Jewish
scholarship, and emerging Christian dogma. Athanasius served as the Bishop of Alexandria, a position that
required him to navigate the 'Arian Crisis'—a theological dispute initiated by Arius, who posited that the Son was a
created being, subordinate to the Father.

While On the Incarnation is often read as a companion to his work Contra Gentes (Against the Heathen), it
functions as a constructive theology. It moves beyond polemics to establish a positive case for the
consubstantialityof the Son with the Father, emphasizing that only the Creator could truly restore the creation.
The technical brilliance of Athanasius lies in his ability to weave together Biblical narrative with the philosophical
language of the day, particularly Middle Platonism, while simultaneously subverting that philosophy to fit a Christian
ontological framework.

The C.S. Lewis Perspective: The Value of Primary Sources

C.S. Lewis’s 1944 introduction to the English translation of this work remains one of the most influential essays on
theological pedagogy. Lewis argues that 'the ancient books' should not be left only to professionals. He suggests
that a primary source like Athanasius is often more readable and less complex than a modern commentary. Lewis’s
core thesis is that reading old books provides a ‘clean sea breeze' of the centuries, helping readers identify the
hidden assumptions and errors of their own time. This pedagogical framework encourages a direct engagement
with Athanasius’s logic rather than relying solely on secondary interpretations.

The Ontological Framework: Creation ex Nihilo and Human Corruption

Athanasius begins his argument not with the birth of Jesus, but with the doctrine of creation. He establishes a
sharp distinction between the nature of God and the nature of the world. Unlike God, who is self-existent and



eternal, the world was created ex nihilo(out of nothing). This has profound technical implications for Athanasius’s
soteriology.

The Fragility of Created Existence

Because humans were created out of nothing, their natural state is one of flux and potential non-existence. They
were only maintained in being through the grace of the Logos. Athanasius describes the original state of humanity
as being 'in the image' (Imago Dei) of the Word. This was not a static quality but a participation in the Divine Life.
The Fall, therefore, was not merely a legal infraction; it was an ontological catastrophe. By turning away from God,
humanity turned away from the source of existence, effectively regressing toward the 'nothingness' from which they
were called.

The Mechanism of Corruption

Athanasius uses the term phthora(corruption) to describe this state. Sin introduced a process of decay that
affected the entire human person—body, soul, and intellect. In Athanasius's view, death was not just the end of life
but a dominant power that held humanity captive, leading back to total non-existence. This 'regression from a state
of incorruption' forms the technical basis for the necessity of a divine intervention.

The Divine Dilemma: Justice vs. Goodness

Perhaps the most famous section of the treatise is Athanasius’s description of the Divine Dilemma. He presents a
technical problem within the character of God that required a unique solution. The dilemma can be summarized as
follows:

e The Demand of Justice (Truth): God had decreed that 'in the day that you eat of it, you shall surely die." If God
did not enforce this death, He would be a liar. To simply waive the penalty would be to undermine the moral and
ontological structure of reality.

e The Demand of Goodness: It would be ‘'unseemly' (unworthy of God) to allow His handiwork—beings made in
His image—to perish and return to nothingness because of the devil's deceit or human weakness. If God allowed
this, His creative power would appear defeated.

Athanasius argues that repentance alonewas insufficient to solve this dilemma. Repentance might address the
subjective guilt of the sinner, but it could not reverse the objective process of biological and ontological corruption.
A technical restoration was required—one that could satisfy the law of death while simultaneously infusing
humanity with new life.

Technical Comparison: Athanasian Orthodoxy vs. Arian Subordinationism

The following table illustrates the technical distinctions between the Athanasian view presented in On the
Incarnation and the Arian view that he opposed.



Feature Athanasian (Pro-Nicene) View Arian (Subordinationist) View

Nature of the Logos Uncreated, eternal, homoousios Created, had a beginning,
(same substance) with the Father. heteroousios (different substance).

Role in Creation The Logos is the Agent of creation The Logos is the first and highest of
and the sustainer of all being. all created beings.

Efficacy of Salvation Only God can save; therefore the A perfect creature can serve as an
Savior must be God. example or mediator.

Concept of Theosis God became man so that man might Man follows the example of a
become divine. righteous creature.

Ontology of the Incarnation True union of divine and human The Logos inhabits a human body
natures. without true human nature.

The Logic of the Body: How the Word Became Flesh

Athanasius provides a detailed ‘'functional’ analysis of the Incarnation. He describes the body of Christ as an
instrument (organon) through which the Logos acted. By taking a body like ours, the Word was able to fulfill the
debt of death on behalf of all. Because the Logos is the source of life, when He offered His body to death, He
‘exhausted' the power of death. The technical metaphor Athanasius uses is that of a king entering a great city; by
his presence in one house, the entire city is honored and protected from enemies.

The Two-Fold Victory

The Incarnation achieved two distinct technical objectives:

1. The Negation of Death: By dying, the Word satisfied the legal requirement of the Law. By rising, He
destroyed the dominion of death, making incorruption (immortality) available to all.

2. The Restoration of Knowledge: Because human intellect had become clouded by sin, people could no longer
know God through the contemplation of the cosmos. The Word, therefore, became 'visible' in a human body to
meet us where we were, using the physical senses as a bridge back to the spiritual knowledge of the Father.

Theosis: The Ultimate Goal of the Incarnation

Athanasius concludes with a statement that has become the bedrock of Eastern Orthodox and high-church
Catholic theology: "He became man that we might become god" (Autos gar enenthropesen, hina hemeis
theopoiethomen). This is known as the doctrine of Theosis or divinization.

It is crucial to define this technically. Athanasius is not suggesting that humans become 'gods' in their essence
(pantheism) or that they become equal to the Father. Instead, he is describing a participatory union. Through the
Incarnation, the human nature was 'grafted' into the divine nature. Just as iron placed in fire takes on the properties
of fire (heat and light) without ceasing to be iron, so too human nature, when united to Christ, takes on the
properties of the divine—namely, immortality, holiness, and incorruption.

Comparison of Anthropological States

The following matrix outlines the transformation of humanity according to Athanasius's technical model:



Attribute

Ontological Status

Knowledge of God

Relationship to Death

Pre-Fall State

Contingent being under
grace.

Direct through the Logos.

Potential for mortality.

Post-Fall (Corruption)
State

Regression toward non-
existence.

Idolatry and sensory
confusion.

Dominated by physical/

Restored (In Christ) State

Stabilized eternal existence.

Mediated and restored

through Christ.

Death defeated through

spiritual decay. Resurrection.

Nature Human. Degraded Human. Divinized Human (Theosis).

The Cross as aTechnical Necessity

Athanasius addresses why Christ died specifically by crucifixionrather than by a natural death or a private illness.
He argues that the public nature of the cross was necessary to prove the reality of the death and the subsequent
victory of the resurrection. Furthermore, he offers a symbolic/spatial argument: by being lifted up in the air, the
Word 'cleansed the air' of demonic spirits, showing His sovereignty over all dimensions of created reality.

The resurrection is the 'proof of the pudding.’ Athanasius points to the changing behavior of the Christians as
empirical evidence. He argues that before Christ, humans feared death; after the Incarnation, even children and
women ‘tread death underfoot' through martyrdom. This sociological change is presented as a technical
demonstration of the fact that the power of death had been objectively broken.

Case Study: Practical Implementation of Athanasian Principles in Modern
Theology

While On the Incarnationis a 1,600-year-old text, its principles are frequently applied in contemporary theological
and philosophical discourse. Let's examine a 'troubleshooting' scenario where Athanasian thought corrects modern
misinterpretations.

Problem: The 'Legal-Only' Model of Atonement
Many modern readers view salvation purely through a forensic or legal lens—where Christ simply pays a fine to a
judge. While there is a legal element in Athanasius (the Divine Dilemma), a purely forensic model fails to account
for the physical and ontological reality of human decay.

Athanasian Solution: The Bio-Ontological Model

* Analysis: If the problem is death/corruption (a biological and metaphysical reality), the solution must be Life
(an ontological reality).

¢ Implementation: Instead of seeing the cross as just a legal transaction, the Athanasian model sees it as a
'medical’ intervention. The Logos injects 'Incorruption’ into the 'infected' human stream.

e Qutcome: This leads to a more holistic view of salvation that includes the body and the physical world, not just
the 'soul.’

The Significance of the 'Logos' as a Mediating Principle

In the technical vocabulary of the 4th century, the Logoswas the principle of rationality and order. By identifying



Christ as the Logos, Athanasius bridges the gap between the unknowable Father and the physical world. He
argues that the Logos is the only one who can 're-print' the Image of God on the human 'canvas.' Just as a portrait
painter must have the original subject present to restore a damaged painting, so the Father had to send the original
Image (the Son) to restore the images (humans).

Philosophical Integration and Subversion

Athanasius utilizes Platonic terminology (e.g., *mimesis*, *methexis*) but radically alters their meaning. In
Platonism, the physical world is often something to be escaped. In Athanasius, the physical world is so valuable
that God Himself enters it to save it. This 'hallowing of matter' is a significant technical departure from Hellenistic
dualism and provides a foundation for later developments in sacramental theology and the theology of icons.

Summary of Core Arguments

To synthesize the vast technical data of On the Incarnation, we can look at the following procedural workflow of
Athanasian soteriology:

1. The Creative Act: God creates through the Logos, giving humanity a share in His own life.

2. The Fall: Humanity turns from the Logos, losing the 'grace of the image' and beginning a slide into non-
existence.

3. The Crisis: God’s truth requires death for sin, but His goodness cannot permit the destruction of His creation.
The Incarnation: The Logos takes a human body to serve as a high priest and a sacrifice.
The Sacrifice: The Logos dies to satisfy the law and destroy the 'sting of death.’
The Resurrection: The Logos rises to manifest incorruption and offer participation in the Divine Nature.
The Result: Humanity is restored, divinized, and empowered to live in the knowledge of God.

N o ok

Athanasius's On the Incarnationremains a masterpiece of clarity and depth. It avoids the fluff of contemporary
spiritual writing in favor of a rigorous, technical examination of the 'mechanics’ of salvation. By centering the
argument on the nature of God as both truthful and good, and the nature of humanity as both created and fallen,
Athanasius provides a cohesive narrative that satisfies both the intellect and the spirit. As C.S. Lewis noted, the
work is a reminder that the central doctrines of the faith are not abstract theories but descriptions of a lived,
historical, and cosmic reality. For the modern student of theology or philosophy, Athanasius offers a perspective
that is as refreshing as it is challenging—a call to look past the temporal and see the eternal Word at work in the
heart of the world.
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