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The Mercy Seminar 2026, Term lll.3

Athanasius, On the Incarnation of the Word

(1) Now, Macarius, true lover of Christ, we must take a step further in the faith of our holy religion,
and consider also the Word's becoming Man and His divine appearing in our midst. That mystery the
Jews traduce, the Greeks deride, but we adore; and your own love and devotion to the Word also will be
the greater, because in His Manhood He seems so little worth. For it is a fact that the more unbelievers
pour scorn on Him, so much the more does He make His Godhead evident.

We will begin, then, with the creation of the world and with God its Maker, for the first fact that
you must grasp is this: the renewal of creation has been wrought by the Self-same Word Who made it in
the beginning. There is thus no inconsistency between creation and salvation for the One Father has
employed the same Agent for both works, effecting the salvation of the world through the same Word
Who made it in the beginning.

(3) God is good—or rather, of all goodness He is Fountainhead, and it is impossible for one who
is good to be mean or grudging about anything. Grudging existence to none therefore, He made all
things out of nothing through His own Word, our Lord Jesus Christ and of all these His earthly creatures
He reserved especial mercy for the race of men. Upon them, therefore, upon men who, as animals, were
essentially impermanent, He bestowed a grace which other creatures lacked—namely the impress of His
own Image, a share in the reasonable being of the very Word Himself, so that, reflecting Him and
themselves becoming reasonable and expressing the Mind of God even as He does, though in limited
degree they might continue forever in the blessed and only true life of the saints in paradise. But since
the will of man could turn either way, God secured this grace that He had given by making it conditional
from the first upon two things—namely, a law and a place. He set them in His own paradise, and laid
upon them a single prohibition. If they guarded the grace and retained the loveliness of their original
innocence, then the life of paradise should be theirs, without sorrow, pain or care, and after it the
assurance of immortality in heaven. But if they went astray and became vile, throwing away their
birthright of beauty, then they would come under the natural law of death and live no longer in paradise,
but, dying outside of it, continue in death and in corruption.

(4) You may be wondering why we are discussing the origin of men when we set out to talk about
the Word's becoming Man. The former subject is relevant to the latter for this reason: it was our sorry
case that caused the Word to come down, our transgression that called out His love for us, so that He
made haste to help us and to appear among us. It is we who were the cause of His taking human form,
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and for our salvation that in His great love He was both born and manifested in a human body. For God
had made man thus (that is, as an embodied spirit), and had willed that he should remain in incorruption.
But men, having turned from the contemplation of God to evil of their own devising, had come
inevitably under the law of death. Instead of remaining in the state in which God had created them, they
were in process of becoming corrupted entirely, and death had them completely under its dominion. For
the transgression of the commandment was making them turn back again according to their nature; and
as they had at the beginning come into being out of non-existence, so were they now on the way to
returning, through corruption, to non-existence again.

(5) This, then, was the plight of men. God had not only made them out of nothing, but had also
graciously bestowed on them His own life by the grace of the Word. Then, turning from eternal things to
things corruptible, by counsel of the devil, they had become the cause of their own corruption in death;
for, as I said before, though they were by nature subject to corruption, the grace of their union with the
Word made them capable of escaping from the natural law, provided that they retained the beauty of
innocence with which they were created. That is to say, the presence of the Word with them shielded
them even from natural corruption, as also Wisdom says: "God created man for incorruption and as an
image of His own eternity; but by envy of the devil death entered into the world (Wisdom 2:24)."

(6) We saw in the last chapter that, because death and corruption were gaining ever firmer hold on
them, the human race was in process of destruction. Man, who was created in God's image and in his
possession of reason reflected the very Word Himself, was disappearing, and the work of God was being
undone. The law of death, which followed from the Transgression, prevailed upon us, and from it there
was no escape. The thing that was happening was in truth both monstrous and unfitting. As, then, the
creatures whom He had created reasonable, like the Word, were in fact perishing, and such noble works
were on the road to ruin, what then was God, being Good, to do? Was He to let corruption and death
have their way with them? It was impossible, therefore, that God should leave man to be carried off by
corruption, because it would be unfitting and unworthy of Himself.

(7) Yet, true though this is, it is not the whole matter. As we have already noted, it was unthinkable
that God, the Father of Truth, should go back upon His word regarding death in order to ensure our
continued existence. He could not falsify Himself; what, then, was God to do? What—or rather Who
was it that was needed for such grace and such recall as we required? Who, save the Word of God
Himself, Who also in the beginning had made all things out of nothing? His part it was, and His alone,
both to bring again the corruptible to incorruption and to maintain for the Father His consistency of
character with all. For He alone, being Word of the Father and above all, was in consequence both able
to recreate all, and worthy to suffer on behalf of all and to be an ambassador for all with the Father.

(8) For this purpose, then, the incorporeal and incorruptible and immaterial Word of God entered

our world. In one sense, indeed, He was not far from it before, for no part of creation had ever been
without Him Who, while ever abiding in union with the Father, yet fills all things that are. But now He
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entered the world in a new way, stooping to our level in His love and Self-revealing to us. He saw the
reasonable race, the race of men that, like Himself, expressed the Father's Mind, wasting out of
existence, and death reigning over all in corruption. He saw that corruption held us all the closer,
because it was the penalty for the Transgression; He saw, too, how unthinkable it would be for the law
to be repealed before it was fulfilled. He saw how unseemly it was that the very things of which He
Himself was the Artificer should be disappearing. He saw how the surpassing wickedness of men was
mounting up against them; He saw also their universal liability to death. All this He saw and, pitying our
race, moved with compassion for our limitation, unable to endure that death should have the mastery,
rather than that His creatures should perish and the work of His Father for us men come to nought, He
took to Himself a body, a human body even as our own. Thus, taking a body like our own, because all
our bodies were liable to the corruption of death, He surrendered His body to death instead of all, and
offered it to the Father. This He did out of sheer love for us, so that in His death all might die, and the
law of death thereby be abolished because, having fulfilled in His body that for which it was appointed,
it was thereafter voided of its power for men. This He did that He might turn again to incorruption men
who had turned back to corruption, and make them alive through death by the appropriation of His body
and by the grace of His resurrection. Thus He would make death to disappear from them as utterly as
straw from fire.

(9) The Word perceived that corruption could not be got rid of otherwise than through death; yet
He Himself, as the Word, being immortal and the Father's Son, was such as could not die. For this
reason, therefore, He assumed a body capable of death, in order that it, through belonging to the Word
Who is above all, might become in dying a sufficient exchange for all, and, itself remaining
incorruptible through His indwelling, might thereafter put an end to corruption for all others as well, by
the grace of the resurrection. It was by surrendering to death the body which He had taken, as an
offering and sacrifice free from every stain, that He forthwith abolished death for His human brethren by
the offering of the equivalent. For naturally, since the Word of God was above all, when He offered His
own temple and bodily instrument as a substitute for the life of all, He fulfilled in death all that was
required. Naturally also, through this union of the immortal Son of God with our human nature, all men
were clothed with incorruption in the promise of the resurrection. For the solidarity of mankind is such
that, by virtue of the Word's indwelling in a single human body, the corruption which goes with death
has lost its power over all. For the human race would have perished utterly had not the Lord and Savior
of all, the Son of God, come among us to put an end to death.

(10) This great work was, indeed, supremely worthy of the goodness of God. A king who has
founded a city, so far from neglecting it when through the carelessness of the inhabitants it is attacked
by robbers, avenges it and saves it from destruction, having regard rather to his own honor than to the
people's neglect. Much more, then, the Word of the All-good Father was not unmindful of the human
race that He had called to be; but rather, by the offering of His own body He abolished the death which
they had incurred, and corrected their neglect by His own teaching. Thus by His own power He restored
the whole nature of man. The Savior's own inspired disciples assure us of this. We read in one place:
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"For the love of Christ constraineth us, because we thus judge that, if One died on behalf of all, then all
died, and He died for all that we should no longer live unto ourselves, but unto Him who died and rose
again from the dead, even our Lord Jesus Christ." For by the sacrifice of His own body He did two
things: He put an end to the law of death which barred our way; and He made a new beginning of life for
us, by giving us the hope of resurrection. Now, therefore, when we die we no longer do so as men
condemned to death, but as those who are even now in process of rising we await the general
resurrection of all, "which in its own times He shall show," even God Who wrought it and bestowed it
on us.

(20) We have dealt as far as circumstances and our own understanding permit with the reason for
His bodily manifestation. We have seen that to change the corruptible to incorruption was proper to
none other than the Savior Himself, Who in the beginning made all things out of nothing; that only the
Image of the Father could re-create the likeness of the Image in men, that none save our Lord Jesus
Christ could give to mortals immortality, and that only the Word Who orders all things and is alone the
Father's true and sole-begotten Son could teach men about Him and abolish the worship of idols. But
beyond all this, there was a debt owing which must needs be paid; for, as I said before, all men were due
to die. Here, then, is the second reason why the Word dwelt among us, namely that having proved His
Godhead by His works, He might offer the sacrifice on behalf of all, surrendering His own temple to
death in place of all, to settle man's account with death and free him from the primal transgression. In
the same act also He showed Himself mightier than death, displaying His own body incorruptible as the
first-fruits of the resurrection.

You must not be surprised if we repeat ourselves in dealing with this subject. We are speaking of
the good pleasure of God and of the things which He in His loving wisdom thought fit to do, and it is
better to put the same thing in several ways than to run the risk of leaving something out. The body of
the Word, then, being a real human body, in spite of its having been uniquely formed from a virgin, was
of itself mortal and, like other bodies, liable to death. But the indwelling of the Word loosed it from this
natural liability, so that corruption could not touch it. Thus it happened that two opposite marvels took
place at once: the death of all was consummated in the Lord's body; yet, because the Word was in it,
death and corruption were in the same act utterly abolished. Death there had to be, and death for all, so
that the due of all might be paid. Wherefore, the Word, as I said, being Himself incapable of death,
assumed a mortal body, that He might offer it as His own in place of all, and suffering for the sake of all
through His union with it, “might bring to nought Him that had the power of death, that is, the devil, and
might deliver them who all their lifetime were enslaved by the fear of death” (Hebrews 2:14).

(21) Have no fears then. Now that the common Savior of all has died on our behalf, we who believe
in Christ no longer die, as men died aforetime, in fulfillment of the threat of the law. That condemnation
has come to an end; and now that, by the grace of the resurrection, corruption has been banished and
done away, we are loosed from our mortal bodies in God's good time for each, so that we may obtain
thereby a better resurrection. Like seeds cast into the earth, we do not perish in our dissolution, but like
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them shall rise again, death having been brought to nought by the grace of the Savior. That is why
blessed Paul, through whom we all have surety of the resurrection, says: “This corruptible must put on
incorruption and this mortal must put on immortality; but when this corruptible shall have put on
incorruption and this mortal shall have put on immortality, then shall be brought to pass the saying that
is written, ‘Death is swallowed up in victory. O Death, where is thy sting? O Grave, where is thy
victory?’” (1 Corinthians 15:55).

(25) So much for the objections of those outside the Church. But if any honest Christian wants to
know why He suffered death on the cross and not in some other way, we answer thus: in no other way
was it expedient for us, indeed the Lord offered for our sakes the one death that was supremely good. He
had come to bear the curse that lay on us; and how could He "become a curse" otherwise than by
accepting the accursed death? And that death is the cross, for it is written "Cursed is every one that
hangeth on tree."

(26) Fitting indeed, then, and wholly consonant was the death on the cross for us; and we can see
how reasonable it was, and why it is that the salvation of the world could be accomplished in no other
way. Even on the cross He did not hide Himself from sight; rather, He made all creation witness to the
presence of its Maker. Then, having once let it be seen that it was truly dead, He did not allow that
temple of His body to linger long, but forthwith on the third day raised it up, impassable and
incorruptible, the pledge and token of His victory.

(27) A very strong proof of this destruction of death and its conquest by the cross is supplied by a
present fact, namely this. All the disciples of Christ despise death; they take the offensive against it and,
instead of fearing it, by the sign of the cross and by faith in Christ trample on it as on something dead.
Before the divine sojourn of the Savior, even the holiest of men were afraid of death, and mourned the
dead as those who perish. But now that the Savior has raised His body, death is no longer terrible, but all
those who believe in Christ tread it underfoot as nothing, and prefer to die rather than to deny their faith
in Christ, knowing full well that when they die they do not perish, but live indeed, and become
incorruptible through the resurrection. But that devil who of old wickedly exulted in death, now that the
pains of death are loosed, he alone it is who remains truly dead. There is proof of this too; for men who,
before they believe in Christ, think death horrible and are afraid of it, once they are converted despise it
so completely that they go eagerly to meet it, and themselves become witnesses of the Savior's
resurrection from it. Even children hasten thus to die, and not men only, but women train themselves by
bodily discipline to meet it.

(30) What we have said is, indeed, no small proof of the destruction of death and of the fact that
the cross of the Lord is the monument to His victory. But the resurrection of the body to immortality,
which results henceforward from the work of Christ, the common Savior and true Life of all, is more
effectively proved by facts than by words to those whose mental vision is sound. For, if, as we have
shown, death was destroyed and everybody tramples on it because of Christ, how much more did He
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Himself first trample and destroy it in His own body! Death having been slain by Him, then, what other
issue could there be than the resurrection of His body and its open demonstration as the monument of
His victory? How could the destruction of death have been manifested at all, had not the Lord's body
been raised? But if anyone finds even this insufficient, let him find proof of what has been said in
present facts. Dead men cannot take effective action; their power of influence on others lasts only till the
grave. Deeds and actions that energize others belong only to the living. Well, then, look at the facts in
this case. The Savior is working mightily among men, every day He is invisibly persuading numbers of
people all over the world, both within and beyond the Greek-speaking world, to accept His faith and be
obedient to His teaching. Can anyone, in face of this, still doubt that He has risen and lives, or rather that
He is Himself the Life?

(56) Here, then, Macarius, is our offering to you who love Christ, a brief statement of the faith of
Christ and of the manifestation of His Godhead to us. This will give you a beginning, and you must go
on to prove its truth by the study of the Scriptures. They were written and inspired by God; and we, who
have learned from inspired teachers who read the Scriptures and became martyrs for the Godhead of
Christ, make further contribution to your eagerness to learn. From the Scriptures you will learn also of
His second manifestation to us, glorious and divine indeed, when He shall come not in lowliness but in
His proper glory, no longer in humiliation but in majesty, no longer to suffer but to bestow on us all the
fruit of His cross—the resurrection and incorruptibility. No longer will He then be judged, but rather
will Himself be Judge, judging each and all according to their deeds done in the body, whether good or
ill. Then for the good is laid up the heavenly kingdom, but for those that practice evil outer darkness and
the eternal fire.

(57) Of that reward it is written: “Eye hath not seen nor ear heard, neither hath entered into the
heart of man the things that God has prepared” (1 Corinthians 2:9) for them that live a godly life and
love the God and Father in Christ Jesus our Lord, through Whom and with Whom be to the Father
Himself, with the Son Himself, in the Holy Spirit, honor and might and glory to ages of ages. Amen.
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