
From Athanasius, On the Incarnation
Passages relating to the Fall of Man

(4) ...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, 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. The presence and love of the Word had called them into being; inevitably, therefore 
when they lost the knowledge of God, they lost existence with it; for it is God alone Who exists, 
evil is non-being, the negation and antithesis of good. By nature, of course, man is mortal, since he 
was made from nothing; but he bears also the Likeness of Him Who is, and if he preserves that 
Likeness through constant contemplation, then his nature is deprived of its power and he remains 
incorrupt. So is it affirmed in Wisdom: “The keeping of His laws is the assurance of 
incorruption.” [Wisdom vi. 18] And being incorrupt, he would be henceforth as God, as Holy 
Scripture says, “I have said, Ye are gods and sons of the Highest all of you: but ye die as men and 
fall as one of the princes.” [Psalm lxxxii. 6]

(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 ii. 23] When this happened, men began to die, and corruption ran 
riot among them and held sway over them to an even more than natural degree, because it was the 
penalty of which God had forewarned them for transgressing the commandment. Indeed, they had 
in their sinning surpassed all limits; for, having invented wickedness in the beginning and so 
involved themselves in death and corruption, they had gone on gradually from bad to worse, not 
stopping at any one kind of evil, but continually, as with insatiable appetite, devising new kinds of 
sins. Adulteries and thefts were everywhere, murder and rapine filled the earth, law was 
disregarded in corruption and injustice, all kinds of iniquities were perpetrated by all, both singly 
and in common. Cities were warring with cities, nations were rising against nations, and the whole 
earth was rent with factions and battles, while each strove to outdo the other in wickedness. Even 
crimes contrary to nature were not unknown, but as the martyr-apostle of Christ says: “Their 
women changed the natural use into that which is against nature; and the men also, leaving the 



natural use of the woman, flamed out in lust towards each other, perpetrating shameless acts with 
their own sex, and receiving in their own persons the due recompense of their 
pervertedness.” [Rom. i. 26]

chapter 6

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. It would, of 
course, have been unthinkable that God should go back upon His word and that man, having 
transgressed, should not die; but it was equally monstrous that beings which once had shared the 
nature of the Word should perish and turn back again into non-existence through corruption. It was 
unworthy of the goodness of God that creatures made by Him should be brought to nothing 
through the deceit wrought upon man by the devil; and it was supremely unfitting that the work of 
God in mankind should disappear, either through their own negligence or through the deceit of evil 
spirits. As, then, the creatures whom He had created reasonable [logiken], like the Word [logos], 
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? In that case, what was 
the use of having made them in the beginning? Surely it would have been better never to have been 
created at all than, having been created, to be neglected and perish; and, besides that, such 
indifference to the ruin of His own work before His very eyes would argue not goodness in God 
but limitation, and that far more than if He had never created men at all. 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? Was He to demand repentance from men for their transgression? You might 
say that that was worthy of God, and argue further that, as through the Transgression they became 
subject to corruption, so through repentance they might return to incorruption again. But repentance 
would not guard the Divine consistency, for, if death did not hold dominion over men, God would 
still remain untrue. Nor does repentance recall men from what is according to their nature; all that it 
does is to make them cease from sinning. Had it been a case of a trespass only, and not of a 
subsequent corruption, repentance would have been well enough; but when once transgression had 
begun men came under the power of the corruption proper to their nature and were bereft of the 
grace which belonged to them as creatures in the Image of God. No, repentance could not meet the 
case. What‚Äîor 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.



(11) ...When God the Almighty was making mankind through His own Word, He perceived that 
they, owing to the limitation of their nature, could not of themselves have any knowledge of their 
Artificer, the Incorporeal and Uncreated. He took pity on them, therefore, and did not leave them 
destitute of the knowledge of Himself, lest their very existence should prove purposeless. For of 
what use is existence to the creature if it cannot know its Maker? How could men be reasonable 
beings if they had no knowledge of the Word and Reason of the Father, through Whom they had 
received their being? They would be no better than the beasts, had they no knowledge save of 
earthly things; and why should God have made them at all, if He had not intended them to know 
Him? But, in fact, the good God has given them a share in His own Image, that is, in our Lord 
Jesus Christ, and has made even themselves after the same Image and Likeness. Why? Simply in 
order that through this gift of Godlikeness in themselves they may be able to perceive the Image 
Absolute, that is the Word Himself, and through Him to apprehend the Father; which knowledge 
of their Maker is for men the only really happy and blessed life. But, as we have already seen, men, 
foolish as they are, thought little of the grace they had received, and turned away from God. They 
defiled their own soul so completely that they not only lost their apprehension of God, but invented 
for themselves other gods of various kinds. They fashioned idols for themselves in place of the 
truth and reverenced things that are not, rather than God Who is, as St. Paul says, “worshipping the 
creature rather than the Creator.” [Rom. i. 25]

...In a word, impiety and lawlessness were everywhere, and neither God nor His Word was 
known. Yet He had not hidden Himself from the sight of men nor given the knowledge of Himself 
in one way only; but rather He had unfolded it in many forms and by many ways. (12) God knew 
the limitation of mankind, you see; and though the grace of being made in His Image was sufficient 
to give them knowledge of the Word and through Him of the Father, as a safeguard against their 
neglect of this grace, He provided the works of creation also as means by which the Maker might 
be known. Nor was this all. Man’s neglect of the indwelling grace tends ever to increase; and 
against this further frailty also God made provision by giving them a law, and by sending prophets, 
men whom they knew. Thus, if they were tardy in looking up to heaven, they might still gain 
knowledge of their Maker from those close at hand; for men can learn directly about higher things 
from other men. Three ways thus lay open to them, by which they might obtain the knowledge of 
God. They could look up into the immensity of heaven, and by pondering the harmony of creation 
come to know its Ruler, the Word of the Father, Whose all-ruling providence makes known the 
Father to all. Or, if this was beyond them, they could converse with holy men, and through them 
learn to know God, the Artificer of all things, the Father of Christ, and to recognize the worship of 
idols as the negation of the truth and full of all impiety. Or else, in the third place, they could cease 
from lukewarmness and lead a good life merely by knowing the law. For the law was not given 
only for the Jews, nor was it solely for their sake that God sent the prophets, though it was to the 
Jews that they were sent and by the Jews that they were persecuted. The law and the prophets were 
a sacred school of the knowledge of God and the conduct of the spiritual life for the whole world. 
So great, indeed, were the goodness and the love of God. Yet men, bowed down by the pleasures 
of the moment and by the frauds and illusions of the evil spirits, did not lift up their heads towards 
the truth. So burdened were they with their wickednesses that they seemed rather to be brute beasts 



than reasonable men, reflecting the very Likeness of the Word.

(13) What was God to do in face of this dehumanising of mankind, this universal hiding of the 
knowledge of Himself by the wiles of evil spirits? Was He to keep silence before so great a wrong 
and let men go on being thus deceived and kept in ignorance of Himself? If so, what was the use of 
having made them in His own Image originally? It would surely have been better for them always 
to have been brutes, rather than to revert to that condition when once they had shared the nature of 
the Word. Again, things being as they were, what was the use of their ever having had the 
knowledge of God?

...The Word of God came in His own Person, because it was He alone, the Image of the Father 
Who could recreate man made after the Image. In order to effect this re-creation, however, He had 
first to do away with death and corruption. Therefore He assumed a human body, in order that in it 
death might once for all be destroyed, and that men might be renewed according to the Image. The 
Image of the Father only was sufficient for this need. Here is an illustration to prove it.

(14) You know what happens when a portrait that has been painted on a panel becomes obliterated 
through external stains. The artist does not throw away the panel, but the subject of the portrait has 
to come and sit for it again, and then the likeness is re-drawn on the same material. Even so was it 
with the All-holy Son of God. He, the Image of the Father, came and dwelt in our midst, in order 
that He might renew mankind made after Himself, and seek out His lost sheep, even as He says in 
the Gospel: “I came to seek and to save that which was lost. [Luke xix. 10] This also explains His 
saying to the Jews: “Except a man be born anew . . .” [John iii. 3] He was not referring to a man’s 
natural birth from his mother, as they thought, but to the re-birth and re-creation of the soul in the 
Image of God.


