Dr George – St John the Forerunner Orthodox Church – October 8, 2009


The Incarnation And Our Participation in The Divine Life
A Short Patristic Anthology

The Prayer of John the Elder:

You who are hidden and concealed within me,

Reveal within me

Your hidden mystery;

Manifest to me

Your beauty that is within me,

O you who have built me

As a temple for you to dwell in,

Cause the cloud of your glory

To overshadow inside your temple,

So that the ministers of your sanctuary

May cry out, in love for you, ‘Holy”

As an utterance that burns in fire and spirit, in a sharp stirring that is commingled with

Wonder and astonishment, activated as a living movement

By the power of your being.

The Forgotten Vision of St. Irenaeus

The writings of St. Irenaeus (c.125-c.202) on original sin are implacably optimistic, contrasting remarkably from those of St. Augustine (354-430). He is also closer in time to the final deposition of the Apostolic Tradition: Christ taught the Apostles, who educated Polycarp, who instructed Irenaeus. We therefore have a very early witness to the Tradition of the Apostles in the writings of St. Irenaeus. 

Irenaeus was not a polished rhetorician like Augustine. When asking indulgence from his readers, he explains that he was born in Greek-speaking Smyrna of Asia Minor, but he did not live and work in academe. He spent his life in frontier Lyons where he spoke to peasants in their native tongue. But we will experience that his thoughts are lofty, his heart is warm, his memory is sharp, and his learning is prodigious. His five-volume book “Adversus Haereses “written in Greek took to task the pseudo-science of sophisticated Gnostics of his day and nailed them to the wall. 

Irenaeus and Augustine teach in agreement that Adam sinned and lost his initial endowment of communion with God, and that all humans die as a result of Adam's sin. But whereas Augustine sees God's pristine plans frustrated by original sin, Irenaeus sees the same sin as an almost necessary step for the education of mankind. Irenaeus sees God laying out His plans with sin already foreseen from the beginning. He would create man free, He foresaw the sin, and He then made provisions accordingly. He would help man to use that freedom properly, with sin as a stepping stone to facilitate the learning process. Christ would come fully prepared to cope with the situation of the fallen race. He would recapitulate the fallen race and lead it to the Father. 
Augustine, however, would project Christ as an afterthought - as a second plan after the first had failed. Christ is sent into the world as a Repairman, to patch up the disaster caused by Adam. Even so, Augustine has us living in a world not completely repaired by Christ. It is a world, he maintains, in which God still punishes us for Adam's misdeed. It is as though we live in the suburbs of Chernobyl after the nuclear meltdown. 

St. Irenaeus, Founder of Christian Theology 

Irenaeus came from Greek-speaking Smyrna of Asia Minor, where he inherited oriental theology concerning  sin, insofar as such theology had been developed. In his youth he learned doctrine at the feet of his bishop, the future martyr St. Polycarp (c.69-c.155). Scarcely a hundred miles from Smyrna was Ephesus, reportedly the home of Mary and St. John. John was never far from Mary, Polycarp was never far from John, and Irenaeus sat at the feet of Polycarp to learn the Apostolic Tradition at its primeval source. He writes about it to the Roman presbyter Florinus: 

For, when I was still a boy, I knew you (Florinus) in lower Asia, in Polycarp's house...I remember the events of those days more clearly than those which happened recently...how he (Polycarp) sat and disputed,...how he reported his intercourse with John and with the others who had seen the Lord, how he remembered their words, and what were the things concerning the Lord which he had heard from them, and how Polycarp had received them from the eye-witnesses of the Word of Life, and reported all things in agreement with the Scriptures. I listened eagerly even then to these things ...and made notes of them, not on paper, but in my heart, and ever by the grace of God do I truly ruminate on them (Eusebius. History of the Church 5:20, 5-7; trans. by Johannes Quasten, Patrology I, 287). 

The witness of Irenaeus to the Gospel is therefore priceless. He moved from Smyrna to France where he served as a priest at Lyons, whose parishioners esteemed him highly. While he was away at Rome in 177, a persecution broke out in Lyons during which its bishop, St. Pothinus, was martyred. Upon the return of Irenaeus he was made Bishop of Lyons around the year 178. From his writings we get a privileged view of teachings about original sin being circulated in the early Church. 

A few letters of Irenaeus have survived the centuries, but the two great works for which he is called the "Founder of Christian Theology" are the book Proof of the Apostolic Preaching (hereafter referred to as Proof), and the five-volume set called "Adversus Haereses" (hereafter referred to by book, chapter, and paragraph, e.g. III,22,8). He wrote in Greek, but little survives of the original versions. The Proof is preserved in an Armenian translation, and the Adv. Haer. in Latin (cf. Johannes Quasten, Patrology I, 290). This latter work was so convincing that it practically gave the coup de grace to the seething and very popular Gnostic heresies fermenting among dilettante Christians in much of the Mediterranean Basin of his day - not entirely unlike the new age yeast fermenting in America today. 
Irenaeus took special pride in giving witness to the Tradition handed down by the apostles (cf. III, 3, 3). He writes with charm, sometimes with humor, but hardly with elegance of letters, for which he asks our understanding. 

This early Father of the Church quotes the Gospels and Epistles, the Old Testament and the New, to build up his arguments. The Canon of the New Testament had not yet been finalized, but he freely quotes as Scripture from books which would later become a formal part of the books of the New Testament. 

Christ, Re-Capitulator of the Cosmos 

Christ's role as re-capitulator of the human race through His Incarnation and Redemption forms the core of Irenaean theology. The Saint of Lyons identifies the Second Person of the Holy Trinity as the one who deals with mankind in the Old Testament even before His Incarnation. Indeed it is the Son of God who creatively designed the universe, who tailored it to be a fitting environment for His future habitation. The thought is in accord with Hebrews, where the Father addresses this profoundly significant witness to Christ as Founder of the cosmos: "Thou, Lord, didst found the earth in the beginning, and the heavens are the work of thy hands" (Heb 1:10). St. Irenaeus follows through with the insight that Christ is not only Creator of the universe, but is also its raison d'etre, the reason for its creation in the first place. All lines of the cosmos therefore focus on Christ. Christ is not an afterthought conceived in God's mind as a response to the sin of Adam; on the contrary, Christ is the Alpha and Omega of the cosmos in the first place; Adam is fitted into the cosmic plans as the strategic gateway through which Christ will enter it: 

He recapitulates in Himself all the nations dispersed since Adam, and all the languages and generations of men, including Adam himself. That is why St. Paul calls Adam the "type of the One who was to come" (cf. Rom 5:14), because the Word, the maker of all things, did a preliminary sketch in Adam of what, in God's plan, was to come to the human race through the Son of God. God arranged it so that the first man was animal in nature and saved by the spiritual Man. Since the Savior existed already, the one to be saved had to be brought into existence, so that the Savior should not be in vain (Adv. Haer. III,22,3; trans. by John Saward, 64). 

Note this singular and exceedingly meaningful final sentence. It makes Adam into a "front man" to pave the way for the main event, the arrival of Christ. Irenaeus presents Christ as the towering and dominant figure who is central to divine planning. Christ, Pantokrator, is the focal point in God's design of the cosmos to be created, the central figure for whom God measures the layout of the universe. He looks to Christ as the keystone of the cosmos, whereas Adam enters it secondarily in the train of logic following Christ, "so that the Savior should not be in vain." Adam is created to provide Christ with a worthy cause to activate His great love. In Latin this extraordinary sentence reads: Cum enim praeexisteret salvans, opportebat et quod salvaretur fieri, uti non vacuum sit salvans. Adam is ushered in to become the beneficiary of Christ's work of love. 

Here the thought of Irenaeus differs from that of Augustine and Thomas. Irenaeus sees Christ before he finds Adam. Christ is the dominating cosmic King, Adam is a service pawn. Whereas Augustine and Thomas see Adam before they see Christ. Adam, by his sin, occasions a change in God's original plans, namely the sending of Christ into the cosmos. Thomas tends to agree with Augustine whom he quotes: "Augustine says (De Verb. Apost.8,2) '...Therefore if man had not sinned, the Son of Man would not have come'" Summa Theologica III, 1,3). In other words, God decreed the Incarnation of Christ in response to the sin of Adam, to save the situation after Adam had spoiled God's first plan by committing original sin. Not so Irenaeus, who presents Christ as the dominant figure, indeed the raison d'etre, of all creation. Adam is secondary in God's plans, as the subject whom God creates for Christ to sanctify. God, so reasons Irenaeus, had scripted Christ's function as the central focus of the cosmos before taking sin into divine accounting. Duns Scotus (d.1308) would later develop this remarkable theme of Irenaeus more fully. 

The word salvans (the one who saves) which Irenaeus uses to designate Christ's role, does not have the narrow meaning of a Savior who merely pays a ransom to rescue sinners. The word Savior means to Irenaeus, and to the Greek Fathers typically, the more inclusive role of Sanctifier. The Sanctifier elevates the natural man to the supernatural state originally, as well as after the Fall. Christ, in the vision of Irenaeus, elevated Adam to the state of holiness and justice before the Fall, and redeemed him after it. He is more than a repair-man who reconditions a damaged product. He is an architect who builds the structure originally according to God's primal plan, and then reconditions it even more magnificently after Adam's temporary crash. 

Augustinian Pessimism vs. Irenaean Biblical Vision

Augustine and Irenaeus read the same Genesis Chapters 2-3, but for Augustine original sin was a disaster repaired only partially by Christ. Whereas for Irenaeus the sin was more like the first fall of a baby just learning to walk. We can contrast the view of the two as follows: 

Augustine read the story (of Genesis) in a much more literal way (than Irenaeus). The story of the sin of Adam and his punishment and death was, for him, a story of the past, but all human beings, as the progeny of Adam, were enmeshed in that past. Although Adam's sin has continuing and appalling consequences for all the descendants of Adam, there is nothing these descendants can do about it. All the action happened in the first chapter of the story of humankind and the subsequent chapters have to do with the ineluctable unfolding of the consequences of that action. 

For Augustine, Adam's action sealed the fate of mankind. Not so for Irenaeus, who lived closer to the time of Christ and of the Apostles. For Irenaeus, Christ takes into Himself all of mankind, including Adam, and makes His redemptive action extend to the entire human race. 

This is in the strongest contrast to Irenaeus's understanding, because, for him, the history of humankind and the history of salvation are one and the same. This path may twist and wander through many detours, but there is no radical bifurcation...The human race was predestined in Adam, but it was predestined to come to be in the image and likeness of God.  

Paradise and Sin 

The work of Irenaeus called Proof of the Apostolic Preaching begins with a capsulated but magnificent and endearing version of creation and the Fall. The English translation is that of J.P. Smith, S.J.: 
But man He fashioned with His own hands, taking of the purest and finest of earth, in measured wise mingling with the earth His own power; for He gave his frame the outline of His own form, that the visible appearance too should be godlike - for it was an image of God that man was fashioned and set on earth - and that he might come to life, He breathed into his face the breath of life, so that the man became like God in inspiration as well as in frame... (Proof, 11).
Note the special care of God in fashioning the human body and soul: He made the body "godlike" in appearance, and the soul "godlike" in inspiration. In Irenaeus, all that God does is beautiful. The shape of the body itself is "godlike" he observed, admiring its beauty. Even more so is the soul godlike. It is the breath of life which God insufflated into the body. The breath is an image of God. It is durable, it is immortal, and it lives forever (cf.II, 34, 4). This life, endowed with intellect and free will, will never cease to live once God has brought it into being. The image of God is like God insofar as it has no end and will live forever. But it is unlike God insofar as God has no beginning, but the anima has a beginning. 
The "likeness" to God imprinted into human life, however, is not its substance. It is an endowment which can be eradicated from the anima by sin. But even after sin, the Spirit can restore the likeness once again (cf. V, 6, 1). Obviously Irenaeus was a skilled teacher, clarifying for the neo-Christians, who were troubled by Gnostic errors, a basic truth: sin affects adversely the spiritual beauty of the soul and destroys the image of God which grace builds up in it. But all is not lost when one sins, because the Spirit can restore one to the original glory. 
Grace can enter the soul, can leave it by reason of sin, and then enter again. The "likeness" is God's breath given by the Spirit: "The Spirit has formed man to the likeness of God" (Proof, No. 5, see Smith p. 50). When man loses the image through sin, the Spirit can restore it again. 
The Word of God Walks with Adam in Paradise. Irenaeus paints an idyllic picture of the pristine paradise. He may have used a common catechetical aid in circulation at the time. Life in paradise was lovely before the sin. God had prepared the Garden for Adam, in which the animals were already grown, but Adam and Eve were still children. Irenaeus typically identifies the "Word of God" as the One who walks in Paradise with our first parents, "prefiguring" His future Incarnation.
And so fair and goodly was the Garden, the Word of God was constantly walking in it; He would walk around and talk with the man, prefiguring what was to come to pass in the future, how He would become man's fellow, and talk with him, and come among mankind teaching them justice (Proof, 12). 

Primal Innocence 

"Why did Adam lose his primal innocence so easily?" asks Irenaeus. He explains that Adam did not yet have the advantage of possessing the clear kind of knowledge that we now possess ever since Christ became Incarnate to be our Teacher: 

For in times past it was said that man was made in the image of God, but not shown, because the Word in whose image man was made, was still invisible. That is why man lost the likeness so easily. But when the Word of God was made flesh, He confirmed both things: He showed the true image, when He Himself became what His image was; and He restored and made fast the likeness, making man like the invisible Father through the visible Word" (V,16,2; trans. Saward). 
Furthermore, argues Irenaeus, Adam and Eve fell into the temptation easily by reason of inexperience. They had been freshly formed from the clay, and their thoughts were like those of children. They had not yet gained the wisdom which can be acquired through testing: "But the man was a little one, and his discretion still undeveloped, wherefore also he was easily misled by the deceiver"...(Proof, 12). A special feature of Irenaean theology is that he regards Adam and Eve before their Fall as children still in their latent years in regard to sexual development: 
And Adam and Eve (for this is the name of the woman) were naked and were not ashamed, for their thoughts were innocent and childlike, and they had no conception or imagination of the sort that is engendered in the soul by evil through concupiscence, and by lust. For they were then in their integrity, preserving their natural state, for what had been breathed into their frame was the spirit of life; now, so long as the spirit still remains in proper order and vigour, it is without imagination or conception of what is shameful. For this reason they were not ashamed, as they kissed each other and embraced with the innocence of childhood (Proof, 14). 

The concept that Adam and Eve were still children when they sinned was commonly accepted by some of the Fathers at the time of Irenaeus. "In accordance with the idea that Adam was created for development, we find in Theophilus (sixth bishop of Antioch), which spread to other Fathers, that the first parents of the race were but `infants' in age at the time of their transgression. Their sin was associated with the desire to become wise beyond their years: `And at the same time He wished man, infant as he was, to remain for some time longer simple and sincere (II, 25)'" (Tennant, 282). Clement of Alexandria likewise calls Adam a "boy" (Paidion tou Theou) before his fall, and adds that with the sin he became a man (Ho pais andrizomenos apeitheia (Protr. II.III.I, see J.P. Smith, 150). 

That the man was a "little one" whose discretion was still undeveloped: 
Because they had been created but a short time before, they had no knowledge about generating children; they first had to grow up and from that time on multiply in this manner" (III,22). 

Irenaeus by no means presents Adam in paradise as a superman of unmatched intelligence. E.R. Tennant, who made an exhaustive study of the sources of doctrine on original sin, rightly points out that Irenaeus considers Adam in paradise to be still a child at the onset of development; both natural and supernatural (cf. Tennant, 285). He described Adam as an "infant" (IV, 38.1) whom God did not miraculously make wise nor holy beyond the range of his tender age. God did not create Adam and Eve as adults, but as children. They could not manage to think and act as adults initially, because they had not yet become of age: "God had the power at the beginning to grant perfection to man; but as the latter (Adam) was only recently created, he could not possibly have received it...or retained it" (IV,38.2). The Irenaean Adam, then, is not like an angel in paradise, is not a miracle man into whom God infused wisdom surpassing his age. Irenaeus pictures the event of original sin as a shock which accelerated development in both areas, the natural and the supernatural. 

Christ takes Adam from where he is, fallen from grace and still inexperienced. He nurtures him from the lost innocence of childhood into spiritual adulthood. He forgives Adam and Eve their first sin, and then helps them to achieve holiness. Christ is Adam's Pedagogue and Model. 

Ancient Jewish writings had ascribed to our first parents in paradise exceedingly extraordinary celestial privileges (Tennant, 330). Their influence doubtless trickled down to St. Augustine who then made this concept a standard fixture of doctrine on original sin. Ambrose, mentor of St. Augustine, had made Adam almost an angel: "His life was similar to that of the angels" (De Parad. 42). Who, when he sinned, "put away his heavenly image and assumed an earthly form" (sed ubi lapsus est, deposuit imaginem coelestis, sumsit terrestris effigiem; Hexaemer. 6,7; see Tennant, 339). If St. Irenaeus knew about this notion of a superman Adam before the Fall, he does not mention it. He gives quite a contrary picture of an uninitiated Adam as still a child who possessed only limited intellectual and moral capabilities. We legitimately draw the conclusion from this that there was no Tradition taught by the Apostles that Adam in paradise was a superman with intelligence like that of the angels. This was not a doctrine taught by Christ or the Apostles.   
St. Irenaeus, hammering away at heretics who exalted Adam as a celestial being, took delight in reminding them again and again that Adam was made of mud. He had lowly beginnings. God wanted it to be so, for He preferred that humans develop virtue by exerting themselves rather than to be initially invested with pre-fabricated virtue. "The notion that Adam was not created perfect, but rather... intended to come to be in the likeness of God at the end of a process of development, is Irenaeus' most characteristic understanding of Genesis 1:26, and the one that most coheres with the rest of his theological scheme" ( see Ad. Her. V, 16, 2). Irenaean theology states and assumes that Adam was weak in the beginning, with no more knowledge than a child or an adolescent. He needed time; he needed experience, to grow to maturity. "Humankind needed to grow accustomed to bearing divinity" through trial and gradual maturation ( Ad. Her. III,20,2). Irenaeus purposely took the heretics to task for their assumption that God created Adam as a superman with towering intellect and strong will-power. 

We ask ourselves now, is Augustine correct when he interprets "naked without shame" as an indication that Adam had motor control over the passions? Or is Irenaeus correct when he interprets the same words to indicate that Adam was still a child in the years of sexual latency? Irenaeus heard from Polycarp what the Apostles had taught. Augustine lived several centuries later. Very likely, then, there is no Apostolic Tradition which would affirm Augustine over Irenaeus on this point. This indicates that we have no certainty from Apostolic Tradition that Adam was without concupiscence before the Fall; and from the same Tradition we have no certainty that original sin somehow altered our bodies, our passions, our drives; in consequence, there is no sure witness from this source that original sin has made our natures more prone to sin now than in the situation before the Fall, after we recover the state of grace. 

We Are In God

Hillary of Poitiers: Thus God was born to take us into himself, He suffered to justify us and died to avenge us; for our human nature abides forever in him, the weakness of our infirmity is united with his strength, and the spiritual powers of iniquity and wickedness are subdued in the triumph of our flesh, since God died through the flesh, . , , After the announcement that in Christ dwells all the fullness of the Godhead bodily, the mystery of our assumption follows immediately in the words, “In him you are made full.” As the fullness of the Godhead is in him, so we are made full in him. The apostle says not merely “you are made full,” but, “in him you are made full,” All who are or shall be regenerated through the hope of faith to life eternal abide even now in the body of Christ. Afterwards they shall be made full no longer in him, but in themselves, at the time of which the apostle says, “Who shall fashion anew the body of our humiliation, that it may be conformed to the body of his glory.” ON THE TRINITY 9:7

The Infant Adam

Iranaeus: God fashioned  man with his own hands, taking the purest, the finest and the most delicate elements of the earth, mixing with the earth, in due measure, his own power. And because he sketched on the handiwork his own form—in order that what would be seen should be godlike, for humankind was placed on the earth fashioned in the image of God— and that he might be alive, “he breathed into his face a breath of life,” so that both according to the inspiration and according to the formation, humankind was like God, Accordingly he was free and master of himself, having been made by God in this way or order that he should rule over everything on earth.
Now having made the man lord of the earth and of everything that is in it, he secretly appointed him as lord over those who were servants in it. But they, however, were in their full development, while the lord, that is, the man, was very little, since he was an infant, and it was necessary for him to reach full development by growing in this way. And that his nourishment and growth might take place in luxury, a place was prepared for him, better than this earth—excelling in air, beauty, light, food, plants, fruit, waters, and every other thing needful for life—and its name was paradise. And so beautiful and good was paradise that the Word of God was always walking in it, He would walk and talk with the man prefiguring the future, which would come to pass, that he would dwell with him and speak with him and would be with humankind, teaching them righteousness. But the man was young, not yet having a perfect deliberation, and because of this he was easily deceived by the seducer.

And Adam and Eve. . . had an innocent and childlike mind, and they thought or under stood nothing whatever of those things that are wickedly born in the soul through lust and shameful desires, because, at that time, they preserved their nature intact, since that which was breathed into the handiwork was the breath of life; and while the breath remains in its order and strength, it is without comprehension of understanding of what is evil. ON THE APOSTOLIC PREACHING 1.11-12, 14.
Iranaeus: Couldn’t God have made human beings perfect from the beginning, if anyone thinks this, he should know that for the unchanging and un-begot ten God, all things are possible. But created things must be inferior to him who created them from the very fact of their later origin. Entities that had just been created could not have been uncreated. But since they are indeed not uncreated, they come short of perfection. Because these creations are of later date, they are infantile and as such unaccustomed to, and unexercised in, perfect discipline. For as it certainly is in the power of a mother to give strong food to her infant—but she does not do so since the child is not yet able to receive more substantial nourishment—so also it was possible for God to have made human beings perfect from the first, but they could not have received it because they were still infants, This is also why our Lord in these last times, when he had summed up all things into himself, came to us not as he might have come but as we were capable of beholding him. He might easily have come to us in his immortal glory, but we could never have endured the greatness of the glory. This is why he, who was the perfect bread of the Father, offered himself to us as milk. We were infants. He did this when he appeared as a man so that we—being nourished, as it were, from the breast of his flesh and having, by such a course of milk, nourishment—having become accustomed to eating and drinking the Word of God, might be able also to contain in ourselves the bread of immortality, which is the Spirit of the Father. AGAINST HERESIES 4:38.1
Iranaeus: But in order that the man should not entertain thoughts of grandeur or be exalted, as if he had no Lord—and because of the authority given to him and the boldness toward God his Creator, might sin, passing be yond his own measure, and adopt an attitude of self-conceited arrogance against God—a law was given to him from God so that he might know that he had as lord the Lord of all. And he placed certain limits on him, so that, if he should keep the commandment of God, he would remain always as he was, that is, immortal; if, however, he should not keep it, he would become mortal, dissolving into the earth from which his frame was taken. And the commandment was this, “You may eat freely from every tree of paradise, but of that tree alone, from which is knowledge of good and evil, you shall not eat; on the day that you eat of it, you shall die the death.”

This commandment the man did not keep. He disobeyed God, being mislead by the angel who, because of the many gifts of God that he gave to the man, became jealous and looked on him with envy, and so ruined himself and made the man a sinner, persuading him to disobey the commandment of God. And he put the man far from his face, making him then dwell by the road into paradise, since paradise does not receive sinners. ON THE APOSTOLIC PREACHING I: I5-16
Deification Is Grace
Iranaeus: He declares, “1 have said, ‘You are gods; and you are all sons of the Highest.’” But since we could not sustain the power of divinity, he adds, “But you shall die like mortals,” setting forth both truths—the kindness of his free gift and our weakness, and that we were possessed of power over ourselves. For after his great kindness he graciously conferred good on us and made people similar to himself, that is, in their own power; while at the same time by his prescience he knew the infirmity of human beings and the consequences that would flow from it; but through his love and his power, he shall overcome the substance of created nature. For it was necessary, at first, that nature should be exhibited; then, after that, that what was mortal should be conquered and swallowed up by immortality, and the corruptible by incorruptibility, and that humankind should be made after the image and likeness of God, having received the knowledge of good and evil. AGAINST HERESIES 4:38.4

Christ Came to Fulfil the Plan of Re-capitulation
Iranaeus: The prophets announced that the flesh of the Son of God would blossom from the seed of David, that he would be, according to the flesh, son of David, who was the son of Abraham, through a long succession, while, according to the Spirit, he would be Son of God, being at first with the Father, born before all creation and being revealed to all the world at the close of the age as man, “recapitulating all things” in himself, the Word of God, “things in heaven and things on earth,”

So he united humankind with God and wrought a communion of God and human kind, we being unable to have any participation in incorruptibility if it were not for his coming to us, For incorruptibility, while being invisible, benefited us nothing; so he became visible that we might, in all ways, obtain a participation in incorruptibility. And because all are implicated in the first formation of Adam, we were bound to death through the disobedience, It was fitting, therefore, by means of the obedience of the one, who on our account became man, to be loosed from death, Since death reigned over the flesh, it was necessary that, abolished through flesh, it release humankind from its oppression. So, “the Word became flesh” that by means of the flesh that sin had mastered and seized and dominated, by this, it might be abolished and no longer be in us, And for this reason our Lord received that same embodiment as the first-formed, that he might fight for the ancestors and vanquish in Adam that which had struck us in Adam, ON THE APOSTOLIC PREACHING I: 3O
Iranaeus: The Lord has redeemed us through his own blood, giving his soul for our souls and his flesh for our flesh, He has poured out the Spirit of the Father for the union and communion of God and human beings, imparting indeed God to human beings by means of the Spirit, and attaching human beings to God by his own incarnation and bestowing on us at his coming immortality durably and truly through communion with God. AGAINST HERESIES 5:1.1 61

Salvation Is Transformation

Theophilus of Antioch: God transferred him out of the earth from which he was made into paradise, giving him an opportunity for progress so that by growing and becoming mature, and furthermore having been declared god, he might also ascend into heaven possessing immortality. TO AUTOLYCUS 2:24.
Clement of Alexandria: The view I take is that God himself formed man from the dust and regenerated him through water and provided for his growth by his Spirit. He trained him for adoption and salvation through his word, directing him through his holy commandments. He did all of this in order to transform earthborn human beings into holy and heavenly beings by his advent, thus bringing to fulfilment that divine utterance, “Let us make man in our own image and likeness.” And, in truth, Christ became the perfect realization of what God spoke, and the rest of humanity is conceived as being created merely in his image. CHRIST THE EDUCATOR 1:12.

Justin Martyr: The Holy Spirit reproaches human beings because they were made like God, free from suffering and death, provided that they kept his commandments. They were deemed worthy of the name of his sons and daughters. And yet they, becoming like Adam and Eve, work out death for themselves. Let the interpretation of the psalm be held just as you wish, yet thereby it is demonstrated that all are deemed worthy of ‘ gods and of having power to become children of the Highest. DIALOGUE WITH TRYPHO 124.

The Incarnation Means that We Are In Christ

Hilary of Poitiers: Christ unfolds the mystery of his assumption of flesh. Through this assumption we are in him, as the branches are in the vine. Unless he had become the Vine, we could have borne no good fruit. He exhorts us to abide in himself through faith in his assumed body, so that, since the Word has been made flesh, we may be in the nature of his flesh as the branches are in the Vine. ON THE TRINITY 9:55
We Partake of the Very Life of Christ

Cyril of Alexandria: “For in that day you shall know,” he says, “that I am in the Father, and you are in me and I in you.” For I myself live, he says, for I am life by nature and have shown the temple of my own body alive. But when you yourselves (albeit you are of a corruptible nature) also behold yourselves living in a similar way as I do, then indeed you shall know very clearly that I, being life by nature, knitted you through myself into God the Father who is also himself life by nature, making you partakers as it were and sharers in his incorrupt ion. For I am in the Father naturally, being the fruit of his essence and its real offspring, subsisting in it, having shone forth from it. I am life of life, and you are in me and Tin you, forasmuch as I appeared as a man myself and made you partakers of the divine nature by having my Spirit dwell in you. For Christ is in us through the Spirit, converting that which has a natural tendency to corruption into incorruption and transferring it from the condition of dying to that which is otherwise.
And so Paul also says that “he who raised Jesus Christ from the dead shall enliven also your mortal bodies through his Spirit that dwells in you. For albeit the Holy Spirit proceeds from the Father, yet he comes through the Son and is his own; for all things are through the Son from the Father, The divine psalmist will testify that it was through the Spirit that we were recreated for eternal life when he cries as one speaking to the God of all: “You shall take away their breath, and they shall fail and shall turn again to their dust. You shall send forth your Spirit, and they shall be made, and you shall renew the face of the earth. Do you hear how the transgression that was in Adam, and the “turning away” from the divine commandments, troubled the nature of humanity and made it return to its own earth? But when God sent forth his Spirit and made us partakers of his own nature, and through him renewed the face of the earth, we were transfigured to “newness of life,” casting off the corruption that comes with sin and once more grasping eternal life through the grace and love toward the human race that our Lord Jesus Christ has. COMMENTARY ON THE GOSPEL OF JOHN 9:1

Gregory of Nyssa: That Deity should be born in our nature ought not reasonably to present any strangeness to the minds of those who do not take too narrow a view of things. For who, when he takes a survey of the universe, is so simple as not to believe that there is Deity in everything, penetrating it, embracing it and seated in it? For all things depend on him who is, nor can there be anything that does not have its being in him who is. If, therefore, all things are in him and he is in all things, why are they scandalized at the plan of revelation when it teaches that God was born among human beings—that same God whom we are convinced is even now not outside humankind? For although this last form of God’s presence among us is not the same as that former presence, still his existence among us equally both then and now is evidenced; only now he who holds together nature in existence is transfused in us, while at that other time he was trans fused throughout our nature, in order that our nature might by this transfusion of the Divine become itself divine, rescued as it was from death and put beyond the reach of the caprice of the antagonist. For his return from death becomes to our mortal race the commencement of our return to the immortal life. ADDRESS ON RELIGIOUS INSTRUCTION 25

John of Damascus: Humankind, being endowed with reason and free will, received the power of continuous union with God through his own choice, if indeed he should abide in goodness, that is, in obedience to his Maker. Since, however, he transgressed the command of his Creator and became  liable to death and corruption, the Creator and Maker of our race, because of his heart of compassion, took on our likeness, becoming man in all things but without sin, and he was united to our nature. For since he bestowed on us his own image and his own spirit and we did not keep them safe, he himself took a share in our poor and weak nature, in order that he might cleanse us, and make us incorruptible and establish us once more as partakers of his divinity.

For it was fitting that not only the first- fruits of our nature should partake in the higher good but everyone who wished it, and that a second birth should take place and that the nourishment should be new and suitable to the birth and thus the measure of perfection be attained, Through his birth, that is, his incarnation, and baptism and passion and resurrection, he delivered our nature from the sin of our first parent and death and corruption, and he became the first fruits of the resurrection and made himself the way and image and pattern, in order that we, too, following in his footsteps, may become by adoption what he is himself by nature, children and heirs of God and joint heirs with him. He gave us therefore, as I said, a second birth in order that, just as we who are born of Adam are in his image and are the heirs of the curse and corruption, so also being born of him we may be in his likeness and heirs of his incorruption and blessing and glory. ON THE ORTHODOX FAITH 4:13

Hillary of Poitiers: He is who came to draw us upward to partake of his own divine nature, has loosened the bond of bodily observances from this time forward he, unlike the symbolic law, has initiated us into no rites of mutilating the flesh. Rather his purpose is that our spirit, circumcised from vice, should purify all the natural faculties of the body by abstinence from sin. He did this so that we being buried with his death in baptism may return to the life of eternity (since regeneration to life is death to the former life), and dying to our sins we may be born again to immortality. In this way, even as he abandoned his immortality to die for us, we would awaken from death to immortality with him. For he took on him the flesh in which we have sinned that by wearing our flesh he might forgive sins; a flesh that he shares with us by wearing it, not by sinning in it, He blotted out through death the sentence of death so that by a new creation of our race in himself he might sweep away the penalty appointed by the former law. He let them nail him to the cross that he might nail the curse to the cross and abolish all the curses to which the world is condemned. He suffered as man to the utmost that he might put powers to shame, For Scripture had foretold that he who is God should die; that the victory and triumph of those who trust in him lay in the fact that he who is immortal and cannot be overcome by death was to die that mortals might gain eternity. . . . We, then, are raised together by God in Christ through his death.  But, since in Christ there is the fullness of the Godhead, we have in this a revelation of God the Father joining to raise us in him who died; and we must confess that Christ Jesus is none other than God in all the fullness of the Deity. ON THE TRINITY 1:13

Faith Develops Our Vision, And Our Vision Brings Transformation

Macarius of Egypt: Just as the portrait painter is attentive to the face of the king as he paints, and, when the face of the king is directly opposite, face to face, then he paints the portrait easily and well. But when he turns his face away, then the painter cannot paint because the face of the subject is not looking at the painter. In a similar way, the good portrait painter, Christ, for those who believe in him and gaze continually toward him, at once paint according to his own image a heavenly person. Out of his Spirit, out of the substance of the light itself, ineffable light, he paints a heavenly image and presents to it its noble and good Spouse.

If anyone, therefore, does not continually gaze at him, overlooking all else, the Lord will not paint his image with his own light. It is necessary that we gaze on him, believing and loving him, casting aside all else and attending to him. SO that he may paint his own heavenly image and send it into our souls. And thus carrying Christ, we may receive eternal life and even here, filled with confidence, we may be at rest.  HOMILY 30.4.

Irenaeus: How shall a human being pass into God unless God has first passed into him or her? And how shall he escape from the generation subject to death if not by means of a new generation? . . . Or how shall they receive adoption from God if they remain in this kind of generation that is naturally possessed by human beings in this world?, .. How, too, could he have subdued him who was stronger than men, who had not only overcome man but also kept him under his power, and conquered him who had conquered, while he set free human kind who had been conquered, unless he had been greater than man who had thus been vanquished? But who else is superior to and more eminent than that man who was formed after the likeness of God, except the Son of God, after whose image humankind was created? And for this reason in these last days he exhibited the similarity to us, for the Son of God was made man, assuming the ancient production of his hands into his own nature. AGAINST HERESIES 4:33.4

 Gregory of Nyssa: We say that the only-begotten God, having by his own agency brought all things into being, by himself has full power over all things. Human nature is also one of the things made by him. When it fell into evil and into the clutches of death, he by his own agency drew it up once more to immortal life by means of the Man in whom he tabernacled, taking to himself humanity in completeness. He mingled his life-giving power with our mortal and perishable nature and changed our deadness to living grace and power by combining it with himself. This is what we declare is the mystery of the Lord according to the flesh, that he who is immutable came to be in that which is mutable. In this way, he altered it, taking it from a worse condition to a better one, thus abolishing the evil that is mingled with our mutable condition and destroying the evil in himself. For “our God is a consuming fire,” who destroys all the material of wickedness.

But if we are to discuss the other points in the same way, let us consider what it is that dies and what it is that destroys death, Let us also consider what it is that is renewed and what it is that empties itself. The Godhead “empties” itself so that it may come within the capacity of the human nature. The human nature is renewed by becoming divine through being mixed together with the Divine. For example, air is not retained in water when it is dragged down by some weighty body and left in the depth of the water, Instead, it rises quickly to its related element, while the water is often raised up together with the air in its upward rush, being moulded by the circle of air into a convex shape with a slight and membrane-like surface. In the same way, when the true Life that underlay the flesh sped up, after the passion, to itself, the flesh was also raised up with it, being forced upward from corruption to incorruptibility by the divine immortality.

Fire that lies in wood hidden below the surface is often unobserved by the senses of those who see or even touch it, but people notice it when it blazes up. The same thing happened at Christ’s death—a death he brought about by his own will, He separated his soul from his body. He said to his own Father, “Into your hands I commend my spirit.” He also said that he “had power to lay it down and had power to take it again.” This is the one who, because he is the Lord of glory, despised what is shameful among human beings, having concealed, as it were, the flame of his life in his bodily nature, But when his death occurred, he kindled and inflamed it once more by the power of his own Godhead, fostering into life that which had been brought to death. Having infused with the infinity of his divine power that humble first fruits of our nature, he made it also to be that which he was. He made the servile form to be Lord, and the man born of Mary to be Christ. He made him who was crucified through weakness to be life and power and made all that is piously conceived to be in God the Word to be also in that which the Word assumed. In this way, these attributes no longer seem to be in either nature by way of division.                       Instead, the perishable nature, because it is mixed together with the Divine, is renewed in conformity with the nature that overwhelms it. It participates in the power of the Godhead just as if one were to say that mixture makes a drop of vinegar mingled in the deep to be sea, by reason that the natural quality of this liquid does not continue in the infinity of that which overwhelms it.
This is our doctrine, which does not, as Eunomius charges against it, preach a plurality of Christ’s. Rather, it teaches the union of the man with the divinity and calls by the name of making” the transmutation of the mortal to the immortal, of the Servant to the Lord, of sin to righteousness, of the curse to the blessing, of the man to Christ. . . , The nature that was crucified through weakness has itself also become, by the overwhelming power of him who dwells in it, that which the indweller himself is in fact and in name, even Christ and Lord, AGAINST EUNOMIUS 5:4- 5
We Participate in the Life of Christ in the Eucharist

Cyril of Alexandria: I die (he says) for all, that I may quicken all by myself. And I made my flesh a ransom for the flesh of all. For death shall die in my death, and with me shall rise again (he says) the fallen human nature. This is why I became like you, that is, human, and of the seed of Abraham, so that I might be made like in all things to my brothers, . . For there was no other way for the power of death to be destroyed, as well as death itself, unless Christ gave himself for us as a ransom, one for all, for he was in behalf of all.

Christ therefore gave his own body for the life of all, and again through that body he makes life to dwell in us, Now I will try to tell you how, For since the life-giving Word of God dwelled in the flesh, he transformed it into his own proper good, that is, life, and by the unspeakable character of this union, coming wholly together with it, rendered it life-giving as he himself is by nature. In this way the body of Christ gives life to all who partake of it. For it expels death when it comes to be in dying people and removes corruption, perfectly full in itself of the Word that abolishes corruption. COMMENTARY ON THE GOSPEL OF JOHN 4:2

Deification is Our Eternal Stability

Athanasius of Alexandria: For Christ was made man that we might be made god. He made himself known by a body that we might receive the idea of the unseen Father. He endured the insolence of human beings so that we might inherit immortality. For while he himself was in no way injured since he himself is impassable and incorruptible and the true Word and God—he maintained and preserved humanity who was suffering and for whose sake he endured all this in his own impassibility. ON THE INCARNATION 54

Iranaeus: The Word of God was made man, and he who was the Son of God became the Son of man so that humankind, having been taken into the Word and receiving adoption, might become the children of God. For we could attain incorruptibility and immortality by no other means unless we were 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 children. AGAINST HERESIES 3:19

Iranaeus: In the beginning God formed Adam, not as if he stood in need of humankind but so that he might have someone on whom to confer his benefits. . . Nor did he stand in need of our service when he ordered us to follow him. Instead, this was his way of bestowing salvation on us since following the Savoir means partaking of salvation just as following light means receiving light. But those who are in the light do not themselves illumine the light. Instead, they are illumined and revealed by it. They certainly contribute nothing to it. They are illumined by the light and benefit from it. In the same way, service rendered to God provides no benefit for God, nor does God need human obedience. Instead, he grants life, incorruptibility and eternal glory to those who follow and serve him; He provides this benefit for those who serve him because they do serve him. He also provides this benefit to those who follow him precisely because they do follow him. . . . For this is the glory of humanity, to continue and remain permanently in God’s service, This is why the Lord said to his disciples, “You have not chosen me, but I have chosen you,” indicating that they did not glorify him when they followed him. Rather, it was because they followed the Son of God that they were glorified by him. And again, “1 will, that where I am there they also may be, that they may behold my glory,” not vainly boasting because of this but desiring that his disciples should share in his glory. .. . We do participate in the glory of the Lord who has both formed us and prepared us for this so that when we are with him we may partake of his glory. AGAINST HERESIES 4:14.1

We Become Like the Son

Athanasius of Alexandria: If we become one, as the Son is in the Father, we shall not be as the Son or equal to him. For he and we are but parallel. For this reason, the word as is applied to us, since things differing from others in nature become as they are when viewed in a certain relation. The Son, simply and without any condition, is in the Father. This is an attribute he has by nature. But for us, to whom it is not natural, there is needed an image and example, that he may say of us, “As you are in me and I in you.”°° “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 their body, not one of them would have been perfected, but one and all would have remained corruptible.” Work, then, in them, 0 Father, and as you have given to me to bear this, grant to them your Spirit, that they too in that Spirit may become one and may be perfected in me. For their perfecting shows that your Word has been among them. And the world, seeing them perfect and full of God, will believe altogether that you have sent me and that I have been here. For where did this perfecting of theirs come from, except that I, your Word, having borne their body and become man, have perfected the work that you gave me, O Father And the work is perfected, because human beings, redeemed from sin, no longer remain dead. Rather, being deified, they have the bond of charity in each other when they look at me. AGAINST THE ARIANS 3:23

Deification Is to Remain Human

John of Damascus: Human beings become deified by way of participating in the divine glory and not by changing into the divine being.” ON THE ORTHODOX FAITH 2:12
Basil of Caesarea: When the soul has been clothed with the Son of God, it becomes worthy of the final and perfect stage and is baptized in the name of the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who, according to the testimony of John, gave the power to be made the children of God. CONCERNING BAPTISM 1:2
John Chrysostom: Why then did he say not that “he made them children of God” but that “he gave them power to become children of God”? He did so to show how much zeal is needed to keep the image that was impressed on us at baptism and to keep it all the way through without spot or soiling. At the same time, he also wanted to show that no one will be able to take this power from us unless we first deprive ourselves of it. For if among humanity those who have received absolute control of any matters have about as much power as those who gave them the charge, much more shall we be, who have obtained such honour from God, if we do not this greater and better than all. . . . For even in these mystical blessings, it is, on the one hand, God’s part, to give the grace, on the other, ours, to supply faith; and what follows needs much perseverance. In order to preserve our purity, it is not sufficient for us merely to have been baptized and to have believed, but we must, if we will continually enjoy this brightness, display a life worthy of it. This then is God’s work in us. HOMILIES ON THE GOSPEL OF JOHN IO: 2-3

Gregory of Nazianzus:  He purified us to make us like God so that when we have thus become like himself, God may, to use a bold expression, hold a conversation with us as gods, being united to us perhaps to the same extent as he already knows those who are known to him. ORATION 38:7

Cyril of Alexandria: They who, he says, have been called by faith in Christ to be children of God put off the littleness of their own nature, adorned with the grace of him who honours them as with a splendid robe— they mount up to a dignity above nature. For no longer are they called children of flesh, but rather offspring of God by adoption. But note how extremely careful the blessed Evangelist is in his words. For since he was going to say that those who believe are begotten of God, he needs to exercise additional caution. He needs to do this in case anyone should suppose that they are in truth born of the essence of God the Father and arrive at an exact likeness with the Only-begotten. Or they might think that of him too (the Son) is less properly said, “From the womb before the Daystar I begat you.” By doing this, the Son too, at length, would be brought down to the nature of creatures, even though he is said to be begotten of God. This is why he needs this additional caution. For when he had said that power was given to them from him who is by nature Son to become children of God, and had hereby first introduced that which is of adoption and grace, he afterward without peril adds “were begotten of God,” He does this so that he might show the greatness of the grace that was conferred on them, gathering as it were into a kinship of nature that which was alien from  God the Father and raising up its connection to the nobility of its Lord through his own heart-warming love for it. COMMENTARY ON THE GOSPEL OF JOHN 1:9
Athanasius of Alexandria: It is through the Spirit that we are all said to be partakers of God. For Scripture says, “Don’t you know that you are a temple of God and that the Spirit of God dwells in you If anyone destroys the temple of God, God will destroy him; for the temple of God is holy, which temple you are.” If the Holy Spirit were a creature, we should have no participation of God in him. If indeed we were joined to a creature, we should be strangers to the divine nature inasmuch as we did not partake in it. But, as it is, the fact of our being called partakers of Christ and partakers of God shows that the unction and seal that is in us belongs not to the nature of things originate but to the nature of the Son, The Son, through the Spirit who is in him, joins us to the Father. This is what John taught us, as is said above, when he wrote, “Hereby we know that we abide in God and he in us, when he has given us of his Spirit.” But if, by participation in the Spirit, we are made “sharers in the divine nature,” we would 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 present are made divine, If he makes humans divine, it is not to be doubted that his nature is of God. LETTER TO SERAPION 1:24

Irenaeus: God’s power and goodness are evident in that, of his own will he called into being and fashioned things having no previous existence, His wisdom is evident in having made created things as parts of one harmonious and consistent whole. And those things that, through his super eminent kindness, receive growth and a long period of existence reflect the glory of the uncreated One—of that God who bestows what is good ungrudgingly. From the very fact of these things having been created, it follows that they are not uncreated, Instead, because they have continued in existence throughout a long period of ages, they shall receive a property of the Uncreated through the gracious bestowal of eternal existence on them by God. And thus in all things God has the pre-eminence. He alone is uncreated, the first of all things and the primary cause of the existence of every thing while everything else remains under God’s subjection. But being in subjection to God means to continue in immortality, and immortality is the glory of the uncreated One. 
By this arrangement, therefore, and these harmonies and the sequence of this nature, human beings, created and organized beings, are rendered after the image and likeness of the uncreated God, The Father plans everything well and gives his commands, the Son carries out these plans and performs the work of creating, while the Spirit nourishes and increases the creation. And human beings continue to make progress day by day and ascend toward the perfect, that is, they draw nearer to the uncreated One. The uncreated One is perfect, that is, God. Now it was necessary that human beings should in the first instance be created. Once they were created, they were to grow. And as they grow, they are strengthened, and as they are strengthened, they flourish. Once they are flourishing, they then can recover from the disease of sin. And once they have recovered, they are glorified, and after they are glorified, they see their Lord, because God is he who is yet to be seen, and the beholding of God produces immortality, but immortality is also what renders one near to God. AGAINST HERESIES 4:38, 3
The Son of God Dwells in Us Not Only Spiritually, But Also Physically

Cyril of Alexandria: The Son dwells in us in a corporeal sense as man, com mingled and united with us by the mystery of the Eucharist; and also in a spiritual sense as God, by the effectual working and grace of his own Spirit, building up our spirit into newness of life and making us partakers of his divine nature. Christ, then, is seen to be the bond of union between us and God the Father; as man making us, as it were, his branches, and as God by nature inherent in his own Father. For in no other way could that nature that is subject to corruption be uplifted to incorruption, except by the coming down to it of that nature that is high above all corruption and changeability.
We have, therefore been made perfect in unity with God the Father, through the mediation of Christ. For by receiving in ourselves both in a corporeal and spiritual sense, as I said just now, him that is the Son by nature and who has essential union with the Father, we have been glorified and have become par- takers in the nature of the Most High. COM MENTARY ON THE GOSPEL OF JOHN 11:12
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