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Father Pat's Pastoral Ponderings  
  
According to Athanasius of Alexandria, man's repentance from sin would not 
have been sufficient to restore him to friendship with God. To imagine otherwise 
is to suppose an inadequate and unbiblical view of sin. Sin is not a merely 
moral offense, after all, an injury readily cured by simple repentance. Still less 
is it just a forensic declaration of guilt that could be reversed by a contrary 
declaration of reprieve. Nor is sin just a spiritual state that could be altered by 
some kind of spiritual adjustment. And certainly sin is not the sort of affront 
that can be remedied by a sincere apology. !
According to Holy Scripture sin is bondage to death and corruption. Death and 
corruption are not punishments imposed on sin from without. They are internal 
to sin itself and integral to the biblical concept of sin; they are the very 
"embodiment" of sin. Man was warned, "in the day that you eat of it you will 
die!" Thus the Apostle Paul declared, "sin reigned in death" (ebasilevsen he 
hamartia en to thanato----Romans 5:21). To deal with sin, it was necessary to 
deal with death. !
For this reason, Athanasius argued, the power of sin, which is the corruption of 
death, had to be defeated in the flesh. This necessity of the Word's enfleshment 
pertained to what Athanasius called "the divine reasonableness," evlogon (to 
evlogon to pros ton Theon) (On the Incarnation 7). !
Whereas many later theologians, especially in the West, thought of Redemption 
in terms of the divine justice, Athanasius thought of it in terms of the divine 
"reasonableness" or evlogon, that sustained propriety, coherence, consistency 
and proportion that distinguishes all of God's dealings with men. !
The death of Christ in the flesh, in the eyes of Athanasius, was directed, then, 
not at God's offended justice, but at man's bondage to corruption. God had not 
told Adam, "in the day that you eat of it, I will get terribly upset and not like 
you anymore," but "in the day that you eat of it, you will die." Sin entered into 
man; it did not affect God. For sin to be defeated, then, something in man had 
to change.  !
Now, since man had fallen in the flesh, reasoned Athanasius, it was reasonable, 
symmetric, appropriate, and proportionate---in short, evlogon---that man be 



restored through the flesh. "For this purpose, then, the incorporeal and 
incorruptible and immaterial Word of God entered our world" (op. cit. 8). !
Thus, Athanasius explained, it pertained to the Word, "and to him alone, to 
bring again the corruptible to incorruption and to guard for the Father His 
reasonableness in all things (to hyper panton evlogon). Being the Word of the 
Father and above all things, he alone was consequently able and qualified to 
recreate (anaktisai) all, to suffer for all (hyper panton pathein), and to 
represent all to the Father" (op. cit. 7). !
From Athanasius Leo of Rome received the idea of the divine "reasonableness" 
and extended that idea in a fresh and interesting direction; he spoke of the 
divine "fairness" (aequitas). What would God have proved, wondered Leo, if He 
had used His divine power to conquer the forces of darkness? After all, Satan is 
no match for God. A struggle between divine omnipotence and demonic power 
is not a fair fight; there is no aequitas. !
But however we assess the insult the fallen spirits gave to God, the real victim 
of their malice was man. Let Us, then, decided the Wisdom of God, make this 
struggle with Satan a fair fight. Let Us devise a way for Satan to be defeated by 
a human being. This is entirely fitting, since human beings are the ones Satan 
holds in bondage. !
Leo elaborates this divinum consilium: "In the fullness of time, when the 
inscrutable depth of the divine counsel determined (divini consilii inscrutabilis 
altitudo disposuit), the Son of God has taken on him the nature of man, thereby 
to reconcile it to its Author. In order that the inventor of death (mortis 
inventor), the devil, might be conquered through that same [nature] which he 
had conquered. And in this conflict, which He undertook for us, the fight was 
fought on the great and wondrous law of fairness (aequitatis jure), inasmuch 
the Almighty Lord attacks His savage foe, not in His own majesty but in our 
humility, opposing him with the same form and the same nature, which 
certainly shares in our mortality, though it is free from every kind of 
sin" (Sermons 28.3).  !
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