
 
 

Athanasius (c. 298-373):  
        Against the world for the Word 

 
Athanasius was the bishop of Alexandria in Egypt from 328 until his death in 373. 
He became known, and widely-admired eventually, for his strong commitment 
to the full deity of Christ, and for his preparedness to suffer for that belief. For his 
stance he was exiled five times. All in all, Athanasius spent something like 17 
years – out of his 45 as bishop – in exile. 

 
To know something of Athanasius, we need to know something of Arius, a tall 
and ageing Alexandrian presbyter, who, about the year 318 AD, began to raise a 
furore by teaching that Christ is not God incarnate but the first of the created 
angels. In Arius’ theology, ‘God was not always Father. There was a time when 
God was alone and was not yet Father. He became Father subsequently.’ 

 
To Athanasius, ‘the heresy which attacks Christ has no communion with the 
catholic church’. The emperor Constantine, the first Roman emperor to profess 
faith in Christ, had no appreciation of what was at stake, and thought that the 
dispute was a 'frivolous question'. Eventually he called together a council at 
Nicaea in Bithynia. In 325 this council declared that Christ the Son is ‘God of God, 
light of light, true God of true God’. Furthermore, he is of the same essence 
(homoousios in Greek) as the Father.  

 
Athanasius played some part in proceedings at Nicaea, despite his youth and the 
fact that he was as yet only a deacon. The next few years, however, made it clear 
just how fragile the Nicene victory was. Within a relatively short space of time, 
the Arian star was rising. Nicene bishops were deposed and exiled, and Arius 
creed was accepted by Constantine as orthodox.  

 
The two main factors in the change in the ecclesiastical climate were 
Constantine’s desire for peace in the Church, and the Eastern suspicion of the 
term homoousios. Many Easterners thought that it might imply that the Son and 
the Father were the one Person, whereas the Bible teaches there are three divine 

Persons in the Godhead. In the midst of all these developments, on 8 June 328, 
Athanasius became the bishop of Alexandria. His troubles began in earnest when 
Constantine wrote to Athanasius, saying: 'Now that you have been informed of 
Not to do so would mean to suffer deposition and exile. Despite this threat, 
Athanasius refused to grant communion to Arius and his supporters.  

 
Constantine lost his temper – his nickname was ‘Bullneck’ – and exiled 
Athanasius to Gaul. He spent the next two years there, before being allowed to 
return to Alexandria after the death of Constantine in May 337. It is likely that 
about this time, Athanasius wrote his great treatise, On the Incarnation of the 
Word. He sought to maintain the truth that the Word who is God became flesh 
and dwelt among us. He says of the Word who made the universe: ‘he took to 
himself a body, and that not foreign to our own’. Athanasius experienced more 
troubles under Constantine’s son, Constantius, who was decidedly pro-Arian. 
Nicene churches in Alexandria were forcibly taken over. Under threat of arrest, 
Athanasius sailed for Rome, perhaps in the Easter of 339. Constantius convened 
a number of church councils, all of which supported some kind of Arianism or 
compromise with Arianism. After being allowed to return in 346, Athanasius was 
again forced to flee for his life on 8 February 356, when five thousand troops 
broke up Athanasius' vigil service.  

 
Athanasius refused to pretend that all creeds are ultimately saying the same 
thing, and he was prepared to pay the price. In 361, Julian the Apostate became 
emperor and Athanasius was able to return to Alexandria. Julian hoped that 
Athanasius would be a disruptive influence on the church at Alexandria, and that 
it would self-destruct. When this tactic failed, Julian was wild, and exiled 
Athanasius, not just from Alexandria but from Egypt. Athanasius does not seem 
to have been unduly worried, and referred to the trauma as '’a small cloud which 
will soon pass’. That proved to be true, but when the emperor Valens ascended 
the throne, he favoured Arianism, and again Athanasius was exiled.  

 
For a man whose life had been full of strife, Athanasius at least died in peace on 
2-3 May 373. Finally, the Council of Constantinople in 381 reaffirmed the Nicene 
creed.  
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