
          Athanasius of Alexandria (c.297-373) 

1. Universally Admired 

a. Called St. Athanasius, Athanasius the Apostolic, Athanasius the Great, “Canon Father,” 

“Father of Orthodoxy” and a variety of other honorary titles.   

b. Honored on May 2nd in Western Christianity (Roman Catholic, Lutheran, Anglican, a few 

others), May 15th in the Egyptian Coptic Church, and on January 18th by the Eastern 

Orthodox.   

c.  Viewed as an authority in the church very early, with fathers such as Gregory of Nazianzus 

quoting him.   

 

2. Early Life and Influences 

a. Born near Alexandria, Egypt, near the Nile River.  Probably a “Hellenized” Copt/Egyptian, 

and his family was most likely fairly well-off to provide Athanasius with a high-class classical 

education in the liberal arts.  His family also was Christian and taught him the basics of the 

faith.     

b. His writings show a familiarity with Homer, Plato, Aristotle, the use of rhetoric, and the later 

developments of Greco-Roman philosophy, both friendly and not friendly to Christianity.   

c. By the time of his late teen years, he was brought into the service of Alexander, head of the 

church of Alexandria, and would become his personal secretary. 

d. His contemporaries and enemies are virtually unanimous in describing him as short, stocky, 

of dark complexion, very bright and dark eyes, and with a very affable but contentious 

personality.  He was especially known for his courage, which is readily evident given his bold 

stands for the Christian faith.   

e. The Catechetical school of Alexandria was considered “world-class,” and Athanasius was 

brought up in an intellectually and culturally stimulating city, although the Christianity there 

was at times “fashionable,” leading to the monastic movement in the Egyptian desert.    

f. While being fluent in Greek, Athanasius was not familiar with Hebrew, and therefore used 

the Greek translation of the Old Testament (Septuagint, LXX).  He knew this so well that he 

was able to quote entire passages from memory in defense of the Trinity while in exile with 

no books. 

 

3.   Rise of a Father 

a. Writes his first books while still under Alexandria as a secretary and assistant pastor, a two-

part series.  The first is called “Against the Heathen,” and “The Incarnation of the Word.”  

The first book is mostly concerned with denouncing pagan practices and religion, while the 

second is considered a spiritual classic.  In it, Athanasius argues that Christ came to restore 

to us the divine image lost at the fall, and to unite us to God.  Hence the famous phrase, 

“God became man so that man may become god.”  This does NOT mean what many 

(including the LDS) think it means!  C.S. Lewis was heavily influenced by it and wrote and 



introduction now attached to it in modern editions.   One of the best “first books” of the 

church fathers to read.    

b. Attends the Council of Nicea (325) with the now elderly Alexander, where the heretic Arius 

and his theories about the lesser divinity of Christ were condemned and the early form of 

the Nicene Creed was written.  He was a spokesperson for Alexander and after the latter’s 

death became the primary defender of the orthodox faith while leading the church in 

Alexandria.  

c. In order to “ground himself,” Athanasius seems to have become great friends with the 

monks in the desert, especially Anthony, and would later write the biography of Anthony’s 

life.  Anthony would send his only possession (his cloak) to Athanasius at Anthony’s death.     

d. The victory of the faith in 325 was short lived however, as one of the Arian bishops was 

related to Emperor Constantine, and persuaded him in his later years that Athanasius was 

an enemy.  Constantine therefore exiled Athanasius for two years in Trier, Germany. 

e. Athanasius’ defense of the orthodox Christian faith would have him exiled four more times, 

each under a different Emperor.  In fact, 17 of the 45 years he was Bishop of Alexandria 

were spent in exile (including 4 months in his father’s tomb!).   

f.  He died before the triumph of Christianity over Arianism at the Constantinople (381), but 

loomed large over the proceedings, and had an influence on the doctrine of the Holy Spirit 

developed at the council, which was adopted into the Nicene Creed we know and confess 

today.    

  

4.    Works 

 

Against the Heathen 

On the Incarnation of the Word 

Festal Letters (written for each Easter Sunday he was Pastor, includes a list of the N.T. canon).   

The Life of St. Anthony 

Orations Against the Arians 

Letters to Serapion 

Love and Self-Control 

Other Letters 

 

"These are fountains of salvation that they who thirst may be satisfied with the living words they 

contain. In these alone is proclaimed the doctrine of godliness. Let no man add to these, neither let him 

take out from these. For concerning these, the Lord put to shame the Sadducees, and said, 'Ye do err, 

not knowing the Scriptures' and He reproved the Jews, saying, 'Search the Scriptures, for these are they 

that testify of ME.” – Festal Letter 39, speaking of the Scriptures. 

"…the tradition, teaching, and faith proclaimed by the apostles and guarded by the fathers." Letters to 

Serapion, describing his theological method.     



 

 

 


