Deification of Man 

Interpretation of 

Partakers of the Divine Nature" "
(2 Pet 1:4)
Our Lord Jesus Christ said, “I am the resurrection and the Life” (Jn 11:25). What do these divine words signify?

Eternal life is in Christ: salvation from the original sin, and the crucifixion of the old man are obtained in baptism; through which we unite together to Christ in the likeness of His death, so also shall we be in the likeness of His resurrection (Rom 6:5).

The remission of actual sins is through the blood of Christ within the sacrament of baptism, and subsequently the sacraments of repentance and the Eucharist.

During the final confession of the Divine Liturgy the priest exhorts that the body and blood of our Lord: “Given for us for salvation, remission of sins, and eternal life to those who partakes of Him”.

Partaking of the body and blood of our Lord is the guarantee of eternal life. We prepare for it by repentance, confession -because the holies are for the holy- and holiness without which no one will see the Lord, as mentioned in the bible.

In the Divine Liturgy we commemorate the death of our Lord Jesus Christ, His resurrection, and His ascension. We also commemorate His second coming from heaven dreadful and full of glory.

Partaking in the eternal life with God is a precious and great offer which our Lord Jesus Christ requested for His disciples before His crucifixion. He spoke to the Father saying, “Father, I desire that they also whom You gave Me may be with Me where I am, that they may behold My glory which You have given Me; for You loved Me before the foundation of the world.” (Jn 17:24).

Partaking with God in immortality and eternal life is a great gift which we obtain from Christ and through Christ, by the might of the blood of the life-giving cross, which transferred us from death to life. “For God so loved the world that He gave His only begotten Son, that whoever believes in Him should not perish but have everlasting life.” (Jn 3: 16).

Our teacher Saint Peter the Apostle explained that partaking in the eternal life requires our flight from corruption that is in the world through lust, estimating the value of our precious salvation, and holding fast to the divine promises. He wrote, “Simon Peter, a bondservant and apostle of Jesus Christ, To those who have obtained like precious faith with us by the righteousness of our God and Savior Jesus Christ: Grace and peace be multiplied to you in the knowledge of God and of Jesus our Lord, as His divine power has given to us all things that pertain to life and godliness, through the knowledge of Him who called us by glory and virtue, by which have been given to us exceedingly great and precious promises, that through these you may be partakers of the divine nature, having escaped the corruption that is in the world through lust.” (2Pet 1: 1-4).

Our teacher Saint Peter the apostle means that the life of holiness is necessary in order to achieve the promised inheritance of the kingdom of God. This necessitates escaping from the corruption which is in the world through lust, leading a life of glory and spiritual virtues.

Saint Peter the Apostle himself emphasized this concept in his first epistle by saying, “Rest your hope fully upon the grace that is to be brought to you at the revelation of Jesus Christ; as obedient children, not conforming yourselves to the former lusts, as in your ignorance; but as He who called you is holy, you also be holy in all your conduct, because it is written, "Be holy, for I am holy.” (1 Pet 13-16).

Deviating from the Biblical text:
In the original Greek text by which St. Peter originally wrote his epistle, the phrase reads as follows: ((and in English "partakers of the divine nature". It never appeared in any language with the preposition "in" which is "" in the original Greek language by which the epistle was originally written.
Unfortunately, some people, like George Bebawi and Some monks of the Monastery of St. Macarius, corrupt this verse by saying, “Partakers in the divine nature”… This is not what Saint Peter wrote! It is not possible by any means that any creature partakes in the nature, being, or essence of God. Whoever claims this is caught in a great theological error against the faith in God, and against the superiority of His essence and nature over all creation. This claim is also the type of pride that the devil previously fell into when he said, “I will be like the Most High” (Is 14:14).  May the Lord keep us from such destructing pride.

 By saying “partakers of the divine nature” Saint Peter simply means that we become partakers with God in His eternal life through partaking in His Holiness, paraphrasing the commandment “Be holy, for I am holy”.  Even being partakers of the holiness of God is relative, and not absolute. Perfection of the creation is relative but perfection of God is absolute. Holiness of God is natural and not acquired but holiness of saints is acquired.
Saint Basil the Great wrote:
“We say that we know the greatness of God, His power, His wisdom, His goodness, His providence over us, and the justness of His judgment, but not His very essence… The energies are diversified, and the essence simple, but we say that we know our God from His energies, but do not undertake to approach near to His essence. His energies come down to us, but His essence remains beyond our reach… So knowledge of the divine essence involves perception of His incomprehensibility, and the object of our worship is not that of which we comprehend the essence, but of which we comprehend that the essence exists.”
 

Speaking of partaking in the divine life as the saint’s inheritance of eternal life Saint Peter the apostle said, “through the knowledge of Him who called us by glory and virtue, by which have been given to us exceedingly great and precious promises, that through these you may be partakers of the divine nature, having escaped the corruption that is in the world through lust.” (2 Pet 1:3-4). 

We are partakers in the work with God as our teacher Saint Paul said of himself and Apollos, “We are God’s fellow workers” (1 Cor 3:9). We partake of the spiritual life with God as mentioned in the apostolic blessing, “The communion, donation, and gift of the Holy Spirit be will you all.” 

We are partakers of the divine nature in immortality, holiness, kingdom, eternal joy, and love of which our Lord Jesus Christ said in His commune with the Father, “O righteous Father! The world has not known You, but I have known You; and these have known that You sent Me. And I have declared to them Your name, and will declare it, that the love with which You loved Me may be in them, and I in them.” (Jn 17:26).

Our Lord Jesus Christ asks the Father that the love between Them can be in the disciples. He means here the quality of love, not its amount or quantity. The Father is infinite and the Son is infinite, therefore the love between them is infinite. We are finite and limited: we obtain as much as we can from divine love. Thus, a communion of love is found between us and God, and we become partakers of the divine nature, but not partakers in the divine nature as some dare saying. May the Lord have mercy upon us, to feel our weaknesses and sins, so that we do not fall into pride.

As a token of the sayings of the fathers that prove that we are not deified literally we present paragraph 12 from the 50th letter of St. Cyril the Great to Valerian the Bishop of Iconium.

In this passage, besides explaining the idea of the Lord Christ’s death which was equal to the death of all (all whom He redeemed), St. Cyril clarifies that the incarnation of the Word and His becoming Man did not result in abolishing the distinction between the Incarnate Word and the believing humans, even the saints. He says of the death of Christ: “Not the death of one who is as we are”, because, “Him alone… being God by nature… even though he became like unto us,” as He became man.

Who dare claim deification in light of words such as these words of St. Cyril? We shall quote here in English, but we have no problem quoting it in Greek likewise, since some people only attack, forgetting that the sin into which Adam and Eve fell was that they wanted to be like God in knowledge, and Satan also fell because he wanted to be like the Most High, saying, “I will ascend into heaven, I will exalt my throne above the stars of God; I will also sit on the mount of the congregation on the farthest sides of the north; I will ascend above the heights of the clouds, I will be like the Most High” (Is 14:13-14). Our creation in the image and likeness of God has a specific meaning understood only by the humble.

Therefore, an appearance of piety leads them away from the truth, because they do not perceive that his impassibility has been preserved insofar as he has divine existence and is God, but the suffering for us according to his flesh is also attributed to him insofar as, being God by nature, he became flesh, that is a complete man. For who was he who said to God the Father in heaven, “Sacrifice and oblation you would not, but a body you have fitted to me. [In holocausts and sin-offerings you have had no pleasure. Then said I, 'Behold, I come to do your will, O God.' (Heb 10: 5-7, Ps 40: 7-8) For he who as God was without a body says that the body was fitted to him so that, when he offered this for us, he might cure us all “by his stripes” (Is 53.5) according to the saying of the prophet. But how is it that “one died for all,” (2 Cor 5.14) one who is worth all others, if the suffering is considered simply that of some man? If he suffered according to his human nature, since he made the sufferings of his body his own, then, indeed, we say, and very rightly, that the death of Him alone according to the flesh is known to be worth the life of all, not the death of one who is as we are, even though he became like unto us, but we say that he, being God by nature, became flesh and was made man according to the confession of the Fathers."

Saint Athanasius in his first discourse against the Arians wrote the following:

"39- … Since, if when He became man, only then He was called Son and God, but before He became man, God called the ancient people sons, and made Moses a god of Pharaoh (and Scripture says of many, 'God standeth in the congregation of Gods' Ps 82:1), it is plain that He is called Son and God later than they. How then are all things through Him, and He before all? or how is He 'first-born of the whole creation,' (Col 1:15) if He has others before Him who are called sons and gods? And how is it that those first partakers do not partake of the Word? This opinion is not true; it is a device of our present Judaizers. For how in that case can any at all know God as their Father? For adoption there could not be apart from the real Son, who says, 'No one knoweth the Father, save the Son, and he to whomsoever the Son will reveal Him.' And how can there be deifying apart from the Word and before Him? Yet, saith He to their brethren the Jews, 'If He called them gods, unto whom the Word of God came.' (Jn 10: 34) And if all that are called sons and gods, whether in earth or in heaven, were adopted and deified through the Word, and the Son Himself is the Word, it is plain that through Him are they all, and He Himself before all, or rather He Himself only in very Son, and He alone is very God from the very God, not receiving these prerogatives as a reward for His virtue, nor being another beside them, but being all these by nature and according to essence."

Here St. Athanasius assures that the Son only is to be called very Son, and He alone is very God from the very God… by nature and according to essence. As for the creation, even if they are called sons or gods, this adoption is only through the Word; the sonship of creatures is not by nature or according to essence.

St. Athanasius clearly distinguished between the unique position of Christ, and the rest of creation and angels as children of God. This is exactly as St. John the Evangelist distinguished the Lord Christ, saying that He is the Only Begotten Son jj (Omonogenis Eios), or the only begotten God  jj (Omonogenis Theos) (Cf Jn 1:18).

The wisdom of scriptural revelation in the term, only, is clear to the reader, since Christ is of the divine nature, and His sonship is only and unique, such that the conversation on partaking in the divine nature is a form of blasphemy against God.

May our Lord have mercy upon us and make us feel our weaknesses and sins, to be kept from falling into pride.
Before going through the sayings of the father we shall only present few teachings of our Lord Christ himself, Who said that we have to consider ourselves servants: 
“So likewise you, when you have done all those things which you are commanded, say, We are unprofitable servants. We have done what was our duty to do.’” (Lk 17:10); so, even if we are righteous we have to say that we are servants, and unprofitable servants. Why does the Lord Christ personally tell us to say we are servants? Is this not the Lord Christ’s own teaching? Can anyone of those who claim deification give us an answer to this question?!

The Lord Christ gave the following example to incite us to the life of watchfulness and readiness, likening Himself with the master and us with the servants: 
“And you yourselves be like men who wait for their master, when he will return from the wedding, that when he comes and knocks they may open to him immediately. Blessed are those servants whom the master, when he comes, will find watching.” (Lk 12:36-37)

Sayings of the Fathers

Disapproving the 

Innovation of Deifying Man

In the reconciliation prayer of the Liturgy of St. Cyril the priest says:

O Author of Life and King of the ages, O God, unto whom every knee bows, those in the heavens, those on earth, and those under the earth; to whom all are humbled and under the yoke of servitude, bowing the head to the scepter of His kingship; who are glorified by the angelic hosts and the heavenly orders and the rational natures with unceasing voices declaring His Godhead. And You were pleased that we frail earthly men should also serve You, not on account of the purity of our hands, since we have wrought no goodness on earth, but rather desiring to give to us, we undeserving wretches, of Your purity… And cast us not behind, we Your servants, on account of the defilement of our sins, for You, as a creator, know our form, that no one born of a woman can be justified before You.

Our Lord Jesus Christ said: "Is it not written in your law, I said, You are gods,… to whom the word of God came (and the Scripture cannot be broken)" (Jn 10:34) although He is the only true God alone. Likewise, He said to His disciples "You are the light of the world" (Mt 5:14) yet saying "I am the light of the world" (Jn 8:12) and that He is True Light. Does this mean that we and Him are equivalents?

Saint Cyril the Great dedicated a whole chapter in his Commentary on the Gospel According to S John (Chapter 8) for explaining this subject. He presented a very interesting comparison between the only begotten son and man while interpreting (Jn 1:9) that he is the "True Light". Excerpts of what he wrote are as follows:  

The Divine Evangelist again profitably recapitulates what has been said, and clearly marks off That Which is in truth the Light, the Only-Begotten, from those that are not so, namely things originate: he serves clearly That which is by nature from them which are by grace, That which is partaken of from those which are participate of it. That which ministereth Itself to those who lake from those who are in enjoyment of Its largess. And if the Son is Very Light, nought save He is in truth Light, nor hath of its own in potential the being called and being Light, nor yet will things originate produce this as fruit of their own nature; but just as from not being they are, so from not being Light will they mount up to being light, and by receiving the beams of the Very Light, and irradiated by the participation of the Divine Nature (2 Pet 1:4), will they in imitation of  It alike be called and be light. 

And the Word of God is Essentially Light, not being so of grace by participation, nor having this dignity as an accident in Himself, nor yet imported, as grace, but the unchangeable and immutable good of the Uncreated Nature, passing through from the Father into the Heir of His Essence. But the creature, not so will it bear about it the being light, but as not having it receives, as darkness it is illumined, it has, as an occurring grace, the dignity from the love to man of Him Who giveth it. Hence the One is Very Light, the other not at all.

In chapter 9, St. Cyril carries on the same idea with more precision, responding to opponents in a magnificent way as follows:
But the opponent will haply say again to us, If the saints were not by nature light, why did the Saviour call them not partakers of light, but light? And how is the creature other in nature than He, if as He is called Light, so too is the rational creation? For Ye are the light of the World, did the disciples hear.

What then, excellent sir, will we reply? Sons of God and gods are we called by the Divine Scriptures, according as it is said, I have said Ye are gods and all of you are children of the Most High (Ps 82:6). Shall we then, leaving off being what we are, mount up to the Divine and unutterable Essence, and deposing the Word of God from His very Sonship, in place of Him sit with the Father and make the kindness of Him Who honours us as pretext for impiety? God forbid; but the Son will be unchangeably in that which He is, we, adopted unto sonship and gods by grace, not ignorant of what we are: and in this way do we believe that the saints are light.

Over and over again, Saint Cyril highlighted the fact that we are sons by adoption receiving this gift by grace due to God's kindness, but we are not sons by nature as the only begotten Son. In the Commentary on the Gospel According to John, when interpreting John 1:12, "But as many as received Him, to them He gave the right to become children of God, to those who believe in His name", he wrote:
Therefore we mount up unto dignity above our nature for Christ's sake, and we too shall be sons of God, not like Him in exactitude, but by grace in imitation of Him. For He is Very Son, existing from the Father; we adopted by His kindness, through grace receiving I have said, Ye are gods and all of you are children of the Most High (Ps 82:6). For the created and subject nature is called to what is above nature by the mere nod and will of the Father; but the Son and God and Lord will not possess this being God and Son, by the will of God the Father, nor in that He wills it only, but beaming forth of the Very Essence of the Father, He receives to Himself by nature what is Its own Good. And again He is clearly seen to be Very Son, proved by comparison with ourselves. For since that which is by Nature has another mode of being from that which is by adoption, and that which is in truth from that which is by imitation, and we are called sons of God by adoption and imitation: hence He is Son by Nature and in truth, to Whom we made sons too are compared gaining the good by grace instead of by natural endowments.

Saint Athanasius, in his third discourse against the Arians, plainly explains the difference between the True Only Begotten Son who is Son by nature and between us who are sons by grace. He wrote the following:
19. For as, although there be one Son by nature, True and Only-begotten, we too become sons, not as He in nature and truth, but according to the grace of Him that calleth, and though we are men from the earth, are yet called gods, not as the True God or His Word, but as has pleased God who has given us that grace; so also, as God do we become merciful, not by being made equal to God, nor becoming in nature and truth benefactors.

In his writings, St. Athanasius, many times differentiated between the Son Who is creator and the only one who is of the same essence of the Father, and between creatures. For example, in his Defence of the Nicene Definition, he wrote the following:  
In truth, when Paul says that ‘all things are from God,’ he immediately adds, ‘and one Lord Jesus Christ, through whom are all things’ (1Cor 8: 6), in order to shew all men, that the Son is other than all these things which came to be from God (for the things which came to be from God, came to be through His Son)... For neither are the things as the Son, nor is the Word one among others, for He is Lord and Framer of all; and on this account did the Holy Council declare expressly that He was of the essence of the Father that we might believe the Word to be other than the nature of things originate, being alone truly from God.

St. Athanasius interpreted the following verse: "that they all may be one, as You, Father, are in Me, and I in You; that they also may be one in Us" (Jn 17: 21). In his interpretation he plainly stated that we are sons by adoption and grace. This passage elucidates the fatherly concept regarding this verse that is frequently misinterpreted.  
We  are made sons through Him by adoption and grace, as partaking of His Spirit (for ‘as many as received Him,’ he says, ‘to them gave He power to become children of God, even to them that believe on His Name Jn1:12), and therefore also He is the Truth (saying, ‘I am the Truth,’ and in His address to His Father, He said, ‘Sanctify them through Thy Truth, Thy Word is Truth’ Jn 14:6); but we by imitation become virtuous and sons: — therefore not that we might become such as He, did He say ‘that they may be one as We are;’ but that as He, being the Word, is in His own Father, so that we too, taking an examplar and looking at Him, might become one towards each other in concord and oneness of spirit, nor be at variance as the Corinthians, but mind the same thing, as those five thousand in the Acts (Acts 4: 4, 32), who were as one.

To finalize the topic of the sayings of the father we observe that St. Athanasius in his Third Discourse Against the Arians rejected any identity or equality between the faithful and the Incarnate Word Jesus Christ, for whoever elevates himself to the level or rank of Christ he reduces Christ to his own level, and thus shares the Arians in their beliefs. Following are the words of St. Athansius:
"As Thou, Father, in Me, and I in Thee, that they may be all one.’ Moreover, using the word ‘as,’ (Jn 17: 21) He signifies those who become distantly as He is in the Father; distantly not in place but in nature; for in place nothing is far from God, but in nature only all things are far from Him. And, as I said before, whose uses the particle ‘as’ implies, not identity, nor equality, but a pattern of the matter in question, viewed in a certain respect.

23. Indeed we may learn also from the Savior Himself, when He says, ‘For as Jonah was three days and three nights in the whale’s belly, so shall the Son of man be three days and three nights in the heart of the earth.’ (Mt 12: 40) For Jonah was not as the Savior, nor did Jonah go down to Hades; nor was the whale Hades; nor did Jonah, when swallowed up, bring up those who had before been swallowed by the whale, but he alone came forth, when the whale was bidden. Therefore there is no identity nor equality signified in the term ‘as,’ but one thing and another; and it shews a certain kind of parallel in the case of Jonah, on account of the three days. In like manner then we too, when the Lord says ‘as,’ neither become as the Son in the Father, nor as the Father is in the Son. For we become one as the Father and the Son in mind and agreement of spirit, and the Savior will be as Jonah in the earth; but as the Savior is not Jonah, nor, as he was swallowed up, so did the Savior descend into Hades, but it is but a parallel, in like manner, if we too become one, as the Son in the Father, we shall not be as the Son, nor equal to Him; for He and we are but parallel. For on this account is the word ‘as’ applied to us; since things differing from others in nature, become as they, when viewed in a certain relation.

Wherefore the Son Himself, simply and without any condition is in the Father; for this 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 Thou in Me, and I in Thee.’ ‘And when they shall be so perfected,’ He says, ‘then the world knows that Thou hast sent Me, for unless I had come and borne this their body, no one of them had been perfected, but one and all had remained corruptible… 

24. We then, by way of giving a rude view of the expressions in this passage, have been led into many words, but blessed John will shew from his Epistle the sense of the words, concisely and much more perfectly than we can. And he will both disprove the interpretation of these irreligious men, and will teach how we become in God and God in us; and bow again we become One in Him, and how far the Son differs in nature from us, and will stop the Arians from any longer thinking that they shall be as the Son, lest they hear it said to them, ‘Thou art a man and not God,’ (Iz 28:2) and Stretch not thyself, being poor (Pv 23: 4), beside a rich man.’ John then thus writes; ‘Hereby know we that we dwell in Him and He in us, because He hath given us of His Spirit.’ (1Jn 4: 13) Therefore because of the grace of the Spirit which has been given to us, in Him we come to be, and He in us; and since it is the Spirit of God, therefore through His becoming in us, reasonably are we, as having the Spirit, considered to be in God, and thus is God in us. Not then as the Son in the Father, so also we become in the Father; for the Son does not merely partake the Spirit, that therefore He too may be in the Father; nor does He receive the Spirit, but rather He supplies It Himself to all; and the Spirit does not unite the Word to the Father, but rather the Spirit receives from the Word. And the Son is in the Father, as His own Word and Radiance; but we, apart from the Spirit, are strange and distant from God, and by the participation of the Spirit we are knit into the Godhead; so that our being in the Father is not ours, but is the Spirit’s which is in us and abides in us, while by the true confession we preserve it in us, John again saying, ‘Whosoever shall confess that Jesus is the Son of God, God dwelleth in him and he in God.’ (1Jn 4:15) 
What then is our likeness and equality, to the Son? Rather, are not the Arians confuted on every side? and especially by John, that the Son is in the Father in one way, and we become in Him in another, and that neither we shall ever be as He, nor is the Word as we; except they shall dare, as commonly, so now to say, that the Son also by participation of the Spirit and by improvement of conduct came to be Himself also in the Father. But here again is an excess of irreligion, even in admitting the thought. For He, as has been said, gives to the Spirit, and whatever the Spirit hath, He hath from the Word."
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