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eternify : VChr XXVIIT 1974 181-168. | Les attaques poriées par Athanase
contre Arfus ot les Arlens sur 'dternité du Fils ressemblent & celles que les
Platoniclens « orthodoxes », par exemple un Proclus, ont portées contre nn
Atticus sur Uéternité du monde,

Recent research into the philosophical background of the theology of
Arius suggests that Arius may have been influenced by Platonists like
Atticus, since Arius shares with Atticus the emphasis on the divine will!
and since Arius’ claim that there was once when the Son was not finds
its obvious parallel in Atticus” (and Plutarch’s) doctrine that the world
has a beginning in time.* The present paper intends to pursue this matter
a little further by comparing the discussions between Athanasius and the
Arians about the generation of the Son to discussions held in Platonism
about the creation of the world. It will appear that these discussions
concentrate to a large degree on the analogy between time and eterniny.
This need not surprise us, since Plato’s view on time as an image of
eternity was well known® This view immediately raises the question
whether eternity somehow resembles time and whether temporal cate-
gories can be applied to eternity.

Let us first examine Athanasius’ use of images taken from created
reality when he speaks of God. Athanasius states time and again that
God is not like man (or like creation in general).’ nevertheless he uses
images taken from creation when speaking about God. At the same time
he vehemently rejects all images which could suggest any corporality or

1 See G.C.Stead, The Platonism of Arius, Journal of Theological Studies 15 (1964)
16 fl.

* See F.Ricken, Nikaia als Krisis des altchristlichen Platonismus, Theologie und
Philosophie 44 (1969) 321 fl. It should be noticed that the emphasis on the divine
will and on the temporal beginning of the Son or the cosmos are according to Athanasius
connected with each other: The world has, as a product of God’s will, a temporal
beginning, see e.g. Contra Arianos (henceforth abbreviated as C.A4.) 3,60, 61, the Arian
statement that the Son owes His being to an act of will by the Father is identical with
the statement that there was once when the Son was not, sec C.A4. 3,59, 61,66.

3 See Plato, Timaeus 37 D: xai Siakoop®v Gue obpavdv nowel [sc. 6 yevvnoag
rnatp] pévovrog ai®vog &v Evi xat® apiduoy ioboav aiwviov eikdva, tobtov Oy &7
XPOVOV OVOHAKUUEY,

i Seec.g. C.A. 1,21, 23, 27, 28; 2,34, 35: De svn. 42; De decr. 10, 11, 12, 20, 24.
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or generated before all time,}? and that time has been made through the

Son.'® These statements show that Arius must have been acquainted with

Plato’s well-known doctrine stated in the Timaeus that ime wus made

by the Demiurge together with the cosmos." Arius is obviously trving,

whilst maintaining this tenet of Plato's, to speak, nevertheless, about
‘before the cosmos’ and "before the Logos’ in temporal categorics, since
both the past tense fiv and the word moté are temporal categories.
According to Plato the past tense fv cannot be applied to eternity.’®
This attempt made by Arius does indeed resemble the atiempt made by
Atticus 10 show that the world has a beginning in time. If Atticus had
wanted to show only that the world began with time. he would have
conformed to general Platonic thought, but his obvious belief that the
world started in time makes him deviate from the tetter of the Timaeus
(which he - strangely enough — wants 10 defend against non-Platonic
he mainstream of Platonic philosophy. In

interpretations)’™ and from t
urn te Albinuy

order to seec what Atticus may have said on this matter welt

defence of the eternity of the world. Albinus states that when Plate says

that the world has come into being this ought not be interpreted as
1218 Gtuv O
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But it should be noticed that Arius does not say ny
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In the irag-

passage in Albinus 2
B1e oUK v 0 Yio:.

notE 1poveg 6te OUK AV o Yiog
a view which says NV TOTE XPOVOS £v @ OUK TV O KOOROL.
ments of Atticus preserved by Eusebius this latter sentence does not
appear, and Atticus may not have said this disertis verbis (sincc it too
obviously contradicts Timaeus 38 B: yp6vo3 8 oV PET OLPUVOL YEYOVEV),

12 Gee e.g. Arius, Urkunde (Opitz) 1,30, and Athanasius, C A4.1.14: De syn. 46

cf. infra 165.

» C.A. 1,12, 13; De decr. 18.

W Timaeus 38 B, cf. G.C. Stead, op. cit., 26.

1 QOnly the present tense can be applicd to eternity,
see Timaeus 37 E-38 A.

15 On Atticus' Platonic 0
the case with orthodoxy) see H. Dérrie in Gnomon

16 See Albinus, Epitome 14,3,
17 F.Ricken, op. cit.,329. Much earlier than Arius Christians may have been

influenced by the kind of thought about the cosmos as represented by Allicus, as
appears from Origen, De principiis4,4,1 who attacks the statement that there was once
when the Son was not (this section from Origen is quoted by Athanasius 10 De deer. 27).

not the past and the future,

rthodoxy which is mn fact a heterodony (as is se often
29 (1957) 188 1.
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but een.am statements made by Atticus imply something very similar. He
stalcs'hrmly that the Demiurge made the COSMOoS OUK 6v1.'(1 np()u»; ov
Espeuglly the word RPOTEPOV as a temporal category implies that l}F:ere‘
was a time before cosmos."™ To understand Auic;.\‘ thoughts we should
not only rely on the fragments of his writings preserved by Eusebius. but
also on l‘he references 10 Atticus in Proclus® commentary on the T im;eus
In e'xpl\aming‘]' {'maeus 34 A/B: oltog &1 mic 8vrog Gel Aoyiopdg Seof;
frspx‘tov z::ou: EGOpEVOY SOV Aoyiodei; Asiov kai Opurody nu\'tzm T€
K pecov ioov kui Shov Kui téheov ik TEALQY CWHATOV GHUW énoin't.sev
Pror:lu§ attacks Atticus’ view that the word noté refers to a temporai
!)egmmng and a part of time." From this atiack on Atticus by Proclus
it may}ve deduced that according to Atticus it was possible to ;ay from
ttfe point of view of the creating Demiurge: &otn moté 61¢ Ec;rul o
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dlﬂ'crem': BV mote ypodvos tic Bte ouk fiv 6 KOopoL.¥ Proclus tells u;'
that Atticus, in order to maintain his doctrine of the—temporal Beginnin
of the world, supposed there were two times. one belon ging to the cosmo§
and on .E)elong.ing to the movement of chaos out of w;xic; the cosmos is
crefitcd.f‘ It 1_3 obvious that Atticus manoeuvres himself into great
logical difficulties in his effort to apply temporal categories to the *before
cosmos’. Very similar difficulties occur in Arius’ doctrine of the Logos, 2

16

deﬁn“;::xc‘:)t;st.hﬁr:gmetnl 4,7 (ed. Baudr):). Proclus, with a reference 10 Aristotles
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5 2 kind of time before the creation of the world
““See Proclus, In Tim. 28 B, 37 D/E. '
refereng'?::“; S:éA/I? pr}c}mdcs a bac!iground 1o Arius’ theology not only with its
i, B :vthen the cosmos.wnll be, but also with its reference to an inferior
b (ie,ity t;.a v is : e f:psmos. This referenpc 1o the cosmos as a deity which owes
e sixdwe': ﬁené) olf found elsewhere in the Timaeus as well, see Y2 C: 68¢ &
Arius’ ‘dc.);:.trine of tl?e Lt;:g:)sacflsy ?vl?ri he :a:voyeygé If, ; 1;}ns$) vtk gy A
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between *to create’ and ‘10 generate’, sce e gc 3157’ gs - theology, Sl
) Haen : . See e.g. /D where the Demiurge, referred
as 6 Yevvnoag natiip, makes (noiet) time, a little f i g "9 that ke
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By applying temporal categories to God before the creation or generation
of the Son he exposes himself to the criticism made by Athanasius that.
despite his assertion that the Son wuas created before all time. he must
have intended Lo say that there was once a fime when the Son was not.”

It is interesting o see in how far Athanasius’ attack on Arius and the
Arians resembles the attack made by the ‘orthodox’ Platonists on the
(within Platonism heretical) doctrine that the world has a temporal
beginning, and furthermore how far Athanasius’ thoughts on the eternity
of God find parallels in the writings of the Platonists. By comparing
Arius to Atticus and Athanasius to the ‘orthodox’ Platonists we do not
suggest that Arius had read Atticus and that Athanasius had a detailed
knowledge of post-Plotinian Platonism. If we follow the assumption
(which is widely adhered to) that Athanasius was familiar with the
Praeparario Evangelica of Eusebius, then there can be no doubt that he
had a fairly detailed knowledge ol Platonism. since Eusebius quotes long
passages from the Platonists (in the case of Numenius and Atticus

of the Son that He was generated Gzpovws and created npo uiwvwv i = 7pd Y POV,
as appears from what he says a few sentences earlier), see Athanasius, De syn. 16,
Athanasius, however, sharply distinguishes betweer ‘10 generate” tused only for the
Son) and ‘to create’ (used only for the world).

3 Athanasius accuses the Arians that by applyving temporal categories like ‘once’
‘when’, *before coming into being’ to the Logos they suppose time before the Logos,
despite their claim that time has been made through the Logos, see C.A4. 1,13, ¢f. 1,14:
Kiv yap 10 6vopua 100 Ypovov mposmolovucvol @ofeicdut Sia tov: Oveldiloviag
abtol; AEywol mpd xpovev adTov gival, Ly 6ums Om Sactipata Tiva Sidoucty,
év olg u1 elval avToOV QavraLovral, OLBEY HTIOV %PAVOLS CNUUIVOVIES, Kui droyiav
nepi tov 9eov eloayovtes, peyahwg aoeBoboty. Athanasius' attack seems justified by
what we read in an Arian quotation given in C.4. 2,24, which reads that God first
made the Logos. and rhen, with the Logos as mediator, the rest of creation. Here the
creative activity of God is represented as taking place in time. Athanasius insists that
in God there is no ‘follow up’ of will and action, but that in God's eternity will and
action coincide, see C.A. 2,31, cf. E.P. Meijering, Irenaeus’ relation 10 philosophy in
the light of his concept of free will, Romanitas et Christianitas, Studia J. H. Waszink ...
oblata (Amsterdam 1973) 224, - In his attack on Atticus’ doctrine of a kind of time
before the world Proclus says, In Tim. 37 D/E, that either this time contains past,
present and future, in which case it is no different from time belonging to cosmos, or
it contains only present, in which case it ought not be called time, but eternity. Proclus
insists that before the world there can have been no past and future and therefore no
time. Proclus obviously wants to show against Atticus that God's creative activity
does not take place in time tsimilar to Athanasius when he wants 10 show against the
Arians that God's creative activity and God’s generation of the Son do not take place
in time). Similarly Plotinus says that the cosmos has no tempora! beginning and tha

Plato’s remarks in the Timaeus which seem 1o imply a temporal beginning of the
cosmos ought not to be taken literally, see Enncad 3.7.6,50 ff.
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Eusebius is still our main source of knowledge). What we do suggest is
that (with or without direct detailed knowledge of the Platonists) the
Arians and Athanasius started from positions which can be compared to
those held by Atticus and the ‘orthodox” Platonists and that they advance
their arguments in a way which underlines their kinship with positions
held within Platonism. Therefore we feel entitled to compare Athanasius
inter alia with Proclus, of whose writings he can have had no knowledge,
for chronological reasons.,

Ariun statements like \v mote d1e obk Av & Yidg are not found in
Scripture. observes Athanasius.® hereby clearly returning a charge made
by the Arians against the dpootoios.?® Furthermore Athanasius clearly
suggests that the Arian statement is in conflict with reason. when he says
that no Greek or Barbarian would dare say of the God he confesses that
He was not before He was made.® The fact that Athanasius regards
these statements as both unbiblical and conflicting with reason implies
that he attacks the Arians not only with suitable Biblical texts bur also
with reasonable arguments: in fact he often produces Biblical texts in
order (o prove his reasonable arguments.

Time has been created through the Son® and is part of created reality.*
God is above creation and time: temporal categories like “once’. ‘once
there was not'. ‘before coming into being’, and ‘when’ cannot therefore be
applied to God.” A consistent application of the rule that no temporal
categories can be applied to God would lead to a completely negative
theology, a kind of theology Athanasius obviously does not adhere to.
Just as he uscs certain images taken from created reality as an illustration
of God, he also uses certain words which must be called temporal cate-
gories when he speaks about God's eternity: God is ‘always’,”® God is

# See C.A. 1,10, 11, 22; De decr. 18; Epist. ad Afros 6.

2 Sce e.g. De syn 39.

3 C.A, 1,10. This remark is incompatible with what Athanasius claims elsewhere,
viz., that it is typical for the Greeks 1o believe in a deity which somehow (at least partly)
has come into being. see C.4. 1.18: "EALAvaV Yap I tadty, (ore yevnyv eloayeiy
Tpuada, kol toig yevnroig abtnv cvvebioalev, of. C.4.1.17 and Ad Ser. 4.7. This
contradiction shows that Athanasius sometimes argues ad hoc.

2 See e.g. C.A.1,12, 13,

% See C.A4.1,11-13,

¥ Unlike the Platonists Athanasius does apply the past tense Av to God's cternity,
This is, of course, caused by John 1.1 *Ev apyi W & Adyos: Athanasius sces the Av
which is used for the Logos as an indication of the Logos' eternity, the &yévero which
is used for the creation as an indication of its temporal beginning.

*  Sec e.g. C.A.1,11 (many more quotations can be given).
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‘now’,?® God is ‘everlasting’.® Sometimes he even uses tcmporal cate-
gories for God which he elsewhere, in a different context. rejects.®! ‘We
find the same picture as with the use of images taken from created reality:
Athanasius makes careful use of certain temporal categories wl.wey speak-
ing about God’s eternity (sometimes. but not always,' admftung that
these are inadequate) whilst rejecting all temporal categories whn‘:h contra-
dict his basic belief that God is the eternal and unchangeable Being. Here
again he differs significantly from Plotinus. Plotinus freely u.ses tcmpmzfl
categories when speaking about eternity, but at the same time makes it
clear that all these categories are inadequate (including the ca!cgory
aei).?? - The fact that God is the eternal Being implies, according to
Athanasius, God’s perfection. which can not be subjected 10 any progress
in time. Therefore there can be no ‘progress” in God in the sense that
God ‘started’ as a povis and ‘ended up” as a Tpuwi:®

The discussions about the eternity of the Son within the carly church
and about the eternity of the cosmos within Platonism show the great
logical difficulties in using images with reference to the Eternal and tpc
D;\fine. These difficulties arise for everybody. They obviously are dif-
ferent according to the different theological or philosophical purposes
pursued: .

Atticus wants to show that the world is dependent upon the providence
of the Creator, therefore he has to separate the world as much as possible
from the Creator. To him, most suitable way of doing this is 1o state

2¢  Jbid,

3¢ Jhid.
a1 In C.A.1,29 Athanasius says that God created the world when He.f saw that
the suitable moment to do so had come. He does, howe}'cr, add the restfnctmn that
this is an inadequate way of speaking. When in C.4.2, 57 he says lhaE God started
to create, he is clearly using temporal categories without. how.\'cver. saying that lheie
are inadequate, cf. E.P. Meijering, Orthodoxy and Platonism in Athanasius, Synthesis
or Antithesis? (Leiden 21974) 86 fT. L L -
32 See e.g. Ennead 3,7,6.21 fI.: 6tav Séstb um{ /..c-((.;u'cv Ngllto oU noté pév Ov,
3 y Ov fudv, Bvexa ths caenveiag Sei vouilelv Aviadal, o )
no:ss Sgecuncf.):i.qtlﬂ: El yap 2\’»: adioig ovveotiv & Ad6Yy0s 1@ ﬂutp:, (VYN éom":]
Tpuig &idrog: a2)a povas pev fiv npdtepov, ik npo.n‘aﬁxlnc_ 3 ytyovsy uo‘ta‘m'w '\’muEj
Kai mpoldvtog tob xpdvou Kut' abroug nusnoe Kui ouiatn ?ﬁg St.:()f.o"\/lu\_. 0 ?Q:?-h'.
xai oté pév Ehiaumiig Tpuag, moté 8¢ manpns: 1:7.'.!:.11:!1\; HEV TPV yévmra ¢ :gt
nanpne 8¢, 8te yéyove. Cf, C.A. 1.14.!8,20.2?!:./4(1 Ser. 4_.7. Plou_nus, too%szyg;ﬁa.
eternity implies perfection, being in time implies |mpcrfec}|on: sec I;nn.ead 3, “;‘ : 2
May odv xai dv kai vata nav oux Evdets kai ob -rm'n:n‘ HEV n».f\pcc,. @2 §é 3 .( c ngx,
f tolabtn eUoL;. TO ydp &v xpovy, xiv téheiov ‘h‘.m; (?nxm.'olov c‘h“u..tf a:(g;;\
wuxi 1EAEov, Sedpevov kai 1ol Ererte, ENAEITOV T Y pOVY OU duftat ... OV a
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firmly that the world has a temporal beginning. hereby showing that
God is before and therefore above the world. But this brings him into
conflict with Plato’s doctrine that time was made together with the worid,
which implies that one cannot speak of any ‘before’ the world. Proclus
has no difficulties in demonstrating the invalidity of Atticus’ theory of a
special type of time before the world.® - Arius and the Arians want to
stress the ontological superiority of the Father above the Son. They can
only do this by using terms which imply a temporal priority of the Father
to the Son, and this brings them into conflict with their belief that time
was made through the Son, which means that there can be no temporal
priority to the Son. Athanasius has no difficulties in demonstrating the
contradictions in the Arian position.3” — Athanasius. in order to maintain
the ontological equality of the Trinity, denies any change in the eternal
God, but this brings him into conflict with the belief in contingent acts
of God spoken of in the Bible and the Creed. It is difficult to see how
an absolute unchangeability of God can be harmonized with contingent
acts of God which somehow must imply a change in God, since God
does something which He did not (want to) do before.® — The great
genius Plotinus has the least difficulty, since he obviously possesses the
noble liberty 1o create the most suggestive images for the Eternal and
the Divine and to criticize his own images at the same time.* But the
price he pays for his safe position is high (some would say : too high): a
theology which is, in the end, completely negative.

Oegstgeest, Remonstrant Manse. Oranjelaan 11

3 See supra 164, 165 n.21.

35 See supra 165.

3¢ See on this matter more extensively E. P, Meijering, Wie platonisierten Christen?
Zur Grenzziehung zwischen Platonismus, kirchlichem Credo und patristischer Theo-
logie, Vigiliae Christianae 28 (1974) 15-28.

37 See e.g. the way in which he talks about time as *having fallen out of eternity®
Ennead 3,7,11,7 fi. On Plotinus’ views on time and eternity see W. Beierwaltes, Plotin
iiber Zeit und Ewigkeit, Text, Ubersetzung, Kommentar (Frankfurt a/M. 1967),



