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Chapter One: Introduction to the Study of the Incarnation

(1) In this way God made covenant with his creation through the law and the

prophets, through his promise and his prohibitions. (2) When their disobedience

grew more severe, he punished them with aZictions, misfortunes, rising costs, and

forced migration, and arrogant kings disgraced and reviled them. (3) Through this,

God did not intend their worship of humankind. (4) When they grew accustomed to

evil, the disease intensiWed, the illness increased, and the sickness multiplied. (5) And

when the sick became gravely ill, there was great need for a cure from the true Doctor,

the Healer of souls and bodies, and the cure was the divine Incarnation, (6) for if the

work becomes ruined, no one is able to Wx it except its craftsman. (7) In this way,

creatures, when they perish, need the promise of the Creator (to him be the glory!).

(8) With regard to this, on account of the Incarnation of the divine Word, he said
[ . . . ]. (9) He then is the self-generating, eternal, and merciful Word, the source of

compassion, perfection from perfection itself, (10) the power that is unvanquished,

the form that does not change, (11) the image that is not transformed, the model that

does not cease to exist, the property to which nothing bears likeness, (12) the all-holy

who will not be stained,113 the eternal image that will not be corrupted, the ruler who

will not be encompassed, (13) light-rays of eternal glory that will not be extinguished,

sun of righteousness that will not set,114 the attribute which will not change, (14)

‘Light from Light, true God from true God.’115

(15) If the Father is called God, and the Son is called God, then on account of the

singular substance of divinity, the Spirit should also be called God. (16) But we do not

say ‘three gods’, because the divine nature cannot be divided. (17) Rather, the Word is

‘begotten, not made’. (18) He willed to become incarnate through the holy Virgin

Mary, from the house of David, from the tribe of Judah, from the seed of Abraham, in

order that the world might be able to witness him. (19) Since he was the God of

creation, he perfected the things of the body, through which he revealed the honour

and the glory of his divinity.

Chapter Two: How Does God Come to Dwell in the Woman Whom He Created?

(20) If they ask, ‘HowdoesGod come to dwell in the humanity thatHe created?’ (21) it is

said to them: As far as whenGod spoke toMoses in the bush, by a blaze of Wre, and it was

not consumed by the Wre and its colour did not change, what is the proof of this? (22)

Why did he not speak to him in a tree bearing fruit, but instead entered a thorny bush

113 Colossians 1: 15. 114 Malachi 4: 2. 115 Nicene Creed.



without fruit? (23) He added another (divine) manifestation when he said to Moses,

‘I am God, the God of Abraham, God of Isaac, and God of Jacob.’116 (24) Then God

commanded him to go down to Egypt to save his people, and he aided him with signs.

(25) He struck the Egyptians with ten plagues, and raised up the people with a powerful

arm. (26) It was known at that time that the one who spoke toMoses in the bushwas the

true God since he had already revealed (himself) through his deeds. (27) In this way, we

should also understand the condition of his incarnation, when he revealed the work

suitable to the divine nature and fulWlled the word of the prophets through it. (28) At

that time, it was known that God was the saviour of creation.

(29) If they ask, ‘How is humanity like the bush?’ (30) it is said to them: What do

you consider more favoured and honoured—the trees, plants, and hills, and whatever

else is like them, or humankind? (31)Was humankind created for the sake of the trees,

or were all the trees created for the sake of humankind?117 (32) It is well known that

they were created for the sake of humankind, (33) and it is certainly true that

humankind is more honoured than all the trees. Indeed, what is of greater measure

in the Creator’s eyes! (34) This is especially the case if (human) souls are pure and

unstained by the muddiness of sins: then indeed, God will dwell in them. (35) As it is

written, ‘I will dwell in them, and I will walk among them,’ says the Lord, ‘and I will be

their God, and they will be my people.’118 (36) Is something like this mentioned

concerning the trees? (37) Indeed, if God did not disdain to speak to Moses from the

bush that was without fruit, (38) then how much more proper and Wtting is it that he

should speak to us from the holy body which he took from Mary, (39) with which he

became united, and which he caused to become one with his divinity on account of

the union, not on account of change and mixture.

Chapter Three: How Does the Incarnation Concern One Person (Hypostasis)

of the Trinity Only?

(40) If they say, ‘How is it possible that the Incarnation concerns one person of the

Trinity without concerning the Father and the Holy Spirit, while at the same time you

describe God as not being divided into parts?’ (41) it is said to them: The clariWcation

of our statement that God is not divided into parts is based on what is conWrmed by

the Incarnation of the Word, and on the fact that the Word is not divided from the

Father and the Spirit. We do not regard him as a created being. (42) For this we have

clear proof from the realm of created things. (43) Namely, that the sun consists of a

round disc, heat, and light. (44) The disc is the source of the heat and the light, and

(yet) none of these things precedes any of the others. (45) The sun did not become

embodied materially in the trees, rocks, mountains, dust, and sand, (46) except for

one of its attributes, its heat alone. And yet, it is not divided from the disc and the

light. (47) Even if you veil the sun with something at noonday, you will Wnd that the

heat has already united with the earth, (48) and that after the setting of the sun in

116 Exodus 3: 6. 117 Mark 2: 27. 118 2 Corinthians 6: 16; Ezekiel 37: 27.



summertime, its heat remains and abides until the time when the coolness of night is

introduced, (the night) which God has ordained to be separate from the day.119

(49) If this is what some created beings do by means of what they were given by the

authority of their Creator, (50) then how many thousand times greater is the activity of

the Creator in the prerogative of his own essence. (51) Now the sun withdraws and is

hidden because its existence is a created thing, (52) but as for God, no place is void of

him, and nothing is able to hinder him, or else he would have been divided, as it was

said. (53) Rather, he Wlls up everything and encompasses all things in their entirety

through the simplicity of his divinity, and there is nothing that encompasses him. (54)

For this reason, the Incarnation conferred distinction upon the eternal Word, and he

was not diVerentiated from the Father and the Holy Spirit, as is beWtting to him. (55)

If the created sun is mindful of the One who endows it—(56) and there is no

diVerentiating its heat from its disc and its light when it becomes embodied in its

elements, (57) but rather it gives to them from itself power and growth to the plants and

the trees which are in all the inhabited world, (58) and it dries out every putrid thing

and rotten mire in such a way that it does not become polluted by anything—(59) then

how much more is it true for God that he is established in whatever is particular to him.

60) (And what is particular to him is) that he sends his own simple Word, (61) who Wlls

up everything immeasurably more than the light of the sun and its heat, on account of

the superiority of the Creator over the creature. (62) He becomes materially embodied

as he wills, and has not been diVerentiated (from the Godhead), because there is

nothing that is able to gain control over him, as I said earlier. (63) And it is also

(particular to him) to give power, salvation, and puriWcation to humanity in such a way

that he is still not compelled by anything, as is beWtting to his divinity.

Chapter Four: Is the One Who Became Incarnate the Eternal Creator?

(64) If they say, ‘What is the proof that this Incarnate One is the creative power for all

created beings?’ (65) it is said to them: ‘His actions, which beWt him.’ (66) If he has

already appeared incarnate in form, then it is already known that he is divine by the

manifestation of his action. (67) Just as iron is cold to the touch, while the burning Wre

is hidden in it, (68) and (just as) by means of Xint the substance of Wre arises from it

and is realized in actuality like we observe it, (69) and (just as) it has been ascertained

by the mind, with no trace of doubt, that this iron, which is cold to the touch and in

whose appearance no signs of Wre are evident, (70) has within it a Wre which burns

every accidental property120 and every material thing when it comes into contact with

them, (71) so too Christ (to him be the glory!) revealed that he was God by his action

and his appearance in the body, (72) by appropriate signs, by the greatness of his

lordship, by the honour of his divinity, and by the timelessness of his eternality, (73)

not through a request but through a decisive command, (74) just as he said, ‘If you do

not believe in me, believe in my works.’121

119 Genesis 1: 14.
120 Here, I suggest al-#ārid. instead of al-shi #ār or the alternative reading, al-sha#-ārā.
121 John 1: 38.



(75) If they say, [ . . . ]122 (76) it is said to them: Indeed the word ‘unity’ among the

non-Arabs is a recent, transitory thing. (77) (According to them,) the universe already

preceded the Word before he existed, (78) and then after that he became united with

something that did not belong to him. (79) Now if we had said this about the eternal

Word, you would have had an argument against us. (80) But we say that the Word has

always existed eternally, without beginning or end. (81) He was begotten as light is

begotten from the sun, without any separation, (82) because God is characterized by

the fact that he is one who speaks and lives in the timelessness of his eternality. (83)

Indeed, then, your argument regarding the word ‘unity’ has proven futile.

Chapter Five: What Was It That Obliged God to Become Incarnate?

(84) If they say, ‘What was it that compelled him to become incarnate?’ (85) it is said

to them: So then, who is the one who compelled him to create Adam and his

descendants? (86) And if they ask about that, it is said to them: It was his generosity

and his favour!

(87) If they say, ‘Is it not known that he is generous and full of favour simply by

virtue of his creation of Adam and his descendants?’ (88) It is said to them: He has

never ceased being generous and full of favour in his essential substance, just as beWts

his goodness. (89) However, he demonstrated his favour through his action (in a

special way) when he created creation. (90) He had no need for it, but demonstrated

his favour towards it. (91) He brought it into existence out of nothing and prepared

for it what it needed (92) because of his kindness and generosity, so that it might be

known that he is generous and full of favour.

(93) In this way, he gave creation the promise of salvation, (94) not because he had

any need for the Incarnation, but as a sign of his favour towards it with regard to

whatever it lacked.

Chapter Six: Why Did God Not Send an Angel or a Prophet Apart from Himself

for the Salvation of His People?

(95) If they say, ‘Why does God not send an angel apart from himself for the salvation

of his people?’ (96) it is said to them: If an angel had been entrusted with the creation

of the universe apart from himself, it would have been necessary for God to send him

to save his creation. (97) But if God is the Creator and Designer, it is out of the

perfection of his sympathy and his favour that he makes covenant with his creation

and with the works of his hands for the sake of salvation.

(98) If they are not content with that answer and seek to elucidate the evidence for

it (99) and to know what the trouble was that came from humanity, and what the

illness was that made the Incarnation necessary for the human condition, (100) and

(if) they wonder why God did not arrange what he willed simply by force, for he was

able to do so, (101) and (why he did not simply) send a messenger and aid him in the

salvation of his people, (102) and (if) they ask, ‘What evidence is there for his

122 4 cm missing.



Incarnation especially?’ (103) it is said to them that God (may he be greatly praised!)

did not arrange anything without purpose123 and that the circumstance of his

Incarnation was not without purpose as they claim. (104) Indeed, this matter has

far surpassed (the capacity of) your mind because you were not acquainted with it

through your education, and you have not understood the sayings of the prophets and

the apostles regarding it. (105) For if creation were not in dire need of his Incarnation,

he would not have arranged any of this. (106) But rather, he arranged it in such a way

that he was not in need of any of it, and (he did so) by virtue of his gracious favour,

just as was mentioned earlier.

(107) That is, God, when he created our father Adam and placed him in paradise,

(108) forbade him to eat from the branch of disobedience, saying, ‘On the day that

you eat from it, you will die.’124 (109) He did not die that day itself, but after nine

hundred and thirty years.125 (110) God’s statement is not false, (111) but rather, just

as tangible death is the separation of the soul from the body—(112) for by the

separation of the greater from the lesser, death is (made) real for the lesser—(113)

so too we understand that intellectual death is the separation of the Spirit of God from

the soul of the person. (114) This is the strongest and most horrible death. (115) As

the Spirit of God [was with Adam in the beginning],126 his Word was likewise with

him at Wrst in the endowments of the Spirit. (116) But when he ate from the tree, at

that time, God extracted from him the Spirit of his holiness, and separated it from his

soul. (117) (That Spirit) was the reason for his eternal life with God: it was connected

with (his) non-bodily intellectual faculties, and lived eternally with God. (118) Adam

truly died that day, (experiencing) an intellectual death, according to the trustworthy

statement of God, ‘On the day that you eat from it, you will die.’127 (119) Then, after

that intellectual death, God sentenced him to a tangible death, (120) saying to him,

‘You will eat your bread by the sweat of your brow until you return to the dust from

which you were taken; for you are dust, and to dust you will return!’128 (121) The

hope of two lives was cut oV from him completely—by this I mean eternal life with

God and temporal life as well. (122) And he lived a life just like that of the beasts and

was deprived of the glory and beauty that he had had in the beginning. (123) Then he

died and returned to his dust, just as God had said. (124) In the same way, his

descendants who come after him turn to dust just like him, following their father.

(125) As for everyone who came from his descendants—from the prophets and the 
righteous ones—none of them was able to convey to us eternal life, (126) for it was 
not in their essential nature; instead they remain under this singular aZiction, just like 
all of humanity, (127) for the life that has no end belongs only to the one with no 
beginning, (128) because he exists outside the two ways—I mean to say, the beginning 
and the end. (129) There have been none like that except God the Word.

123 Cf. al-Qur’ān, Surah 23: 115. 124 Genesis 3: 3. 125 Genesis 5: 5.

127 Genesis 3: 3.
128 Genesis 3: 19.



(130) God has not provided us with (eternal life) by means of his divinity, because we

are not from that eternal, creative substance, and we do not correspond to him in

anything. (131) In his compassion he willed to become incarnate, and became united

with the body in his divinity.129 (132) He conferred eternal life upon that body

through his union with it. (133) Then he conferred it upon us—that is, on all of

those who believe in him, in relationship to that body that he took from us.130

(134) For our sake and for our salvation, he accepted the suVerings due to us.131

(135) He suVered in the body, but did not suVer or die in his divinity, (136) because

he transcends suVerings and gives life. (137) But the things that are diYcult for us on

account of our being too weak for them (are easy for him). (138) Indeed, when we are

worried about something, we are not equal to it in our own capability; (139) but for

him, everything is easy—everything is possible. (140) When he willed to accept these

things, nothing hindered him, and it was not diYcult for him, with the result that he

Wnally reveals the victory. (141) In this way, he saved the souls who had been in prison

since the beginning and whom Satan had overpowered by contravention, (142) and he

saved them with justice, not by force.

(143) Then through his resurrection from the dead he conferred eternal life to the

body united with him from humankind. (144) He also conferred that life to us in

relation to our capacity, as well as to the body that he took from our race. (145) By

means of what he had already proclaimed, he overcame death and corruption; (he did

so) through his resurrection from the dead for the sake of uniting his creative power

with all creatures. (146) Thus, he made Wrm the hope of life and resurrection for all

humanity. (147) If the Lord raised the dead by his power—even though they died

again a second time and turned to dust and remained in wait for the common

resurrection belonging to all—(148) he was well prepared to be the executor of eternal

life, just as Adam long ago became the executor of the dead and the Wrst of those who

were imprisoned (in Hades). (149) The Lord is the executor of the living because he is

the giver of life. For this reason he arose by the power of his divinity, (150) and raised

his body to the highest heaven, above the angels, principalities, and powers. (151)

Nothing else was entirely suited for the resurrection apart from the body that the Lord

brought into union with himself. (152) He became the executor of life132 and the

downpayment133 of the resurrection for us all—that is, all of us who believe in him.

(153) Just as the death and aZiction that passed to us from Adam (154) was not

alien to us—but rather we received it from him on the basis of our relation to him—

129 There is something corrupted in the text here: it literally says, ‘with his divinity’.
130 Lit. that was taken from us.
131 Nicene Creed.
132 Acts 3: 15. Throughout this section, Būlus al-Būshı̄ uses the Arabic term ra’ı̄s (‘leader,

director,’ but which I translate here as ‘executor’) in the place where the original Greek text of 
Acts employed IæåÅª#) (founder, leader). This Greek word was rendered as auctor in Latin, and 
the NRSV follows this sense in translating the phrase, ‘the Author of Life’.

133 Here I read #arbūn instead of ’arbūn. My thanks to Ashraf Fawzi for proposing this 
alternative reading.

      

Chapter Seven: God Has Provided Us with Eternal Life



(155) so too, the righteousness of life, which passed to us from the Lord (to him be the

glory!) was not alien to us, (156) but we had already truly received it on the basis of

our relation to the body to which he became united along with a rational soul. (157)

Thus he saved the like by its like.

Chapter Eight: God Granted Us Participation in the Body of Christ

(158) Then in his favour he added a conWrmation. He willed to grant us participation

in that holy body and a connection with it (160) by a most excellent spiritual kinship

that transcends the bodily kinship, (161) to the extent that the eternal life which that

body acquired becomes in us completely and rightly natural.

(162) God gave to us Wrst the Holy Spirit through baptism, the Spirit that he had

extracted from Adam the day that he ate from the branch of disobedience. (163)

Through the Spirit he provided us with the second birth for our inheritance of the

kingdom, (164) just as he said, ‘Unless one has been born of the water and the spirit,

he will not see the kingdom of God.’134

(165) Then, afterwards, he gave us an additional (sign of his) favour, over and

above the state Adam was in before his error: he gave us his life-giving body. (166) As

he said, ‘I am the life-giving bread, which came down from heaven. (167) Whoever

eats of this bread will live forever!’135 (168) Then he told us what the bread is when he

said, ‘The bread that I give is my body, which I oVer up for the life of the world.’136

(169) Indeed, he even added to that another announcement, when he said, ‘If you

have not eaten the body of the Son of Man, nor drunk his blood, there is no eternal life

in you.’137 (170) His statement, ‘in you’, means that it (eternal life) comes to existence

in your essential nature. It is not external to you, nor is it alien to you. (171) He settled

that matter and said, ‘Because my body is true food, (172) and my blood is true drink,

whoever has eaten my body and has drunk my blood remains in me, and I in him.’138

(173) As for his statement, ‘true food’, he said that because his divinity is united with

his body. He has been united with the holy bread and has transformed it into his body

in truth and not merely in likeness. (174) Then he said the greatest thing, when he

made the statement, ‘Just as the living Father sent me, and I have life on account of the

Father, so too whoever eats me lives on account of me.’139 (175) He did not need to say

in this instance, ‘whoever eats my body’, because he already had established that in the

preceding statement. (176) He said Wrst, ‘the living bread’,140 and informed us that

that bread was truly his body. (177) Then he said third, ‘whoever eats me’.141 He

means by this that he is God incarnate, and his divinity is not diVerentiated from his

humanity. (178) Whoever partakes (of the eucharist) in a worthy manner and with

faith, God will reside in him and give him the life that he gave to the body united to

him. (179) The apostle said, ‘He is ready to change the body of our weakness and

transform it into something resembling the body of his glory, as the work of his

powerful hand to which everything is devoted in service.142 (180) As for his statement,

‘the Father lives, and I live on account of the Father’,143 (its meaning is), just as was

134 John 3: 3, 5. 135 John 6: 51. 136 Ibid. 137 John 6: 53.
138 John 6: 55–6. 139 John 6: 57. 140 John 6: 51.
141 John 6: 57. 142 Philippians 3: 21. 143 John 6: 57.



(193) This is the reason for the Incarnation of God the Word. There was no necessity

for him to do this (as we said earlier), but it was (an expression of) his favour for us.

(194) Just as he brought us into existence out of nothingness, so too he became the

reason for the existence that endures forever, as is Wtting for his (own) eternal

duration. To him be the glory forever! (195) We ought to know this and not be

inclined toward human desire, (196) because whoever has rational understanding

does not persist in error and injustice.

4. Al-S
˙
afı̄ ibn al-

#
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Part Two: On the (Hypostatic) Union

Chapter Seven: The Nature of the (Hypostatic) Union

(1) The Incarnation of the Son (ta’annus al-ibn),147 is his union (ittih. ād) with a

human being, complete in his humanity (2) from the beginning of his existence,

conceived in the womb of the Virgin Mary at the moment of the annunciation and her

reception (of the Spirit).148 (3) It is like the union of the soul of a human being with its

144 Nicene Creed. 145 1 Corinthians 15: 50. 146 John 11: 25–6.
147 Lit. the Son’s act of becoming human. The term al-ta’annus often served as a synonym for al-

tajassud (incarnation) amongmedieval Arabic Christianwriters. Samir Khalil Samir notes two other
words that were also used to convey the same meaning: al-ittih. ād and (less frequently) al-tajassum.

148 Lit. at the moment it was announced and she received.

 

introduced earlier in the Wrst part of this book, that he is perfection from perfection,
(181) and ‘light from light, life from life, (182) true God from true God, begotten not 
made, equal to the Father in essence’.144
(183) Whoever does not have his share of faith in him, nor has received baptism, 

nor has participation in his living thrones, (184) also does not truly have a share in the 
inheritance of eternal life, but rather is completely alien to it altogether, (185) because 
‘Xesh and blood’ (as the Apostle Paul said) ‘does not inherit the kingdom of God, and 
the changeable does not inherit what does not change’.145 (186) Indeed, there does not 
reside in a human being anything that is more exalted than him—that which is more 
exalted is the Holy Spirit and the living thrones that belong to God the Word who is 
their master and creator. (187) Therefore, such a one has no share or inheritance in 
that eternal kingdom! (188) Now as for the ones who died Wrst, he came and saved 
their souls through his own sacriWce on their behalf, since they relied on the hope of 
the promise. (189) As for the believers, he gave them his thrones on account of their 
(way of) life, (190) as he testiWed, saying, ‘Whoever believes in me, if he dies, he will 
live. (191) And whoever lives and believes in me, will never suVer death.’146 (192) In 
this statement, he gathered together the Wrst and the last.

Chapter Nine: Conclusion of the Study of the Incarnation




