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INTRODUCTION
“Following the only true and stedfast Teacher, the Word of God, our Lord Jesus Christ, who did, through His transcendent love, become what we are, that He might bring us to be even what He is Himself.” 
 – Irenæus

“For He was made man that we might be made God.” 
 – Athanasius

“That you may become partakers of the divine nature.” 
  2 Peter 1:4

In a typical Protestant vocabulary, the word deification strikes a chord of dissonance with truth. Logic seems to indicate that any belief system claiming to be monotheistic would quickly refuse to acknowledge the idea that anything that is not God can somehow become God. Monotheism denies the idea that there are multiple gods and the similar idea that everything is god. The resulting worldviews of Pantheism, Panentheism, and Polytheism are easily defeated by faith and belief in the Bible. It becomes far trickier, though, to engage a worldview that also uses the Bible as Holy Scripture. Some systems of belief (like the Latter-Day Saints) have sacred texts in addition to the Bible from which they get such a tradition, allowing for a clear departure from the Protestant idea of sola scriptura. It is clear, though, that if a religious worldview only uses the Bible and from the same finds this idea of deification, substantial attention should be given. 

The Eastern Orthodox Church is such a belief system. It will be shown that the Orthodox Church, using the Bible as their primary source, have developed a doctrine of deification that is central to their theology of soteriology. A detailed analysis of deification will be given – one derived from the Orthodox point of view. The central biblical passages that are used to defend the Orthodox view of deification will then be assessed from a Protestant perspective to test for plausibility. I will conclude with a personal assessment of deification, detailing the lessons of assent and the lessons of dissent. 

DEIFICATION DEFINED
Any discussion of the Eastern Orthodox Church should be predicated by a brief historical allowance. It is crucial to understand that the Orthodox Church sees itself as having existed since the very beginning. In other words, the first body of Christians that existed in the New Testament was divided through three major divisions, but the Orthodox Church ties itself back to that original group. The first division took place in the 5th and 6th centuries when the Oriental Orthodox churches were established. The second division took place in the year 1054 when the Roman Catholic Church was established. The third division, in the 16th century, is relatively unrelated to the Orthodox Church as it was a division of the Reformers from the Roman Catholics. While all traditions seek to tie themselves back to the original church in order to bring validity to their ontology, the Orthodox tradition simply affirms the fact. 

The above is important in any discussion about doctrine within the Orthodox tradition. The doctrine of deification, then, according to the Orthodox Church, has always existed. It is not a development that came from some sort of reformation or counter-reformation. It might be said, from an Orthodox perspective, that deification is part of the status quo of Christianity. 

Deification can be defined simply, but the purpose here is to compile as detailed a definition as is necessary to accurately portray the view held by the Orthodox Church. This will be done exclusively through the usage of primary sources (early church Fathers and more recent Orthodox authors) from within Orthodoxy and also with a conscious attempt to remove any and all bias in the interpretation of these sources. 

It is useful to define some terms and concepts that are commonly used in the Orthodox definitions of deification. Firstly, it can be noted that the apophatic style of theology (also known as negative theology) is substantially used in Orthodox discussion; its rare usage in Western Christianity makes it mysterious. Apophatic theology is the attempt to describe God by negation; it is based on the assumption that God’s essence is unknowable and therefore conducive to such a theology. “Apophaticism is, therefore, a criterion: the sure sign of an attitude of mind conformed to truth. In this sense all true theology is fundamentally apophatic.”
 The words of John of Damascus are helpful here: 

“But what [God] is in His essence and nature is absolutely incomprehensible and unknowable… to say that He is unbegotten, and without beginning, changeless and imperishable, and possessed of such other qualities as we are wont to ascribe to God and His environment. For these do not indicate what He is, but what He is not. But when we would explain what the essence of anything is, we must not speak only negatively. In the case of God, however, it is impossible to explain what He is in His essence… For He does not belong to the class of existing things: not that He has no existence, but that He is above all existing things, nay even above existence itself… But all that we can affirm concerning God does not shew forth God’s nature, but only the qualities of His nature.”

Another definition is now demanded. God’s essence, or His nature, is directly tied to divine transcendence. His essence, then, is the unapproachable aspect of who God really is. God is ultimately immanent, though; this paradox is answered with the concept of God’s energies. God’s energies are what come down to us, as humans. “God’s energies, which are God Himself, permeate all His creation, and we experience them in the form of deifying grace and divine light.”
 So the Orthodox view has a distinction between the essence of God, that which is unknowable and hidden, and the energies of God, that which is brought down to humankind to act. This, in combination with the apophatic view, results in a mystical view of God and spirituality. 

Deification, also known as theosis, is the final goal of every Christian: to become God. “For Orthodoxy our salvation and redemption mean our deification.”
 It is here where most Western ears shut down, yet a deeper investigation and a right interpretation should be allowed. There is a necessary lack of definition, according to the Orthodox tradition, as to what God’s image in man is. If God’s essence is unknowable, then it follows that God’s image in man is impossible to define.
 Gregory, the Bishop of Nyssa, points out that God is good and this goodness cannot be manifested in an imperfect form. Gregory states that God gives the full, innumerable complement of good gifts to His human creation, or, “He made human nature participant in all good; for if the Deity is the fullness of good, and this is His image, then the image finds its resemblance to the Archetype in being filled with all good.”
 Humans are defined by the relationship with God. “What makes man truly man is the presence of the Spirit of God.”
 
It is important to note the difference between human nature that is forever tied to the image of God and man’s will, which is independent. When Basil was on trial before a prefect, he said, “Nor can I, who am the creature of God and bidden myself to be God, submit to worship any creature.”
 Basil saw humans as creatures that were commanded to become God. This can also be seen as a “call to perfect himself, to guard his likeness to God, to restore and strengthen it.”
 Humans, though, have the choice to adhere to that command. A human remains a human even when straying from God; the further a human strays, though, the more that human’s nature loses God’s likeness.
 It is clear, though, that mutual exclusion is not the case. Referring to 2 Corinthians 3:16-18, Meyendorff says, “One of the most fundamental presuppositions of this passage from St. Paul… is that nature and grace, man and God, the human mind and Holy Spirit, human freedom and divine presence, do not exclude each other.
 

It may be best to describe the two facets of humanity with the terms “image” and “likeness.” The human is considered, by patristic theology, to be an “image and likeness of God.”
 These two facets are not totally distinct. Image is the outcome of the creative process; humans were created in the image of God (Genesis 1:26-27). Likeness is the final state of deification, but not only that. “It is also the entire path along which the image develops through the agency of the human will stimulated and assisted by the grace of God.”
 Another way of viewing this is to identify the union God has within the context of the Trinity, which is a union of essence and to identify the union Christ had on earth as hypostatic. Human union with God is neither of these two leaving a tertiary union of energies.

Deification, then, is a unification of the human nature with God, specifically and exclusively with His divine energies.
 This union was made possible through the work of Christ. “Adam missed his vocation of free attainment of union with God,” and so the Second Adam, Christ, was sent to accomplish this when He was incarnate.
 It was this descent of the divine person of Christ that enables humans to ascend in the Holy Spirit.
 Lossky explains deification in the terms of Christ; His divine person fully assumed His human nature. “What must be deified in us is our entire nature, belonging to our person which must enter into union with God, and become a person created in two natures: a human nature which is deified, and a nature or, rather, divine energy, that deifies.”

The life of a Christian should be focused on this concept. In a discussion on prayer, Sergius Bulgakov says, “But the principal power of prayer, as of the Christian life, is to lead the Christian to the acquisition of the Holy Spirit.”
 It should be noted that this does not refer to the Western concept of indwelling, but rather to what he calls “Spirit-bearing.”
 We have the ability to “seek what is divine, which is not far from each one of us, in whom we live and are and move.”

The sacraments, specifically the Eucharist, baptism, and the Church, are the means towards deification. They “make it possible for man to enter freely and personally into communion with the divinizing grace which the Logos of God bestowed upon human nature in assuming it.”
 The Eucharist seems to be the primary method for this process. “It is above all through Communion that the Christian is made one with and in Christ… that he receives the firstfruits of eternity.”

This human focus results in a paradox, though. “The Unknowable makes Itself known while remaining unknowable and its unknowability is deepest for the one who sees It.”
 The ancient Fathers as well as the modern writers declare much of this unexplainable. It seems that the complete understanding of the doctrine of deification is less important than the experience itself. It is markedly a human function, though, and not, for example, something angels participate in. “Our partaking of Christ’s divinity through the Eucharist makes us superior to the angels.”

It is clear, then, that deification is not something that automatically happens; there is an action for the human being. Gregory Palamas, the great defender of Hesychasm,
 ties a strong correlation between prayer and this union with God. “For in prayer, the mind gradually abandons all relation with created things… in order to be totally separated from all beings through pure prayer.”
 There is also action demanded with regards to purity. “Through purification from passions knowledge that comes from faith develops into a participation in things communicated to us by God.”
 Humans, then, move from knowledge, whether rational or faith-based, into the realm of participation or experience. The balance of nature and grace is important; they are complementary to each other, or rather pre-suppose each other. “Nature stops being really ‘natural’ if it abandons its own destiny, which is to communicate with God and to rise ever higher in the knowledge of the Unknowable.”
  

This process is not solely a human role; a concurrence is necessary. God, being ultimately unknowable, has a will that is knowable. We can know God’s will based on His promises in Scripture as well as inferences based on His character. So we have these two wills: first, there is a “divine and deifying will granting grace through the presence of the Holy Spirit in the human person; on the other side there is the human will which submits to the will of God in receiving grace and making it its own, and allowing it to penetrate all its nature.”
 

Deification is not simply a lofty goal that is ultimately achieved in heaven, but rather something continuously attainable. The members on the list of faithful in Hebrews 11 are referred to as “perfected.”
 The patristic authors clearly have a hope that this concept is something that can and will be realized. More recent authors make a distinction between the ultimate deification that follows the resurrection of the dead and the ongoing fulfillment in the present life.
 It seems best, then, to see deification as not a binary trait that is on or off, but rather as an immeasurable scale where humans should desire constant advancement. 

In summary, deification in the Orthodox tradition is the ultimate goal of every Christian. Believers are united with the energies of God because of what Christ accomplished through His incarnation. The union requires bipartisan participation: God grants grace through the Holy Spirit and the human will submits to Him. Deification is not fully realized until the age to come, but humans may approximate perfection in this life through the acquisition of the Holy Spirit. Saint Seraphim of Sarov said, “For the true end of the Christian life is the acquiring of the Holy Spirit.”

PROTESTANT VIEWPOINT OF BIBLICAL PASSAGES
It is clear that much of the doctrine of deification in the Orthodox faith is derived from patristic tradition. It is also clear, though, that these ideas were initially derived from the Bible. The two are symbiotic: “Since the tradition of the church fathers speaks so definitively about the matter, the biblical propriety of the doctrine of theosis is for Orthodoxy beyond debate.”
 A variety of passages are used to yield this conclusion: Exodus 34:30, Matthew 17:4, 2 Corinthians 8:9, Hebrews 4:15, John 3:8, 14:21-23, 15:4-8, 17:21-23, among others.
 The two primary passages are John 10:34 (based on Psalm 82) and 2 Peter 1:4; these two will be examined in detail here. It should be noted that John and Peter, having witnessed the events of the transfiguration on Mount Tabor, were keenly aware of how Christ’s humanity was deified and are esteemed by Orthodox theologians in the context of deification.

John 10:34 – Jesus answered them, “Is it not written in your Law, ‘I said, you are gods’?”

John tells us that Jesus was in Jerusalem for the Feast of Dedication and some Jews asked Him if He was the Christ. When He replied, “I and the Father one,” they picked up stones to kill Him. His rebuttal to them was a quote from Psalm 82. While this phrase is short, there is profound theology within. An Orthodox view points out that this passage provides “a link between Christ’s divinity and our deification.”

The specifics of this passage and the related passage in Psalm 82 are not totally clear. Even so, “the reference to some human beings as ‘gods’ is striking and it certainly invites thoughtful reflection on what this might mean.”
 Jesus’ argument can be shown as valid, but a more important secondary issue is related to the audience of the Psalm: who is being called “gods?” 

Jesus employs a common argument technique of a fortiori, or moving from lesser to greater. “If Scripture speaks of human beings who receive the Word of God as gods and sons of God, how can it be blasphemy for Jesus to speak of Himself as God’s Son?”
 The argument itself holds true: certainly it is stronger to be called a god than to be called His offspring. Jesus was simply asserting who He was by right.

The narrative about Jesus and the Jews is less relevant here than are the words He spoke. The Orthodox interpretation is focused on the words in Scripture, Psalm 82, but also on the fact that Jesus Himself uttered these words. The impetus, then, is to understand the audience in the Psalm. It appears there are (at least) four methods of interpreting this audience. 

The first possibility for the audience is that it is made up of the authorities of Israel. This viewpoint represents what is probably the most common Evangelical opinion. These legal leaders had misused their power and failed to maintain justice.
 This may be specific to the judges of Israel or a broader scope including “judges, kings, legislators and presidents.”
 It has also been mentioned that the authorities in question are not Israelite authorities, but foreign oppressors.
 
Other potential candidates for the audience are the angels or angelic powers, a view adopted by the Qumran community.
 This view is less popular than the former one. It seems that the context in which Jesus used this quote in John 10, being markedly absent of any angelic discussion, has swayed most scholars from this option.

The third option for the audience is that it is constituted by actual deities. These pagan gods are being judged by God. The gods “are all mere figments or creations of the human mind… they represent man’s hand-made idols and man’s mental images or ideologies.”
 The Psalm mimics the Canaanite mythology of the god El and his council of gods.

The fourth possibility is that the audience was made up of the people of Israel who had gathered to receive the Law at Sinai.
 This viewpoint aligns better with what the typical rabbinic consensus.
 Interestingly, the sense of the argument in John’s account “depends on the Jewish custom of understanding ‘gods’ in [Psalm] 82:6 as the people of Israel rather than diving beings.”
 

It seems best to focus the options to either the judges of Israel or the people of Israel. If the former, then care must be taken since we are still referring to mortals. The judges of Israel are still humans, after all. Calling them “gods” is perhaps more symbolic, but we still must address the terms of deification. The passage in John points out that Jesus was talking to Jews in the colonnade of Solomon. If Jesus were talking explicitly and exclusively to the Pharisees, we could perhaps infer that Jesus understood the Psalm to be referring to persons in authority. If it could be shown that Jesus was instead talking to a broader cross-section of the population, then it would follow that Jesus understood the Psalm to be also referring to a broad group, like the whole people of Israel. Looking at the context in Acts 3:11 and in Acts 5:12, we see that this portico was indeed a place for the common people, including beggars and the sick, to gather. 

Given the above, it is at least plausible that the people of Israel are referred to as gods. It is this fourth possibility that most accurately represents the Orthodox view.
 If we augment this with the New Testament doctrine of associating all believers into the fold of God’s chosen people, the result is clear: Psalm 82, strengthened by Jesus’ quoting, is now a statement of fact. “You are gods.” This most accurately represents the Jewish way of thinking: “There was, then, already in Judaism the idea that human beings can be ‘heavenly beings’ while at the same time living an earthly life.”

2 Peter 1:3-4 – His divine power has granted to us all things that pertain to life and godliness, through the knowledge of Him who called us to His own glory and excellence, by which He has granted to us His precious and very great promises, so that through them you may become partakers of the divine nature, having escaped from the corruption that is in the world because of sinful desire.
While the passage in John provides plausibility to the idea of men as divine creatures, this passage in 2 Peter is the most common, and much more important, to the idea of deification in the Orthodox faith. Lossky points out, “The words of St. Peter are explicit: partakers of the divine nature. They leave us in no doubt as to the reality of the union with God which is promised us.”
 It can be argued, however, that this passage is not the beginning of the doctrine of deification, but rather an affirmation of the filial texts of John and Paul; in other words, it affirms the biblical concept of “our participation in the divine life through Christ and in the Holy Spirit, by which we become and truly are ‘sons of God.’”
 
There is a clear agreement between Orthodoxy and Evangelicalism about the difficulty of the terminology in 2 Peter. The term “divine nature” cannot be referring to the divine essence of God. The verse “affirms what Orthodoxy adamantly rejects – that our participation is in the very nature of God.”
 What is specifically meant by “the divine nature that is shared” is answered by non-Orthodox in a variety of ways. 

One option is that this divine nature really means “imperishability.”
 Readers of the letter were encouraged to flee from corruption and consequently would be invited into the eternal kingdom of Christ (1:11). This opinion places the promise of partaking in the divine nature as eschatological. “The soul… either at the parousia or through death, attains immortality and incorruptibility, which characterize God’s nature and the heavenly realm.”
 A similar, yet distinct option for the passage positions it similar to Revelation 4-5. The participation in this case refers to humans participating in the heavenly court and in worship there.

The overwhelming Evangelical interpretation of this passage, though, seems to be related to sanctification in the present tense. The phrase “may become” does not “present merely a future possibility, but a present certainty.”
 In other words, the sharing of the divine nature is an ongoing activity happening now, and cannot be simply eschatological. “Believers are in this life partners in the very life that belongs to God.”
 Similarly, participating in the divine nature “means participation in eternal life and eternal goodness and eventually involves everlasting life and an incorruptible body; but we must remember that, strictly speaking, participation in the divine nature can have nothing to do with a resurrection body.”
 The eternal goodness above coincides with “the reception of an ethical nature like God’s, which then leads to immortality.”

The participation itself is not as neatly embraced. Some see it as a positive causal change that demonstrates “more and more of the character of God in our lives” while demonstrating “less and less of the character of the culture.”
 Others see the participation as an effect of purification on the believer’s life. “The believer escapes the corruption of sin; and Christ renews and restores the image of God in him.”
 Still others see a divinization of knowledge, as well. “Knowledge and character reciprocally related. To know God is to start becoming like God.”
 

The goal for believers, then, is to live a virtuous and godly life.
 The Western view wants to make clear that mankind will always be subject to evil or “continued fallenness this side of the grave.”
 It was shown above that the Orthodox are in accord with this idea. 

Is the passage in 2 Peter pointing towards deification, then? If we define deification as “the participation in and enjoyment of specific divine attributes and qualities, in part now and fully at Christ’s return, then the answer is – most certainly – yes.”

LESSONS OF ASSENT AND DISSENT
Miroslav Volf provides a rule in his fascinating discussion on the catholicity of Christians: “The more comprehensively a Christian’s personal makeup is determined by other Christians past and present, the more catholic that person will be.”
 Is there a singular way to faithfully proclaim Christ? Or must we look at Christianity through other eyes in addition to our own eyes before we pass judgment?
 The concept of deification is an important facet of the Orthodox faith and this study has attempted to determine the relation that doctrine has with Protestantism. 

When all parties agree that neither deification nor sanctification is, in any way, becoming equal with God, discussion about details can begin. In a broad sense, the doctrine of deification is virtually the same as the doctrine of sanctification. Both doctrines have four key components: they are bestowed by the grace of God, they are enabled by the work of Christ on earth, they are activated continually through the Holy Spirit in the present, and they come to ultimate fruition in the age to come. 

The primary difference between the two doctrines lies in the mystical qualities of deification. The idea of energies may be difficult for the Western mind to comprehend. Similarly, the monastic features of the Orthodox process are less common and perhaps difficult to understand. The processes that move towards the end of godliness are similar, as well. Both camps seek to live virtuously, participate in the Body of Christ, and abstain from sin. 

The areas of potential dissent that I have with the Orthodox faith are related to further concepts of soteriology that require further study. With regards to deification, though, I am comfortable speaking of sanctification and deification together as one concept. “Whether we prefer the term ‘sanctification’ or ‘deification,’ it is of vital importance to affirm that the ultimate meaning and goal of human existence is not only ‘to love God and to enjoy him forever,’ but to share fully in the glory of His divine life.”
 

The immediate implications of this study point towards further study in other areas of doctrine. It is clear that not all areas of doctrine may match up so nicely, but hopefully the term deification will not be a hindrance to further discussion. All of this points toward an end where fellow believers in Christ can come together for the sake of the world. There are places on earth today, like the Middle East, where the Orthodox presence greatly outnumbers the Protestant presence. It may be more effective to pursue a more ecumenical approach to evangelism there. 
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