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COUNCILS AND CREEDS 

 By David F. Wright

From the outset Christians were people who believed certain things.  The beliefs they expressed in worship and witness, especially about Jesus Christ, were fundamental to the very existence of the church.  The fourth, fifth and sixth centuries were marked by prolonged controversies, chiefly in the Eastern church.  These were about how Christ, the Son of God, was himself God (the doctrine of the Trinity), and how he was both man and God (the doctrine of the person of Christ, or Christology). Numerous councils of bishops were held. Four of them, Nicaea (325), Constantinople (381), Ephesus (431) and Chalcedon (451), came to be accepted as general or ecumenical (universal) councils, binding upon the whole church. (Some areas of Eastern Christianity rejected the decisions made at Ephesus or Chalcedon.)  Two later general councils, at Constantinople in 553 and 680- 81, dealt with similar questions, but have influenced Western Christianity much less.  Many creeds and statements of doctrine were produced, including the famous Nicene Creed and the Chalcedonian Definition, which became touchstones of orthodoxy throughout most of the Christian world.  This was an era of unparalleled importance in the formation of Christian theology.  At the same time it was an age of interference and even domination by the emperors, of colorful and abrasive personalities, and of bitter antagonism between leading bishoprics.  Technical terms without biblical origins were made key words in authoritative statements of belief.  Their use led to the Latin-speaking West and the Greek-speaking East misunderstanding and misrepresenting one another.  Even between different segments of the Greek church misunderstandings arose; these disputes contributed to major divisions in the Christian world. 

In theory the first appeal was to Scripture, but the Bible was used in curious or questionable ways.  People frequently appealed to Scripture to confirm their theology rather than to decide it.  Above all, the disputes were shot through with the feeling that unless God and Christ were truly what Christian devotion and worship claimed, and then salvation itself was endangered.  Passions ran high because the fundamentals of the Christian religion were felt to be at stake. 

Is the Son really God? 

Arius was a senior presbyter in charge of Baucalis, one of the twelve 'parishes' of Alexandria.  He was a persuasive preacher, with a following of clergy and ascetics, and even circulated his teaching in popular verse and songs. 

Around 318 he clashed with Bishop Alexander.  Arius claimed that the Father alone was really God; the Son was essentially different from his Father.  He did not possess by nature or right any of the divine qualities of immortality, sovereignty, perfect wisdom, goodness and purity.  He did not exist before he was begotten by the Father.  The Father produced him as a creature.  Yet as the creator of the rest of creation, the Son existed 'apart from time before all things'.   Nevertheless, he did not share in the being of God the Father and did not know him perfectly. 

As if to salvage something from the wreckage, Arius allowed that the Son was called 'God' by grace, and favor, and was sinless and unchangeable in practice, if not by nature.  Moreover, the Son received enough wisdom and light from the Father to enable him to reveal the Father to mankind. 

Nevertheless, by dividing of the Son from God the Father, Arius undermined Christ's standing as God's revelation, and the redeemer of mankind. 

It may be that Arius chiefly wanted to explain the incarnation without difficulties.  He undoubtedly believed that the Logos, or Son, took the place of the human soul in the earthly Christ. The Logos was united only with a human body, not with a full human nature.  It was much easier to understand how the Logos could be united with human flesh when he was lowered to the status of a perfect creature or honorary god. 

Arius' ideas parallel and contrast with Origen's teaching; they owe much to secular Greek concepts of God.  He had a sharply logical mind and appealed to biblical texts which apparently backed up his arguments--for example, John 17:3 ('the only true God'), I Timothy 6:16 ('alone possesses immortality'), Colossians 1:15 ('first-born of all creation') and Proverbs 8:22 (in the Septuagint, 'the Lord created me at the beginning of his work'). 

A council at Alexandria of Egyptian and Libyan bishops soon excommunicated Arius and a dozen other clergy, including two bishops, but the affair was not so easily settled.  Arius sought the backing of former fellow-pupils of Lucian of Antioch, an influential teacher martyred a few years earlier.  They included Eusebius, bishop of Nicomedia, the imperial headquarters on the Asian side of the Bosphorus.  Eusebius skillfully used his closeness to the court to benefit 'the Eusebians', as sympathizers of Arius came to be known.  He later moved across the Bosphorus to the see of Con- stantinople, the new capital. 

Constantine calls the Council of Nicaea 

Eusebius of Caesarea, the church historian, also rallied support for the Arians in his region, and soon found himself in deep water as a consequence.  Constantine, now Emperor of East as well as West, was dismayed to discover in 324 that his new territories were split over a 'theological trifle'.  His religious adviser, the Spanish bishop Ossius, was sent to Alexandria but failed to reconcile the parties, and Constantine Summoned a general assembly of bishops to meet at Ancyra (modern Ankara) the following year . 

The Emperor subsequently changed the venue to Nicaea, near Nicomedia. hoping to avoid a divisive result.  The Council met in the imperial palace under imperial auspices.  Constantine presided at the opening session surrounded by survivors of the Great Persecution.  He, or Ossius may also have taken the chair when the Arian question arose. 

All this underlined the change in relations between church and state.  Constantine's ambitions for a fully church-wide attendance were disappointed.  Of some two hundred and twenty bishops present, only a handful, including Ossius, were from the West.   Bishop Sylvester of Rome was represented by two presbyters.  The Council's 'universal' status depended largely on its subsequent universal acceptance. 

The Creed of Nicaea 

Much more is known of the outcome of the Council than of it proceedings.  Arius was quickly condemned by his own words.  Three bishops previously banned, including Eusebius of Caesarea, were cleared. 

To exclude Arian error, the Council produced its own creed, which we call the Creed of Nicaea to distinguish it from the Nicene Creed: 

'We believe in one God, the Father, Almighty, maker of all things visible and invisible; And in one Lord Jesus Christ, the Son of God, begotten of the Father, only-begotten, that is, from the substance (ousia) of the Father; God from God, Light from Light, Very God from Very God, begotten not made, of one substance {homoousios, consubstantial) with the Father, through whom all things were made, both in heaven and on earth; who for us men and for our salvation came down and was incarnate, was made man, suffered and rose again on the third day, ascended into heaven, and is coming to judge the living and the dead; 'And in the Holy Spirit.'  And those who say: "There was a time when he was not", and: "Before he was begotten he was not", and: "He came into being from nothing", or those who pretend that the Son of God is "of another substance (hypostasis), or essence (ousia)”  [than the Father] or "created" or "alterable" or "mutable", the catholic and apostolic church places under a curse.' 

Based on a traditional Syrian or Palestinian creed, the Creed of Nicaea became entirely distinctive because of its technical language and solemn curses (anathemas).  Apparently Arius could agree to any statemen1 using solely biblical language.  Constantine supported the introduction of the word 'consubstantial '--probably suggested by a Western bishop. 

'Consubstantial' (homoousios) had been introduced to Christian theology by Gnostics who applied it to the Son as a true offspring of the Father, but later bishops had been unhappy about its implications.  For many at Nicaea it probably implied that the Son was no less divine than the Father; that the two were equally divine, as an earthly father and son are equally human.  For the Westerners and a few Easterners, Alexander and Athanasius, his personal assistant, Eustathius of Antioch and Marcellus of Ancyra, it meant that Father and Son were one in a single Godhead. 

Both these senses ruled out Arian misconceptions.  But some bishops hesitated at the Council, and many more reacted in alarm afterwards, from fear that the Greek word homoousios split the Godhead into two as if it were a material thing.  The word was frequently used, for example, to describe two coins made from the same metal.  Its use in the Creed of Nicaea must have resulted largely from Constantine's intimidation or overawing persuasion. 

Only two bishops refused to subscribe to the Creed.  Constantine rejoiced in the God-giver concord, which events showed to be so deceptive.  Eusebius of Caesarea signed only by making tortuous evasions.  Eusebius of Nicomedia also signed, but was later exiled for entertaining the Arians en route for Illyria on the Danube frontier, where Constantine had banished them.  Genuine Arians were very few in number. 

The church's organization 

The Council of Nicaea also issued twenty 'canons' regulating various aspects of the church's life.  Because of the prestige surrounding the Council they became the core of later collections of canon law.  They dealt with the admission of members of splinter groups, restrictions on the functions of deacon: and on business activities by the clergy, the giving of the eucharis to those about to die out of communion, probation before ordination after baptism, and a ban or clergy transferring from one city to another. 

Other canons strengthened the organization of the church into provinces and recognized that the bishops of Rome, Alexandria Antioch, Caesarea and Jerusalem had superior authority.  While Rome alone is mentioned in the West, the four in the East were soon joined by Constantinople.  The pretensions of this upstart, as well as the rivalry between ancient Antioch and Alexandria rapidly aggravated the continuing conflict over doctrine. 

The Council of Nicaea set many precedents.  The Emperor called it, influenced its decision-making and used his civil power to give its decrees virtually the status of Imperial law.  The Council introduced a new kind of orthodoxy, which for the first time gave non-biblical terms critical importance.  The Creed's own form of expression was influenced by the heresy it outlawed   In the long term did the whole church recognize that Nicaea had decisively developed its understanding of the divinity of Christ? 

The reaction against Nicaea 

Nicaea was followed by more than half a century of discord and disorder in the Eastern church which at times spilled over into the West.  The 'faith of Nicaea' as the Creed was commonly called, was for most of the period out of favor with most churchmen.   Numerous other statements of belief were drawn up, some quite near to it, others a great distance from it, none containing the word homoousios.   The Eastern emperors between Constantine and Theodosius I were at best unsympathetic to Nicaea, at worse openly friendly towards Arianism. 

Athanasius, backed by the solid ranks of Egyptian churchmen and monks, remained the one unyielding champion of Nicaea in the East.  Five times exiled from Alexandria, he lived long enough to welcome the 'new Nicene' theology of the 360s and the 'Cappadocian Fathers'. 

Throughout this half-century the basic dispute about doctrine was intertwined with other complications--local factions, rivalries between the leading bishoprics, the personal failings or follies of Christian leaders, the emperors' intervention, and confusion arising from differences in language, especially as rifts opened up between the Latin and Greek churches. 

The Western church had able theologians such as Hilary of Poitiers and Ambrose of Milan but they contributed little to solving the troubles of the East.  The Western church consistently supported Nicaea and Alexandria (whose isolation in the fourth century arose partly because it expelled Origen in the third).  This did their cause little good, and much harm, in the East. 

While Constantine remained alive, no one openly dared to attack his beloved Council.  The reaction against Nicaea had to proceed indirectly, seizing the opportunities offered by the Emperor's restless quest for harmony.  The Eusebians and even Arius were brought back into favor, the leading enthusiasts for Nicaea were Sent packing. 

A Christian emperor 

After he had been cleared at Nicaea, Eusebius of Caesarea went on to develop a theology of the Christian empire and emperor.  He claimed that both empire and church were images of the kingdom of heaven.  Through both God was saving mankind.  The empire replaced anarchy by monarchy, which represents on earth the God who alone rules in heaven.  The church replaced polytheism with the worship of the one God.  In the Christian emperor the two images began to merge.  Constantine is seen as the earthly image of the Logos who had fully revealed the heavenly monarchy and kingdom.  He was especially inspired to rule by the Logos. 

Eusebius drew his ideas from Hellenistic writers on divine kingship-although the Old Testament offered similar patterns.  His thinking was taken up by Eastern Christians.  Inevitably the emperors became supreme in church as well as state.  Since Alexander the Great, the East had been used to regarding rulers as divine. 

Eusebius of Nicomedia was recalled from exile after a couple of years, and threw himself into organizing opposition to Nicaea.  Arius was likewise recalled after confusing Constantine with a statement of faith that dodged all the crucial issues.  He no longer had any influence. 

Among the supporters of Nicaea, Eustathius of Antioch was the first to be dislodged.  The reasons given ranged from insulting Constantine's mother, Helena, to exaggerated criticism of Origen. Marcellus of Ancyra was condemned directly for heresy.  He was another critic of Origen's ideas and presented a single God who expanded into three in creation and redemption and then contracted to one again.  This seemed like a form of Sabellianism, which Origen had taught Eastern churchmen to resist with unparalleled intensity.  Marcellus' appeal to 1 Corinthians 15: 24-28 (the Son at the end hands the kingdom over to the Father, and is made subordinate to him, So that God is all in all) led eventually to the inclusion in the Nicene Creed of the words 'whose kingdom shall have no end'. 

Athanasius annoyed Constantine by refusing to rejoice when Arians were reconciled.  The Eusebians plotted to depose him in 335 at Tyre, where the bishops assembled before celebrating the thirtieth anniversary of Constantine’s reign with a dedication of his Church of the Holy Sepulchre at Jerusalem.  Athanasius was charged with conduct unbecoming a bishop, including violent treatment of dissident clergy.  The charges had some substance.  When Athanasius fled to Constantine himself, his enemies accused him of threatening to cut off vital grain supplies for Constantinople by calling a dock strike in Alexandria.  Constantine banished him to Trier in Gaul – banishment had become customary for those the church condemned.

When Constantine died, baptized by Eusebius of Nicodemia and praised by Eusebius of Caesarea, the Creed of Nicaea remained officially in force.  Until the end Constantine had worked for peace in the church.  His son, Constanius, Emperor of the East until 361, and of the West also after Constans’ death in 350, followed the same policy.  The only difference was that his quest for unity did without the settlement of Nicaea.

