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The Council of Nicea

We are at lesson 12, “As it was in the Beginnihg: €ouncil of Nicea.” | want to begin before we @dav
the prayer by reading a little bit from an artiflem the magazineSports lllustratedThis is an article
about the Olympics. It says this: “In Los Angele<s D84 it became evident that the games had a
remarkable resilience. The once bitter battle grefessionalism now seems as archaic and irreleasant
the Christian church’s once virulent debate overAhian heresy.” That iSports lllustrateda very
popular magazine in the United States. If you hasefound a good reason to take church history,
perhaps | should suggest that you study churcbryist understan&ports lllustratedAnd actually, to
correctSports lllustrategdbecause the statement that the debate over the Beresy is archaic and
irrelevant, certainly is not true. In 1977 a boakne out calledhe Myth of God Incarnat@ublished by
seven English theologians. Six of these were mesniifethe Church of England in which the old Arian
heresy was brought up again and affirmed by thes#enm Protestant theologians.

The prayer we are going to pray is a very famibae. Let me just read it and comment about it, and
then we will pray it. “Glory be to the Father, aadthe Son, and to the Holy Spirit, as it was ia th
beginning, is now, and ever shall be, world withend. Amen.” Let us be sure we understand what we
will pray in a moment. “As it was in the beginnihghat does that “it” refer to? As what was in the
beginning? “As it was in the beginning,” what danhink that means? It refers to the doctrine ef th
Trinity—as the Trinity was in the beginning. Fath8on, and Holy Spirit were always there—"in the
beginning,” that means “always.” And it ends wille {phrase that is curious to us, “world without.end
That does not mean that the world will not end. fWfevithout end” simply means, “forever and ever.”
This is the earliest liturgical prayer we havesatmes from the second century. These early Christia
were affirming their faith in doctrine of the Trigj that God existed as Trinity in eternity pasd avill
continue as Trinity forever. Well, with those comteelet us pray this prayer, remembering that we jo
with millions of Christians who have prayed thiswper throughout church history, from the time & th
second century. Let us pray.

“Glory be to the Father, and to the Son, and to ltt@y Spirit, as it was in the beginning, is nowgda
ever shall be, world without end. Amen.”

As we come into the fourth and fifth centuries we @ntering a time of great development in Christia
theology. The church councils began, and certapomant issues of church doctrine were studied,
debated, argued about, fought over, and finallffexktn the history of the church. The first of tipeat
councils we will study today. It took place in thear 325 AD, certainly one of the great dates urch
history. It is in everyone’s list of the 100 mostportant dates, and it probably should be amongpoihe
10 or so of the most important dates in churchohystThis is the time of the Council of Nicea. lasv
that council and several successive councils thratdlated and set forth the doctrine of the Trinity
the middle of the fifth century in the year 451 ARwether very important date—the Council of Nicea
was the definitive statement on the church’s urtdasng of the two natures of Christ. So between 32
and 451 AD much theological thought took place smthe important events happened that help us
understand how the church formulated these crdoetrines. Certainly we have to be clear on the
doctrine of who God is, and the church got to wamkthis in the fourth and fifth centuries.

Today we will talk about the doctrine of the Trindand particularly the deity of Christ. The eaties
Christians held that there was one God. They weneatheists like the Jews. But unlike the Jews, they
held that Jesus was God. And apparently they waeeta believe both that there was only one God and
that Jesus was God without knowing quite how taespthat. We know that faith in the deity of Chris
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came very, very early. In fact, it dates back ®New Testament and continues right from the tifne o
the New Testament. One scholar has said, “The déiBhrist is professed in the oldest surviving
Christian sermon, in the oldest surviving reporthef death of a Christian martyr, in the oldesvisimg
pagan report of a church service, and in the okl@sitiving liturgical prayer'—the Gloria Patri, wdh
we prayed a few moments ago as we opened the Slagsom the very beginning we have good
evidence that Christian people believed in theyd#itChrist and believed in the doctrine of thentis.
As another scholar has put it, “Christians liveditarianly before the evolution of Nicene orthogidx
Before 325 AD, when certain words were used tdas#t what the church considered orthodox
teaching about the Trinity, long before that ped@beved in the Trinity and worshiped the Fatlilee,
Son, and the Holy Spirit. But | think it is trueattas we look at the earliest of the church fathbey
appeared more as witnesses to this faith tharpirgrs striving to understand it. They just acedjit,
preached it, and lived it. They did not try to eadplit. But eventually, in the history of the chiayc
people wanted to understand it more. | think, aswilesee, most people realized it was impossible t
understand it in any full and significant senset &ueast the church could make an effort to espthe
Trinity in words people could agree on.

The earliest efforts to explain it, to understana/desus is related to the Father, led in two affe
directions. One could be called subordinationisobdgdinationism shows God, who is the Father, and
somehow closely related to Him but under Him isi§thand under Him again is the Holy Spirit. You
can see from the word “subordinationism” how thaieept works itself out. There has to be someone at
the top, and that is God. And then subordinatedd tBe Father is the Son and then the Holy Sgirit i
subordinate to the Son. Well that particular cotioapof the Trinity preserved the diversity. You
certainly have a three-ness there. But you caimseediately that it denies the equality and theyaf

the Trinity. And even though some Christians betgathink in these terms, others felt that this was
quite wrong and went to what we would call the apfmextreme, sometimes called monarchianism, or
in one particular form, modalism. Monarchianisndgtiere was one God, but that one God has
appeared in different modes of being. When He appesathe Father we call Him the Father. When He
appears as the Son that is the name we give th&odeAnd when He appears as the Holy Spirit we
call Him the Holy Spirit. So there is only one Gdthat certainly preserves the oneness. That is thieat
word “monarchianism” means—there is just one Gogdrdserves the equality and the unity of the
Trinity. But there is no real diversity here. Thase just different names for the same person.

We see the church struggling with this, and wesanpathize with them. We have the whole
inheritance of church history helping us formuldie way we express the Trinity, but people were at
this time just beginning to try to put it togetheisome sort of way; it is no wonder they struggheth

it. Tertullian, who is important for so many thinggas also very important in this discussion beeaus
prior to the Council of Nicea he was almost cettaihe theologian who did the most to create wdys o
thinking and expressing (through his own words3 ttancept. We think Tertullian actually invented th
word “trinity.” He also came up with the words “st@nce” and “person.” The Greeks would have other
words, and that created some trouble between tbedhd the West because it was hard to know exactly
how to translate the words. How the Greek wardsid related to the Latin wordsubstantia was a
difficulty as the theologians on both sides of lihguistic divide wrestled with the topic of docta of

the Trinity. Well, any word would be a problem. Atibse words were certainly problems. “Substance”
could be misused; “person” could be misused as Bealithe church began to take hold of these words
and put its own meaning into them. So we reallydrteeknow the theological meaning of “substance,”
not just what it says to us in English but howt¢harch meant for it to be understood. So Tertuli&an

an important landmark and help on the way. Butréak concentration on this document came with the
challenge of Arianism. A debate took place in thg af Alexandria, a very important Christian cente
with many Christians in the early third century eldebate was on how to express the doctrine osChri
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Who really is Christ? This question began to bei$ed on in a very heated debate. The bishop was an
older man whose name was Alexander. He began ite&chings to say things like this: “Always God,
always the Son.” That certainly implied the equyeadihd eternity of God and Christ. Or Bishop
Alexander would say, “At the same time the Fathethe same time the Son.” So he used expressions
that pointed to full equality.

But there was a very brilliant and perhaps ambg&igounger man, a presbyter in Alexandria whose
name was Arius. And he very much objected to tkatbse he felt that “there is only one God. If you
start talking like this, you will end up with tw@ds.” So Arius began to say things like this in his
sermons and writings: “If God and Christ were edhah Christ should be called God’s brother, not
God’s Son.” People puzzled about that. They weegihg now something different from this presbyter
than they were hearing from the bishop. And Arilse areated the very famous saying, “There was a
time when He was not.” “There was a time when tbe &id not exist.” So in his view, Christ became
what we could call a third thing. He is neither Gumt is He man, but something in between. There is
God and there is the Son and there is the reseation. So rather than having two things you heave
tertium quid a third thing—neither god nor man. The Arian Ghras J. C. Wan puts it, “was an
incarnation of what is not God in what is not man.”

This was a rather popular view, though, becauskedarGreek world at that time, particularly in
Alexandria where all the Gnostic influence was,gedelieved in all kinds of half-gods. The Gnostic
had a whole series of descending deities betweetrik god and matter. So the idea of a half-god, a
demigod, something between god and man, was vemyl@oand understandable. Pretty soon this
debate became very intense. The debate was coddactording to one historian, with the violence of
a political convention. Some of the church fatHies Gregory of Nissa talk about how people gobint
this. This was the most heated issue of the dagg@y said, “Everyone entered into it. Men who toet
transact business neglected their bargaining kahalology. If one said to the baker, ‘How muclhat
loaf of bread?’ the baker would answer, ‘The Sosuisordinate to the Father.” If one sent a sergant
an errand he would reply, ‘The Son arose out dfingt’™ Arius helped to contribute to the intensaiy
the debate because he put his views forth in \ardeset them to popular tunes that were sung around
the town, in the bars and elsewhere. They were andgvhistled in the streets, and pretty soon the
songs were punctuated by fights. Fists and clulve weed to win this theological debate. One of £riu
songs went like this: “Arius of Alexandria, | anettalk of all the town. Friend of saints, elechegven,
filled with learning and renown. If you want thegosdoctrine, | can serve it steaming hot. God begat
Him and before He was begotten He was not.” Arias wot particularly humble about it all. Well, that
came to be a rather popular song.

This situation could not continue. It was the oamador the church to call what we know as thetfirs
ecumenical council. “Ecumenical” of course simplgans “the whole church.” There were
representatives from all over the Christian wofldey came to the town of Nicea in Asia Minor.
Constantine was the emperor, and he was very coedebout this theological problem. He decided he
had to do something about it, like presidents aadérs today are concerned about worldwide finlncia
troubles so that people are trying to figure ouatsio do. Well, the big issue at that time was not
financial but theological. Constantine called tbercil, which was attended, according to traditioyn,
318 church fathers. That probably is not an aceunatnber. We think it really comes from Genesis
14:14 and the fact that Abraham had 318 servant§orSsome reason the council was supposed to have
318 members, but several hundred people were dmetenaybe more. Out of the council came the
Nicene Creed. Despite the situation and the worddlé and all the things that were mixed up in this
council, these people, according to Sabatier, i@rerageous priests and pastors.” They were really
concerned about the truth, and they attemptedttatghe heart of the matter so that they mighrese
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in some clear words what the church believed atiwutleity of Christ. The Nicene Creed is very
famous in church history, adopted by all partshef Christian church. It really sets forth in expaehd
language that Jesus Christ is truly and fully Gbgou summarized the Nicene Creed in just a few
words, that would be it, that Jesus Christ is tang fully God.

Let me just comment on this section of the creéefrriag to Jesus: “begotten, not made, of one
substance with the Father.” “Substance” thereasGheek worchomoousiosWhat that means is to say
that Christ ishomoousiosvith the Father, of one substance with the Fatireone essence with the
Father—however that word is to be translated imglih. Of course, that is a non-Scriptural worce W
do not find that word in the Bible, describing ta the relationship between the Father and the Ban.
these church fathers thought it was necessaryetiea non-Scriptural word to control people’s
understanding of Scriptural language. In other w&ptide church fathers believed thamoousioseven
though it is not found in the Bible, taught whatsaa the Bible.

It was important to have one word like this tha &rians could not misinterpret. If you said Chuigts
homoousiosvith the Father, you could not be an Arian. TheaAs really could not accept that. They
had various ways of pointing to their Bible text&lanisunderstanding what others were saying. But
homoousiosvas the word that was chosen to separate the $\namo did not believe in the full and
complete deity of Christ, from everyone else. Th@ais had constantly said, of course, that if the S
begotten, that means He came into existence at pome So there was a time when He was not. But
the Nicene fathers looked at it this way in thisitaus statement, which does not really explain the
mystery, rather it simply states it: “Christ wagbten, not made.” We know He was begotten because
that is what the Bible says, but He was not madauree the Bible says He was not made. Thus the
church began to express its faith this way. Jabessecond person of the Trinity, the Son, was tego
but not made. When we say that the second perssib@gotten we do not mean that there was a time
when He was not. Now, what does that mean, than? ot sure that theologians have ever really
explained what that means. Gregory of Naziansase,lived just a little after this time, put it thigay,

“The begetting of God must be honored by silencis. & great thing for you to learn that He was
begotten. But the manner of His generation we natladmit that even angels can conceive, much less
you.” You accept it. Christ was begotten not madeere is no real way to probe further into that
mystery, according to the church fathers of thiseti

Now | want to talk about Athanasius. | both needrid want to talk about Athanasius because he was a
great hero of the early church. He was a young maeyy small man with dark skin. People called him
the “black dwarf.” He lived in Alexandria. He wassj 25 years old at the time of the Council of Mice

so he did not play a major role there except bethiedscenes as assistant to the bishop. Laterdaariae
bishop of Alexandria himself when the bishop die®@28 AD. It was Athanasius who saw this
controversy through from beginning to end. The @iwf Nicea did not end the controversy. There

was much debate after that; it looked like the Asiavere still going to win. Athanasius stood for

Nicene orthodoxy during this whole period. This mehat he was exiled in Egypt from his church and
home on five different occasions when his opponseéned to be winning the battle and he had to flee
for his life.

There is a famous story that on one of these caeasie was on a boat in the Nile River, tryingeb g
away. Enemies came up in a boat and, not recogniem, asked, “Where is Athanasius?” Athanasius
himself replied, “Not far away,” which was true. €jurse they did not understand what he really thean
so they took off up the river to try to catch hifilme expression, Athanasiaentra munduribecame
almost a proverb in church history from this tinme meaning “Athanasius against the world.” The
whole world might go the other way but he was gagginst the world.
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The name of Athanasius has come up before in feesens. Let me sum up briefly Athansius’ three
great contributions to the early church. They hred important ones. The first is the closing ef th
canon of Scripture. He was the first to give tisé dif the books that we have in our New Testamedt a
only those books. The second is the promotion afasticism. That has some bad parts as we have
already said, but also some good parts. Athanagioie The Life of Antonythe famous Egyptian monk.
That book was an influence in the conversion of #gime. Most important of all is his third
contribution, the doctrine of the full deity of G$tr His little bookOn the Incarnation of the Woiid
certainly one of the great books in church histamgl one of the great books on this topic. It ipiirsg
and helpful to read it, even today. So in the afh of Nicea we have Athanasitentra mundum

After Nicea a compromise was suggested. Thatéschiurch settled on another wohdrmoiousios
which means “of similar substance.” You can see tievArians would like that better than
homoousioswhich is “of the same substance.” Thus the debatewas raging between those who held
to homoiousiosand those who held ttomoousiosSome who held tbomoiousiosvere fairly orthodox.
They felt that it could have an orthodox meaningt Bthanasius said no, it was too slippery. To say
Christ the Son is similar to the Father is notap €hrist the Son is equal to the Father. Athasasiu
insisted the church not abandoomoousiosThe skeptical historian Gibbon made a lot of d@ithis.
After all, the only difference here is a diphtho®g. Gibbon said, “Imagine the whole world torn apar
because of a diphthong, people fighting over otterlé To him it was stupid. But of course, as
Warfield put it, “The whole doctrine of the Trinitg unity and of the proper deity of Christ resides
thatiota.” One letter can be extremely important becausatwiat one letter said is that “Jesus is fully
God.” If you took it out it would say, “Jesus isnsething like God.”

The Arians had the support of the government, velttialie Arian solution was the better one. Nowrafte
the time of Constantine there was the problem afahand state coming too close together becaese th
state could tell the church what to say and doaBse of that support the Arians seemed to be wgnnin
Jerome, who was now in his monastery in Palestnate the famous sentence, “The whole world
groaned in amazement at finding itself Arian.” Wéllat was not quite true. Athanasius was stillaali

and fighting for Christian orthodoxy along with et. By the time of Athanasius’ death in 373 AD the
tide had turned again. Arianism was on the dedim@&was again condemned at the second ecumenical
council, the Council of Constantinople, in 381 A&though, strangely in the history we will study

later, very active missionaries had already gortémavangelize the barbarians up in the north twiea
call Europe. These missionaries went out duringhenalay of the Arian movement, so they were
Arians. The Arian theology declined and passed awittyin the Roman Empire, but these newly
evangelized barbarians outside the Roman Empire Aeans. And in the next century they poured into
the empire and brought Arianism back. Thus thetfigid to resume. But during the lifetime of
Athanasius, at least within the empire, Niceneatixy became the teaching of the church. Arianism
began to die out except among the barbarians indhé. It came back in when they invaded and then
began to die out again. But it is not altogetherggaf course. We can find Arianism even in the erod
world in cults like Jehovah’s Witnesses and, unioately, among liberal Protestant theologians thiee
people who wrotd he Myth of God Incarnate.

It has been asked, was the ecumenical councithesitVestern church? No, it was Eastern and Western.
At this time we really cannot speak of an Eastemih@lox Church yet. Fairly soon after there came
tensions that began to pull the East and the Waest,abut the break really did not come until th¢hl
century. Another question is was the council limhite the Roman Empire? It was pretty much so,
though we think there were representatives froncthach further east in Asia. At least a few cawe.
know there were representative from as far weSpasn. So it covered the Roman Empire and a few
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people beyond. It really was a church council aoidanRoman Empire church council. But it was
largely people from the Roman Empire.

It has also been asked, how did Athanasius’ ekil&gyypt impact his theology and views? He really
stayed the same all the way through it. You se@m@awho is convinced—his opponents would say
stubborn. But he was convinced, and it really dittmatter what happened to him. He was chased out
of town, but he still held tbomoousiosWhen he came back he started preaching it agéierever he
was he stayed the same. | think he is a real HeteedChristian faith because without Athanasiugivh
would have happened—Iooking at it from the stanapof history and not God’s sovereignty for a
moment—was the emperors would have compromiseywieee for compromise. | do not think the
emperors cared which way it was solved as lon¢)\@as solved. The issue created many problems for
them. But Athanasius would not compromise.

Another question is how did Constantine react éogttlement of the Council of Nicea? He seems to
have accepted it. But he almost immediately chamggedchind because the opponents of Nicea got to
him and seemed to have more influence. Constam#aisenot a great theologian by any means. So |
guess it may have seemed simpler to him to sayy‘Yave God, and you have this Son of God.” But to
have one God where the Father and the Son areGmathhe could not understand that. We cannot
either, but he just felt maybe themooisiosolution was the sensible one. He waffled onmaobut
generally he was against Athanasius on the otderdfithe issue.

It has been asked, what was the term “Patripassigii This was a term created by Tertullian as d kin
of nickname for modalism or monarchianism. Patspagsm means “Father suffered.” If you just have
one God who appeared in different guises, then v@teist was on the cross it was the Father who
suffered there. The opponents of this view ofteimigal to the baptism of Jesus where you have the
voice of God, the symbol of the Holy Spirit, ane tBon. There were three, not one, and right at the
same time.

It has also been asked whether it is correct testademonogeneign John as “only Son” rather than

“only begotten Son.” | think that is correct. Theerh there means that Jesus is the only Son God has;
there is no other. But we still have the Old Testatmeferences in the Psalms that say, “This have |
begotten you.” So the begotten language, even thiugay not have come from both John and Psalms,
is definitely there in Psalms. And in Psalms itsloet have the same meaning as the Greek word
monogeneisSo this is a biblical idea, particularly in th&dd estament language. What this really
served to do in the history of the church is totbey “The Father is not the Son.” That is reallyau

are saying when you say that the Son is begottémedfon. You are saying, “They are not the same.
The Son is not the Father and the Father is ndbtime They are equal but not the same.” It is advor
imply the distinction. We need words to emphadieeunity and equality in the Trinity, but we also

need words to explain the distinction without leadus to go too far and view it as different. SiwInot

try to understand “begotten” in any way excepteaghing us that there is distinction in the Trinitire
word the church will adopt for the Holy Spirit iproceeding,” “proceeding from the Father.” Whatttha
word means is that the Holy Spirit is not the Fatiibe Western Church adds, “and from the Son,” and
the Eastern Church gets very upset about that. Wileeget to the division between the East and the
West we will see that the “and the Son” additionh® Nicene Creed and Constantinople Creed was one
of the sticking points, and still is between thetznd the West.

“The grass withers and the flowers fade, but thedvad our God will stand forever” (Isaiah 40:8).
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