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FORMATIVE CHRISTIANITY’S CHRISTOLOGICAL COMBATS 
This Chapter and the following Chapter, Formative Christianity’s Soteriological Combats, constitute 

a pair, inasmuch as Christology and Soteriology form an unbreakable bond. These two Chapters set 

the scene for Christianity’s following 1000 years until the revolution introduced by Bishop Anselm, 

who is the subject of the Chapter after this pair of Chapters. – DM. 

 

 “Christology” does not signify just any sort of inquiry or reflection which has Jesus as its 

object. It refers quite specifically to inquiry and reflection that are concerned with Jesus in 

his messianic character. 

In other words, Christology asks what is presupposed and implied by the fact that Jesus is 

the elect “Son of God,” the one through whose life, death, and resurrection God has acted 

to realize his purpose for humanity; and this fact imposes, from the beginning, a certain 

logic on Christology. 

To understand or evaluate Jesus christologically means, on the one hand, to ask about his 

relation to God and, on the other, to seek a way of expressing his representative character as 

a human being—his status as the one in whom humanity’s common destiny is both 

summed up and determined. (Christological Controversy, page 2. Bold added for 

emphasis) 

 

THE DIDACHE: PRIMITIVE CHRISTIANITY 

A picture of the life and organization of an early Judaeo-Christian church 

The Didache paints a detailed and colourful canvas of the life and organization of an early Judaeo-

Christian church, arguably the last such picture produced by a Jewish author and almost certainly the 

only one free of the all-pervading influence of Paul and John in later writings.1 

------ 

Written in Syria about ten years before the New Testament gospels of Matthew and Luke, this 

writing, known as the Didache (Greek for “teaching”), opens with a succinct summary of God’s law, 

along with a negative version of the so-called golden rule: “The Way of Life is this: First, you shall 

love the God who made you, and your neighbor as yourself; and whatever you do not want to have 

done to you, do not do to another.” The Didache quotes other sayings that Matthew and Luke, writing 

perhaps about ten years later, will also attribute to Jesus: 

Bless those who curse you; pray for your enemies . . . love those who hate you. . . . If 

anyone smites you on the right cheek, turn to him the other also. . . . Give to everyone 

who asks you, and do not refuse2 

------ 

The work possibly precedes the definitive redaction of the Synoptic Gospels as the Didache’s quotes 

from the teaching of Jesus are not strictly identical with the transmitted form of Matthew and Luke, 

and consequently may reflect a more primitive version of these texts. Also, and very significantly, 

apart from the passage concerning idol food, nothing echoes the letters of Paul. We have every reason 

to think that the Didache envisages a rather primitive and rudimentary form of Jewish-Christianity.3 
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Jesus is never identified as God nor is “Christ” mentioned on its own nor stressed 

Jesus is never identified as God. The divine name ‘Father’ or ‘our Father’ also figures ten times, but 

God is never designated specifically the Father of Jesus. There is no equivocation with the title 

‘Lord’. It is encountered twenty times, always relating to Jesus, never to the heavenly Father. 

Still with the focus on the vocabulary, in the whole sixteen chapters of the Didache, containing 

roughly 2,000 words, the title ‘Christ’ is nowhere mentioned on its own, nor is the messiahship of 

Jesus anywhere stressed.4 

The Didache avoids the use of “Son” or “Son of God” in relation to Jesus 

It must also be underlined that the Didache completely avoids the use of ‘Son’ or ‘Son of God’ in 

relation to Jesus. The idiom ‘Son of God’ … is found only once, where it is the self-designation of the 

Antichrist, the ‘seducer of the world’ (Did. 16.4).5 

The Jesus of the Didache is essentially “the Servant of God” 

The most striking aspect of the Didache’s rudimentary Christology is the use of the epithet ‘your 

Servant’, which accompanies the name of Jesus four times. … 

The Jesus of the Didache is essentially the Servant of God, the great eschatological teacher who is 

expected to reappear soon to gather together and transfer the dispersed members of his church to the 

Kingdom of God.6 

THE EPISTLE OF BARNABAS 

Barnabas is dated between 70 and 132 CE 

The contents of the Epistle of Barnabas point to a pseudonymous Greek-speaking Gentile Christian 

author. The work incontestably belongs to the post-AD 70 period as it mentions the destruction of the 

Temple of Jerusalem by the enemies of the Jews, the Romans (Barn. 16.4). On the other hand, as no 

reference is made to the rebuilding of Jerusalem as the pagan city of Aelia Capitolina by Hadrian, or 

to the suppression of the second Jewish revolt against Rome under the leadership of Simeon ben 

Kosiba or Bar Kokhba, it must antedate AD 132-5.7 

------ 

Barnabas, most likely written under Pauline/Johannine influence for Gentile Christians in the third 

decade of the second century AD (c. 120-35).8 

In contrast to The Didache, Barnabas has a considerable degree of doctrinal 
development concerning Jesus 

Measured against the Didache, in which Jesus is defined as God’s ‘Servant’, the epistle attests a 

considerable degree of doctrinal development and reaches Pauline, and once even Johannine heights. 

The title ‘Lord’ (Kyrios) is applied both to God and to Jesus.9 

The meandering path of Christology 

Contrary to the Judaeo-Christian Didache, Barnabas is permeated by Pauline thought, and combining 

it with a dose of John’s mystical vision, he constructs for his readers a Saviour image in which Jesus 

is God in all but in name. We are not to wait for too long to cross this major hurdle along the 

meandering path of Christology.10 
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The earliest Christian Christological applications of “Son of Man” and “Son of God” 

The terms ‘Son’ or ‘Son of God’, which figure no less than twelve times, are more significant. In the 

singular, the title ‘Son of God’ indicates not simply a holy man especially close to God, but a person 

of a higher order. … 

The Epistle of Barnabas and the letter of Ignatius of Antioch To the Ephesians (20.2) are the earliest 

Christian witnesses contrasting the two expressions, ‘Son of Man’ and ‘Son of God’ in a 

Christological context. … 

The superhuman understanding of ‘Son of God’ is further strengthened by the writer’s assertion that 

‘the Son’ was not only above the human category, but he was also pre-existent since eternity and was 

active already before the creation. … 

But he goes even further in implicitly asserting Christ’s strictly divine character by explaining that the 

reason for the incarnation of the eternal Son of God was that without the concealment of his true self 

under a human body, people would not have been able to look at him and survive (Barn. 5.9-10). The 

argument is tacitly, but unquestionably, based on Exodus 33:20.11 

Jesus’ human body is seen as a deliberate and benevolent disguise of his underlying 
divine character 

[Barnabas] recognizes in Jesus the eschatological Son of God, who existed before his appearance on 

earth. While he is not expressly portrayed as God, his human body is seen as a deliberate and 

benevolent disguise of his underlying divine character.12 

Doctrinal evolution from here on is exclusively Gentile-Christian 

The parting of the ways between the Jewish and the non-Jewish followers of Jesus is obvious already 

at this early stage of doctrinal development, and … doctrinal evolution will from now on continue 

exclusively on the Gentile-Christian line.13 

FIRST EPISTLE OF CLEMENT (C. 95/96) 

1 Clement is a step forward compared to the Didache 

Regarding Christology or the theological image of Jesus in vogue in the early church, Clement 

marked a step forward compared to the Didache, where Jesus was simply ‘the Servant’ (pais) of 

God.14 

Jesus is designated as ‘Son of God’ and other titles 

In general, Jesus is designated in the Clementine terminology as ‘Son of God’, but he is also called 

‘the benefactor of our souls’, and ‘the High Priest’, as he was in the Epistle to the Hebrews.15 

The Lord Jesus Christ is the descendant of Jacob and the Son of the Father God 

The First Epistle of Clement, a product of the Roman church at the end of the first century, tells us 

that “according to the flesh” the Lord Jesus Christ is the descendant of Jacob (1 Clement 32.2); but he 

is also the Son of the Father God and the “radiance of his majesty,” so that he can confer on people 

knowledge of the ultimate light (1 Clement 36; cf. 59.1).16 

Jesus is separate from and inferior to God 

1 Clement’s Christological vocabulary resembles the Pauline and deutero-Pauline phraseology. Jesus 

is definitely distinguished from God and is inferior to him. God as ‘Master’ speaks about his ‘Son’ of 

not quite the same status.17 
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------ 

In the portrayal of Jesus, Clement goes beyond the Didache, but does not quite reach the level of the 

Epistle of Barnabas. On the whole, it continues roughly the Pauline theological speculation with Jesus 

being considered as Son of God without any further specification.18 

2 CLEMENT 

The implicit high Christology of 2 Clement 

The most important contribution of 2 Clement to the evolution of Christian thought is its implicit high 

Christology. … It bursts into the open in the very first sentence of the work: ‘Brothers, we must think 

about Jesus Christ as we think about God’ (2 Clem. 1.1).19 

------ 

It would seem, therefore, that the trend towards the formal deification of Jesus was gaining 

momentum among the Greek Christians of Asia Minor and Syria early in the second century AD. 

However, no trinitarian allusion can be found anywhere in 2 Clement.20 

DOCETISTS, GNOSTICS, AND PLATONIC PHILOSOPHERS 

Docetists said that Jesus’ flesh was a mere “appearance” 

Other second-century thinkers … openly argued that it is inconceivable for a being who properly 

belongs to the realm of the divine to take ordinary human flesh. These thinkers, called “Docetists” 

because they described Jesus’ flesh as mere “appearance,” believed that there is an absolute 

contrariety between God and the material order.21 

Docetism rejected the possibility of a spiritual God manifesting in a material body 

Docetism objected, curiously for the modern mind, not to the divinity of Christ, but to the concrete 

fleshly reality of the ‘Incarnation’. … These first Christian thinkers rejected the possibility of the 

existence of a spiritual God revealing himself in a material body. These Docetists … were especially 

hostile to the idea of the suffering and death of the Son of God. … 

They refused to participate in the eucharistic meal on account of their rejection of the idea that it 

signified Jesus Christ’s suffering for human sins in the flesh. We witness here the emergence of the 

Gnostic troubles that were to plunge the church into a long-lasting crisis during the second and third 

centuries.22 

An incarnate God would be an unthinkable mingling of supreme Spirit and inferior, 
degrading matter 

For the Docetists, Gnostics and Platonic philosophers of the type of Marcion [85-160] and Valentinus 

[100-160], an incarnate God, a divine being who was also a man, implied an unacceptable, not to say 

unthinkable mingling of the supreme Spirit with the inferior and degrading matter.23 

Gnosticism posed the chief threat to orthodox Christian belief 

By the time of Irenaeus, the chief threat to orthodox Christian belief arose from a more sophisticated 

Gnosticism propagated by the Egyptian Valentinus and the Asiatic Marcion, both active in Rome 

from the middle of the second century.24 
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An inferior Demiurge was the Creator 

The essence of [Gnosticism] doctrine lies in dualism, with a supreme spiritual Deity facing an inferior 

Creator or Demiurge responsible for the making of the material world, the opposite of the world of 

spiritual realities.25 

Marcion of Pontus argued that the flesh of Jesus was an illusion 

Marcion of Pontus argued that the flesh of Jesus was phantasmal26. None of these thinkers wanted to 

deny the presence for human beings of the revealer of the ultimate God, but they did want to deny that 

he could ever have been an actual part of the spatial and temporal order.27 

Marcion rejected the Old Testament God 

Behind this view there lay a repudiation of the Old Testament God—the God who, according to 

Genesis, was responsible for the present, intolerable order of things. …  

Not only did Marcion and certain Gnostic teachers repudiate the Jewish Scriptures, but they also 

denied that the true God had been active or revealed in any moment of the history of Moses and the 

prophets. … 

Marcion and the Gnostic movement raised the question of whether the whole idea of incarnation 

might not be a contradiction in terms, that perhaps “flesh” is precisely the evil with which God can 

have nothing to do.28 

------ 

[Marcion] turned his back on the Judaism of the Old Testament and its angry God, and opted for the 

wholly different loving deity revealed by Jesus.29 

MONARCHIANISTS, SABELLIANS AND PATRIPASSIANS 

A range of alternate views existed among other followers 

The champions of ‘Monarchianism’ — monarchy signifying a single ruler — maintained that the 

divinity of Jesus was nothing real, but a shadow cast over his human personality by divine power. 

The heresy called ‘Sabellianism’, named after the third-century Roman, or possibly Libyan, 

theologian Sabellius, professed that the Father, Son and Holy Spirit simply represented three different 

aspects of the one and the same God. 

The Patripassians’, a branch of Sabellianism, held that when it came to suffering, God the Son was 

just another name for God the Father.30 

Sabellius argued that Jesus was simply a temporary manifestation of God 

Sabellius, who had taught in Rome, had argued that Jesus appeared on earth simply as a temporary 

manifestation of God.31 

 

                                                      
25

 Christian Beginnings, page 194 
26

 PHANTASMAL: unreal; illusory; spectral. (http://www.dictionary.com/browse/phantasmal accessed 13 April 

2017) 
27

 Christological Controversy, pages 6, 7 
28

 Christological Controversy, pages 6, 7 
29

 Christian Beginnings, page 195 
30

 Christian Beginnings, page 226 
31

 AD 381, page 55 

http://www.dictionary.com/browse/phantasmal


Formative Christianity’s Christological combats 

6 

 

 



Formative Christianity’s Christological combats 

7 

IGNATIUS OF ANTIOCH (C 35- C. 108) 

Ignatius defended his religion against the Jews and Docetism 

Ignatius … defended his religion against ‘Judaism’, understood in a special sense, and against 

Docetism.32 

------ 

The most detailed treatment of the life of the Son of God is given [by Ignatius] in the Letter to the 

Smyrneans, where the reality of Jesus’ suffering is emphatically stated: ‘He truly suffered … not as 

some unbelievers say … only in appearance’. He was not a ‘bodiless spirit’, but ate and drank and 

could be touched even after his resurrection.33 

Ignatius was the first to declare the divinity of Christ 

The letters of [Ignatius] the bishop of Antioch were the first to declare the divinity of Jesus not just 

once but more than a dozen times, in plain words as well as in images. He spoke of Jesus as ‘our 

God’, ‘our God Jesus Christ’, ‘the God that is Jesus Christ’, ‘the only Son’ who is ‘our God’. … Jesus 

Christ was for Ignatius the manifestation of God.34 

For Ignatius, Jesus Christ was in the presence of the Father before the ages 

For Ignatius, Jesus Christ is God’s “Word proceeding from silence” (Magnesians 8.2). … Jesus Christ 

“was in the presence of the Father before the ages and appeared at the end” (Magn. 7.1) or in the 

assertion, “There is one physician, fleshly and spiritual, generate and ungenerate, God in a human 

being, true life in death, both from Mary and from God, first subject to suffering and then incapable of 

suffering, Jesus Christ our Lord” (Ephesians 7.2).35 

Clement, Ignatius, and Hermas provided a starting point for later patristic Christology 

The thought of Clement, Ignatius, and Hermas [see below] moves along the same basic lines as that of 

the New Testament writers. It accounts for Jesus and the salvation which he brings by speaking of the 

incarnation of one who is God’s proper self-expression, God’s Son. There results a portrayal of Jesus 

as having a dual character—as embodying in himself the unity of two ways of being, spiritual and 

fleshly, divine and human. This picture establishes the starting point, provides the essential paradigm, 

and, above all, dictates an agenda for later patristic Christology.36 

But it took another 200 years for the church to work out a systematic definition 

Ignatius of Antioch testifies to a number of highly significant changes in Christian religious practice 

and belief, the most important of them being the plain assertion of the divinity of Jesus. However, 

nothing suggests that these changes were actually thought through and that the implications of the 

various doctrinal claims were perceived and elaborated in depth. It took another two hundred years for 

the church to work out a systematic definition of what was to be understood by Christ’s divinity and 

his relationship to God the Father and reconcile the new concept with the monotheism inherited from 

Judaism.37 

POLYCARP (C. 69-155) 

Polycarp employed common NT Christology phrases and the primitive “Servant” 

[Polycarp] condemned the heretics who refused to confess that Jesus Christ had come ‘in the flesh’, 

that is to say the Docetist Gnostics, whose leader (possibly Marcion) bore the title ‘the firstborn of 

Satan’. Nothing very original appears in the domain of Christology; we find only commonly used 

phrases going back to the New Testament like ‘Saviour’, ‘eternal Priest’ and ‘Son of God’. By 
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contrast, in The Martyrdom of Polycarp we encounter three times the still current phrase pais, 

‘Servant’, a primitive Christological designation.38 

THE SHEPHERD OF HERMAS (C. 110—140) 

The angel of repentance conveyed to Hermas moral teachings centred on penance 

The Shepherd is a work without great depth but with wide popular appeal. The Shepherd was the 

name borne by the angel of repentance who conveyed to Hermas moral teachings centred on 

penance.39 

Christ is Spirit, Son, Man, and Angel  

Another document from the Roman church, the so-called Shepherd of Hermas, says “The Holy Spirit 

which exists beforehand, which created the whole creation, God settled in the flesh which he willed.” 

In Hermas’s mind, this Holy Spirit is the same as the Son of God. … Christ is Spirit, Son, Man, and 

Angel—a somewhat confusing set of descriptions. Nevertheless, his basic meaning is clear. Jesus 

somehow comes into our world from God’s world as “Spirit” and “Angel.” But he is not just any 

member of the divine order. He is the Spirit and Angel par excellence—the one who was God’s 

counselor and helper in creation, like God’s Wisdom and Word in the Old Testament.40 

The confusion in The Shepherd over the Spirit and the Word had no lasting effect 

[Hermas] has some rather curious theological statements when he speaks of the incarnation of the 

Holy Spirit, apparently associating it with the Logos: 

God made the Holy Spirit dwell in the flesh that it desired, even though it pre-existed 

and created all things . . . Since it [the flesh] lived in a good and pure way, co-

operating with the Spirit and working with it in everything, behaving in a strong and 

manly way, God chose it to be a partner with the Holy Spirit. (Parable 5.6) 

Later, in Parable 9.1, Hermas declares that the ‘Spirit is the Son of God’. This confusion between the 

Spirit and the Word made no lasting impact on Christian thought in the following centuries and the 

idea of the incarnation of the Holy Spirit found little echo in the writings of the later Church Fathers.41 

JUSTIN MARTYR (100-165) 

Justin provides the church’s understanding of the mid-second century world 

The three compositions of Justin contain a substantial amount of reliable information regarding the 

church’s understanding of itself and Jesus in the mid-second century world.42 

Christian theology’s links to Greek philosophy was born with Justin 

With Justin, Christian theology was born, a theology linked to Greek philosophy and totally different 

from Jesus’ non-speculative mode of thinking. … His main contribution to the future development 

of Christian thought relates to the philosophical grounding of the Logos doctrine.43 

With Justin, presentation of the Christian religion entered a new phase 

With Justin the reflective, philosophical-theological presentation of the Christian religion, and in 

particular that of the person and mission of Jesus, entered a new phase. His three surviving major 
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works, two Apologies and his famous Dialogue with the Jew Trypho, present a much more rationally 

oriented picture of Christianity44 

Second century debates over the nature and identity of the “power” which became 
Jesus 

In the second century, … two distinct sets of christological issues were raised and debated. The first 

of these concerned the nature and identity of the heavenly “power” which was said to have become 

incarnate as, or in, Jesus. The second was created by denials of the reality of Jesus’ “flesh,” that is, his 

ordinary human nature. 

The Logos is the crucial topic in Justin’s thought as the first power after the Father 

The Logos is the crucial topic in Justin’s thought. It is presented as the first power after the Father and 

followed next by the Spirit. The Logos is not of the same standing as the Father and his function is 

comparable to that of the god Hermes, who is the divine Word interpreting the supreme Zeus. 

However, the ‘Christian’ Logos has a distinguishing feature in that it became a man and was born of a 

virgin.45 

------ 

Begotten of God the Father before the creation of the world, and in time becoming a human being for 

the destruction of the demons, the Logos-Christ was distinguished by his mighty works, which were 

not the fruit of magic but marked the fulfilment of divine prophecies. The eternal Logos was realized 

in the virginally born Jesus Christ of the Christian Creed, who came to heal the sick and raise the 

dead. He was hated and crucified, he died, rose again and ascended to heaven as Son of God.46 

The Logos represented a slightly lower level of divinity 

In Justin’s system there truly was, in the last resort, only one ultimate God. The Logos represented a 

slightly lower level of divinity, something between the pure divinity of God and the nondivinity of 

creatures. Justin had made sense of the incarnational picture of Jesus by adopting a hierarchical 

picture of the world-order in which the Logos stands as a kind of bumper state between God and the 

world, and it is this fact that makes Justin’s Christology problematic. For one thing, it raises the 

question, What exactly do Christians mean by the term mediator as that is applied to Jesus? Is the 

mediator simply the Logos himself, a natural halfway house between God and humanity? Or is the 

mediator one in whom God and humanity are somehow directly together with each other? If the latter 

is the case, then Justin’s Logos-doctrine represents a serious misunderstanding. Also, his teaching 

inevitably raises the question of why God should need a middleman to stand between himself and the 

created order. Does Justin think that God cannot enter into direct relationship with “flesh”? That is 

what his hierarchical picture of the world seems to imply.47 

Jesus was ‘the Son of God’ and ‘the Saviour’ 

Justin advanced a threefold proof to demonstrate that ‘a man crucified under Pontius Pilate, procurator 

of Judaea in the time of Tiberius Caesar’ was ‘the Son of God’ and ‘the Saviour’.48 

Some of Justin’s ideas sounded plainly unorthodox a century or two later. 

Some of Justin’s ideas sounded out of true, indeed plainly unorthodox, a century or two later. While 

he would have been outraged if someone had accused him of polytheism, he undoubtedly gave the 

impression that the Father, the Logos and the Spirit were in some undetermined way different entities. 

Also, his trinitarian concept cannot escape the charge of implying inequality between God the Father 

and God the Son. … 

Another peculiar teaching of Justin derives the divine Sonship of Christ from his wisdom rather than 

from his being God’s specially begotten Offspring, and his third oddity relates to the self-generation 
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of the Logos in a virgin. Such ‘unorthodox’ statements are, however, unsurprising, indeed normal in 

ante-Nicene Christology.49 

Justin held to the traditional tenets of Christianity but he employed novel 
presentations 

[Justin] transmitted the traditional chief tenets of Christianity —Jesus being Son of God and God … 

— but the circumstances and the presentation are novel. While originally and up to the Didache 

people of Jewish origin formed a majority in the church, Justin expressly states that in his days the 

proportions were reversed. … He uses this change as a proof of divine favour for Christianity, 

replacing the heavenly privilege previously granted to the Jews.50 

MELITO OF SARDIS (DIED BEFORE 190) 

The Son/Logos existed and was active from before the start of the creation 

The Son/Logos … is pictured as existent and active from before the start of the creation and 

responsible for the making of the heavens, the earth and humanity.51 

The Lord became incarnate, was buried, resurrected and raised to celestial heights 

The Lord became incarnate through a virgin, was crucified, buried, resurrected and raised to celestial 

heights to be enthroned next to the Father as the judge and saviour of all from the beginning to the end 

of the age (Homily 104).52 

Melito confronted Marcion’s denial of the genuineness of Jesus’ bodily birth 

Melito’s emphasis on the real body taken by the eternal Son in the womb of the virgin is the standard 

Christian weapon against Docetism and Gnosticism. … From one of Melito’s lost works, ‘The 

Incarnation of Christ’, he directly confronted the Gnostic Marcion’s denial of the genuineness of the 

bodily birth of Jesus.53 

Melito made an early declaration of high Christology 

No Church Father before the fourth century was able to squeeze into a single sentence as much high 

Christology as Melito when he declared: 

For as a Son born, and as a lamb led, 

and as a sheep slain, and as a man buried, 

he rose from the dead as God, 

being by nature God and man. (Homily 8) 

Melito pinpointed the major themes of later Christological debates 

Melito marshalled a powerfully moving poetic synthesis for demonstrating, in a world imbued with 

Gnosticism, the reality of the incarnate and redeeming Son of God through the typological exegesis of 

the Old Testament. 

With this he managed to pinpoint the major themes of the later Christological debates in the church: 

the simultaneous divinity and humanity of Christ, the problem of his two natures, divine and human, 

and his eternity and temporality.54 
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IRENAEUS (120-200) 

The incarnation is the mediation 

Irenaeus sees the basic difficulty in Marcionite and Gnostic thought to lie in the denial of true divinity 

to the Creator of the world. The allegation that there are “two Gods”—or at any rate that the true God, 

the ultimate Father, has no responsibility for or involvement in the material, temporal world—is for 

Irenaeus the typical, and in that sense definitive, teaching of Marcion and the Gnostics. … 

Irenaeus is a conscious heir of the teachings of Justin Martyr. He is not, however, at ease with the idea 

of a mediatorial Logos …  

In Irenaeus’s Christology, therefore, emphasis is laid on what we might call the fullness of Christ’s 

divinity, and mediation is accomplished not so much because the divine Son has an “in between” way 

of being as because the divine Son takes on the human way of being. It is the incarnation itself which 

is the mediation.55 

Irenaeus followed in Justin’s footsteps 

In combatting Gnostic dualism, [Irenaeus] followed in the footsteps of Justin.56 

------ 

Irenaeus merely reaffirmed the Christology of the second-century church.57 

The charismatic religion of Jesus evolved into a Greek philosophical church 

Justin, Melito and Irenaeus … prepared the ground for the last bounces of mental effort that 

transformed the charismatic religion of Jesus into the majestic philosophical theology of the 

Greek church. 

(Christian Beginnings, page 199) 

------ 

The switch in the perception of Jesus from charismatic prophet to a superhuman being 

coincided with a geographical and religious change, when the Christian preaching of the 

Gospel moved from the Galilean-Judaean Jewish culture into the surrounding Gentile 

Graeco-Roman world. 

(Christian Beginnings, page 147) 

 

THE EPISTLE TO DIOGNETUS (C. 150-200) 

The Epistle to Diognetus introduced the Demiurge, the heavenly Craftsman 

The author of the Epistle to Diognetus … sets out to praise the excellence of the Christian religion and 

the manner in which it was revealed by God. The messenger was not an angel or an ordinary human 

mediator, but the Demiurge, the heavenly Craftsman, through whom the world was created. This term, 

borrowed from Philo of Alexandria and from Platonism, will become part of the Christian theological 

jargon. … 

The writer cleverly ensures that the purely philosophical imagery acquires Christian colouring by 

identifying the ‘Craftsman’ with the ‘Servant/pais’ and indeed with ‘the Son of God’. Without ever 

directly naming Jesus, the author of the letter gives here a splendid elaboration of the Logos doctrine 
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of the Johannine Prologue, using the technical term Demiurge, which will play a prominent role in the 

Arian controversy at the time of the Council of Nicaea.58 

MONTANISM 

Montanism was launched in the middle of the second century 

[Montanism] was launched in the middle of the second century in Phrygia (Asia Minor) by the 

eponymous founder, Montanus, with the help of two female associates, Prisca and Maximilla. 

Montanus was an ecstatic visionary who claimed to have received direct revelations from the Holy 

Spirit. … Their newborn charismatic Christianity survived and continued in Asia Minor until the sixth 

century — and thanks to Tertullian’s renown, it flourished in North Africa, too.59 

CLEMENT OF ALEXANDRIA (150-215) 

Clement’s doctrine was not original but it was powerful 

As far as Christological speculation is concerned, Clement was not an innovator. … [Clement’s] 

perception of the Gnosis springing from the Logos/Son of God was the same, though expressed in 

different words, as Justin’s idea that Christianity was the only true philosophy. Even if not wholly 

original, his doctrine offered a powerful antidote against the fashionable theories of Valentinus and 

Marcion that were constantly circulating within the Alexandrian ‘chattering classes’.60 

------ 

Clement’s religion, like that of Justin, is an intellectual exercise far distant from the unconditional 

search of the Kingdom of God that characterized two hundred years earlier the message of Jesus.61 

The Logos begets himself in the fullness of time 

Like Justin before him, [Clement] characterized the Logos as the cause not only of the creation, but 

also of his own incarnation. Eternally begotten by the Father, he begets himself in the fullness of 

time.62 

TERTULLIAN (160-220) 

Tertullian developed an influential Christological vocabulary 

The two issues that prompted Tertullian to write on matters of Christology were … those created by 

the Logos-theology of Justin and those created by the dualism of Marcion and the Gnostics. … 

His strongest argument is one in which, against Marcion, he insists upon the fact that flesh, even with 

all its weakness and ugliness, is an object of God’s love; and for Tertullian this fact counts for more 

than Marcion’s—not to mention his own—distaste for the body. 

Tertullian not only develops a christological vocabulary which was to influence later thought but also 

appears as the first Christian thinker to raise the question of how the person of the incarnate Logos 

should be described. In chapter 27 of the treatise, he turns his attention to the Monarchian account of 

the distinction between Father and Son. His opponents had maintained that “Son” refers to the 

humanity of Jesus, his flesh, while “Father” refers to his deity. This troubled Tertullian because, while 

he insisted upon distinguishing Logos and Father within the sphere of the divine, he did not believe 

that Jesus Christ, the incarnate Logos, is two separate things or items—personae. There is only one of 

him, Tertullian argues, and he expresses this judgment by saying that Christ is one “person.” Of 

course, he sees a duality in Christ. Jesus is constituted out of two “substances,” flesh on the one hand 
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and Spirit on the other, which are designations for human and divine ways of being. In him, these 

factors are mingled, though not in such a way as to react on one another and be mutually changed. 

The two substances continue unaltered in the one person and provide the bases for two kinds of 

activity, human and divine.63 

Tertullian focused his attention on the relationship between Son of God and Son of 
Man 

[Tertullian] focused his attention on the central mystery of Christianity, the concepts of Son of God 

and Son of Man and their relation to one another, and in particular on the eternal generation of the 

divine Son by the Father.64 

The Latin term trinitas was first put forward by Tertullian, with Jesus generated as a 
later ceation 

The Latin term itself, trinitas, was first put forward by Tertullian, writing in Carthage around AD 

200. In Tertullian’s Trinity, Jesus is envisaged as being generated from the Father as logos, … a later 

creation.65 

Along with all ante-Nicene Fathers, Tertullian’s vision of the Holy Trinity did not 
include co-equality 

Christ as Son of God is depicted as completely divine and in his capacity as Son of Man completely 

human. Father, Son and Holy Spirit possess the same substance or essence, yet constitute three 

distinct persons in the mysterious unity of the Trinity. …  

His vision of the Holy Trinity did not include co-equality. For him, and in this he was in agreement 

with all the ante-Nicene Church Fathers, there existed a difference of degree between the persons of 

the divine Triad. In one of his polemical writings Tertullian firmly opposed the co-eternity of the Son. 

… Tertullian presented Christ as inferior to God the Father.66 

ORIGEN (184-254) 

Origen left a rich and varied legacy 

It is well nigh impossible to present a succinct assessment of Origen’s impact on the unfolding of 

ideas concerning Christ and Christianity, so rich and varied is his literary legacy.67 

Origen gives an astonishingly modern impression 

Compared to the style of the Christological discussions offered by earlier Church Fathers, Against 

Celsus68 now and then gives an astonishingly modern impression. The same cannot, however, be said 

of Origen’s famous manual of theology, The First Principles (Peri Archon), composed in Alexandria 

in the 220s. It typifies a hundred years in advance the great abstruse theological debates of the fourth 

century.69 

Origen struggled with the complexities of the trinitarian theology 

Like his forerunners, contemporaries and successors, Origen struggled with the complexities of the 

trinitarian theology. He held that only the Father, the source of the divine, was fully entitled to be 

called ‘the God’ (ho Theos). The Son, the recipient of divinity from the Father, deserved to be known 

only as ‘God’ (Theos) with no definite article (Commentary on John 2.1-2, 12-18).  
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In Origen’s view, Father and Son were both almighty, but the Son was the outcome of the limitless 

power of the Father. Both were great, but the Father was greater as he gave a share of his greatness to 

the only-begotten Son, the firstborn of all the creation.70 

Like all of his predecessors, Origen ended with a subordinationist relationship 
between the Father and the Son 

Origen, like all his precursors, ended up with a subordinationist understanding of the relation between 

the Father and the Son. The Father came first; the Son was the ‘second God’ (deuteros Theos); he 

took the lower place of honour after the Master of the universe, but Father and Son were one in power 

though they differed in their hypostasis or Person.71 

------ 

Origen could not help grading them: the Father was the source of the Son and the Spirit. The Father 

operated, the Son administered, and the Holy Spirit was the divine postman who delivered the gifts. 

… Christ the Son was, as it were, ‘midway between uncreated nature and that of all created things’.72 

The Holy Spirit was associated with the Father and the Son in honour and dignity 

As for the Holy Spirit, Origen declared that it was associated with the Father and the Son in honour 

and dignity, but could not make up his mind whether it was begotten and could be called Son of 

God.73 

God begat Wisdom or Logos eternally as his subordinate image, a “second God” 

Origen believed, as against his predecessors, that God begets his Wisdom or Logos eternally—that 

there never was a time when the Logos did not exist (De prin. 1.2.9). This divine Wisdom, moreover, 

is the complete expression of God’s being. At the same time, Wisdom is not God himself but his 

image, a “second God,” subordinate to the ultimate Father of all. …  

Origen shares Justin’s sense of the need for mediation between God and the visible and spiritual 

creation. His universe too is hierarchical, and consequently the divine does not mix too directly with 

matter. As the Logos mediates God to the soul, so the soul mediates God’s Son to the body. It is the 

necessity for this double mediation which, at least apparently, explains the unique form of Origen’s 

picture of Christ’s person. Jesus is a human being (soul inhabiting body), perfectly united as 

intelligence with its original, the divine Intelligence or Wisdom. 

Origen’s understanding of Christ fits closely together with his Platonist world-picture and with his 

consequent view of the status and character of the Logos74 

Lack of clarity over what it meant that the Logos or Wisdom of God is “divine” 

Everyone understood that the Logos or Wisdom of God was divine. It was not clear, however, exactly 

what that term “divine” meant. For example, it might denote a quality of which there can be degrees, 

and on such an understanding it would be consistent to say that the Logos is divine and yet not God in 

the same sense, to the same degree, as the Father. This understanding seems to be implicit in the 

teaching of Justin and is explicit in that of Origen. We have seen, however, that the hierarchical vision 

of things which such a view involves implies a God who cannot and does not “mix” with the created 

order. It also calls into question the doctrine laid down by Justin himself, that the characteristics of 

deity belong only to one—namely, God himself.75 

The Son is created and is altogether alien from the Father 

The Arians and Anhomoians learnt from Origen. Origen taught in the Peri Archon that the Son cannot 

see the Father, nor the Spirit the Son, nor angels the Spirit, nor men angels; he refused to allow that 
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the Son is from the ousia of the Father, for he is altogether alien from the Father, created, and only a 

Son by grace.76 

The Son’s knowledge of the Father is limited 

Origen declares roundly that no one can see God, nor ever has seen him, not even the Son, but that 

seeing and knowing are two different things; of course the Son knows the Father. … Origen’s 

subordinationism compelled him to limit thus the Son’s knowledge of the Father.77 

ARIUS (256-336) 

Arius triggered the fourth century Trinitarian and Christological debates 

Arius, the Alexandrian presbyter whose public teaching after A.D. 318 occasioned the trinitarian and 

christological debates of the fourth century, was a firm believer not only in the unity of God but also 

in a doctrine of divine transcendence which saw God’s way of being as inconsistent with that of the 

created order. 

Logically enough, therefore, his doctrine of the Logos was so formulated as to express two 

convictions: first, that the Logos cannot be God in the proper sense; second, that the Logos performs 

an essential mediatorial role in the relation of God to world. 

He taught, accordingly, that the Logos belongs to the created order but at the same time that he is a 

quite superior creature, ranking above all others because he was brought into being by God “before 

the ages” to act as the agent of God in creation. It was this doctrine which the Council of Nicaea (A.D. 

325) repudiated in its famous creed, which declared that the Logos is not a creature but is eternally 

born out of God himself and is therefore divine in the same sense as the Father.78 

It is unlikely the Arian controversy blazed forth without preliminary widespread 
support 

It seems likely that by the time Eusebius wrote the Demonstratio, the subject which was to be central 

to the Arian controversy was being widely canvassed. Indeed, it is unlikely on a priori grounds that 

the controversy should have suddenly blazed forth with no preliminary wider spread debate.79 

------ 

Many of the issues raised by the controversy were under lively discussion before Arius and Alexander 

publicly clashed.80 

Origen had some influence on Arius 

[Arius] was eclectic in his philosophy. .. He was not without influence from Origen, but [he] cannot 

seriously be called an Origenist.81 

The Arian views had differences with Origen’s 

The Arian questions presuppose a view of the person of Christ which is quite unlike Origen’s. They 

assume that Logos incarnate is to be understood on the analogy of soul embodied: that Jesus is simply 

divine Logos together with a body and hence that no human soul is involved in his constitution. The 

second assumption is that of a basic inconsistency between God’s way of being and that of human 

persons. They are not merely different but also logically irreconcilable.82 
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The Logos/Son is ranked after and below the Father 

[Arius] was determined to put the Logos/Son firmly in his place. He ranked him unquestionably after 

and below the limitlessly powerful and pre-existent Father. The Son was not ungenerated, nor was he 

a part of the unbegotten Father. Unlike the Father who was unoriginated, the Son had an origin. The 

Son was nothing prior to his birth. He was definitely not a portion of the unbegotten Father; the Father 

produced him from non-existence.83 

Arius set the Father, Son and Holy Spirit within a hierarchy 

Arius had suggested a strong distinction between Father, Son and Holy Spirit and set them within a 

hierarchy. ‘Certainly there is a Trinity,’ he had written, ‘. . but their individual realities do not mix 

with each other and they possess glories of different levels.’84 

Speculation exists on what Arius thought of the Holy Spirit 

Speculation can be indulged about what Arius’ doctrine of the Spirit would be if we knew it, but this 

is a futile exercise. It is enough to say that as he rigorously subordinated the Son to the Father so no 

doubt he subordinated the Holy Spirit to the Son. … The part of Arius’ doctrine which most shocked 

and disturbed his contemporaries was his statement that the Father made the Son ‘out of non-

existence’.85 

Arius saw the New Testament demanding the suffering of a reduced God 

Arian theology is not composed of two disparate parts. It should be clear that the soteriology and the 

cosmology are closely linked: the Arians saw that the New Testament demanded a suffering God, as 

their opponents failed to see. They were convinced that only a God whose divinity was somehow 

reduced must suffer. Hence the radical Arian doctrine of Christ, but hence also the Arian readiness to 

speak of God as suffering. We can see here the attraction of the Arian doctrine. But we can also see 

the high price which it had to pay in order to attain its ends.86 

ATHANASIUS (296-373) 

Athanasius distinguished between the Logos in himself and the Logos with his flesh 
or body 

The patriarch tries to answer the Arian christological challenge by making a distinction between the 

Logos in himself and the Logos with his flesh or body. Tears, hunger, ignorance, and the like do not 

belong to the Logos in himself; they belong to him by virtue of his incarnate state. They are proper to 

the flesh which is proper to the Logos. One might say, therefore, that they belong to him only 

indirectly (though not, for that reason, the less truly). … 

Athanasius had to account for Jesus’ ignorance by suggesting that for purposes of the incarnation the 

Logos restrained himself and did not exhibit his omniscience; he acted “as if” he were a human being. 

This in turn, however, seems—at least to the modern reader—to call into question the full reality of 

Jesus’ humanity. Athanasius was certainly not in the ordinary sense a Docetist. He did not question 

the reality of the flesh which the Logos took. Even so, his position suggests that Jesus was less than a 

complete human being.87 

Athanasius rejected the views of Eusebius of Caesarea 

[Athanasius] perceived that the alternative offered by the heirs of Eusebins of Caesarea, the picture of 

a lesser god created and sent by the inaccessible higher god to suffer in order to bring about this 

healing and restoration, was a completely unsatisfactory one in spite of having some superficial 

attractions such as an appearance of being more faithful to the witness of the Synoptic Gospels.88 
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CONSTANTINE AND THE COUNCIL OF NICAEA (325) 

General Councils were the children of imperial policy 

The history of the period shows time and time again that local councils could be overawed or 

manipulated by the Emperor or his agents. The general council was the very invention and creation of 

the Emperor. General councils, or councils aspiring to be general, were the children of imperial policy 

and the Emperor was expected to dominate and control them. … 

But the Emperor’s authority was not unlimited. He could not indefinitely coerce the consciences of 

the great majority of his subjects.89 

 

THE COUNCILS CREATED THE REVOLUTION 

The doctrine of the Trinity as taught by Athanasius and the Cappadocians and as finally 

accepted by the Church actually put an abrupt stop to one train of development in doctrine 

and acted as a pruning rather than a developing force.  … 

There is no doubt … that the pro-Nicene theologians throughout the controversy were 

engaged in a process of developing doctrine and consequently introducing what must be 

called a change in doctrine. 

In the middle of the third century Dionysius, bishop of Alexandria, produced in a treatise an 

account of the Son as created which evoked a rebuke from the bishop of Rome but no more. 

At the end of the fourth century such a sentiment would have cost him his see. 

The Apologists of the second century, Irenaeus, Tertullian and Hippolytus all believed and 

taught that, though the Son or Logos was eternally within the being of the Father, he only 

became distinct or prolated or borne forth at a particular point for the purposes of creation, 

revelation and redemption. The result of the great controversy of the fourth century was to 

reject this doctrine as heretical. 

(Search for the doctrine of God, page 872. Bold supplied for emphasis) 

The  theologians who contributed to form the doctrine of the Trinity were carrying out, 

whether they knew it or not, a kind of theological revolution, and one that left to the next 

century the task of squaring this new understanding of God with a belief in the 

Incarnation, a task which they were not very well equipped to perform. 

(Search for the doctrine of God, page 875. Bold supplied for emphasis) 

 

In the eastern empire, Constantine encountered a Christian church more deeply 
entrenched than anything in the west 

In two major battle in 324, one near the city of Adrianople, Licinius was defeated. Constantine now 

ruled the entire Roman empire, east and west, and to celebrate he set in hand a new imperial capital … 

Constantinople, to be capital first of the eastern empire. … 

In the eastern empire Constantine encountered a Christian church that was much more deeply rooted 

than anything he had found in the west. While only sixteen bishops are known for the whole of Gaul 

for 314, there were perhaps seven or eight hundred in the eastern empire. Furthermore, it was a 

culture that buzzed with speculation on theological issues. At first, like many Roman leaders before 
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him, Constantine could not grasp the importance of debate to the Greek mind and how seriously 

doctrinal issues were taken. … 

In the Greek world there was, as there had been for centuries, a mass of different interpretations of 

Christianity. Did it matter? At one level for Constantine it did not, simply because he could not see 

how anyone could take seriously all the hours spent nit-picking over words. … 

To his annoyance, however, he soon discovered that some disputes were getting so fierce and so 

entangled in issues of authority and personality that they actually threatened the peace of the 

territories he had just won. 

The greatest turbulence centred on a confrontation between Alexander, the Bishop of Alexandria … 

and one of his priests by the name of Arius. 

The debates took on an extraordinary emotional intensity, as most of the participants believed that 

their salvation depended on finding the correct answer.90 

For Constantine, good order was more important than correct doctrine 

Constantine was shrewd enough to accept that the debate was impossible to resolve. His policy was to 

be tolerant of differing beliefs while remaining intolerant of any bishops, such as Athanasius of 

Alexandria, who caused or intensified unrest in their communities. For Constantine, as with most 

emperors, good order was more important than correct doctrine.91 

The conflict between Arius and his Bishop caused Emperor Constantine to intervene 

[Arius said that] the Son … came after the Father and, consequently, he was not eternal. To claim that 

the Son was of the same substance as the Father would make of him a detached part of God, but God, 

being indivisible, cannot be partitioned, reduced in size or diminished. … Arius’ bishop, Alexander of 

Alexandria, held exactly the opposite views. … 

To force Arius to recant, Alexander presented him with a confession formula of orthodoxy, but the 

recalcitrant priest refused to sign it. The obvious consequence of the head-on clash was 

excommunication.92 

------ 

[The] seismic doctrinal upheaval shook the church of Egypt in 318. … The discord spread like 

wildfire and upset the Greek-speaking church, to the utmost annoyance of the peace-seeking 

Constantine, the first Roman emperor who, instead of being an enemy of Christianity, decided to act 

as its patron.93 

------ 

For the emperor … the conflict [between Arius and Alexander] appeared as the outcome of a 

frivolous argument between disputatious clerics. He decided therefore to put an end to the squabble at 

once.94 

------ 

It was in this atmosphere of escalating tension that Constantine sent his closest adviser, the Spanish 

Ossius, Bishop of Cordova, to carry out an investigation. … He realised that the only way to solve the 

issue was to call a larger council under the auspices of the emperor himself.95 

------ 

[Alexander] refused to revoke the excommunication of Arius. … Constantine was not pleased and 

was determined to sort out the chaos without further delay. He convoked and financed an assembly of 
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2 2 7  

the universal church, the first ever ecumenical council of Christianity. It was planned to take place in 

Ancyra (present day Ankara), but was later relocated to Nicaea in Bithynia (today’s Iznik in Turkey 

on the eastern shore of Lake Iznik) as it was more convenient for the emperor and for the bishops 

arriving from the west. The excommunications of Eusebius of Caesarea and of Arius were cancelled 

and both attended the council. 

Of the 1,800 invited bishops some 200 to 300 attended. Eusebius puts the number at 220. They were 

almost exclusively from the Greek East. The western church sent only six representatives. … The 

westerners were not greatly interested in this Oriental row.96 

The prevailing convictions were overthrown by the minority at the Council at Nicaea 

Only the Father was fully the God; the Son was only the second or lower God, and the Holy Spirit, 

something vague and unspecific, floating somewhere below the Son. Such a standpoint entailing 

gradation — the term hupodeesteros (‘inferior’) is applied to the Son by Origen (Against Celsus 8.15) 

— was the conviction prevailing in the entire pre-Nicene church. … 

This general view, held by all the leading lights in the church for two and a half centuries and 

reinforced and expressed with unquestionable clarity by Arius and his allies, was challenged, attacked 

and finally overturned by a minority of bishops with the backing of the emperor at the Council of 

Nicaea. Under the influential leadership of the two Alexandrians, Alexander and Athanasius, and with 

the even more weighty support of Constantine, the first ecumenical assembly of the church 

inaugurated an entirely new era in Christian thinking.97 

The anti-Arians added that the Son was of the same essence (homousios) as the 
Father 

Eusebius of Caesarea endeavoured to pre-empt the argument and win over the whole assembly for his 

pro-Arian tendency. 

At the end, the anti-Arians, led by the Alexandrian duo, Alexander and Athanasius, came up with the 

magic formula applied to Christ/Son of God/Logos. They asserted that the Son was of the same 

substance or essence (ousia) as the Father, in one word he was homoousios or consubstantial with 

God. 

The expression [homoousios] was not in common theological use before the council. It was not the 

brainchild of Alexander or Athanasius either. …  

Where did the word homoousios come from? … The most satisfactory, if somewhat surprising, 

solution seems to be that in a way it was Arius himself who brought the concept to the notice of the 

fathers of Nicaea. … Arius introduced the adjective homoousios into the Christological debate only to 

discard it straightaway as unsuitable for expressing the orthodox doctrine. … 

With the novel notion of consubstantiality, Arius unwittingly presented his opponents with a standard 

around which they could rally and utter the battle cry embroidered on it: the Son is ‘homoousios’. So, 

together with the phrase ‘only-begotten of the Father, that is of the substance of the Father’, the 

untraditional term was inserted into the Creed on the insistence of the anti-Arian bishops, and all the 

members of the Council were ordered to sign the full text together with the four appended anathemas 

condemning the specific theses of Arius.98 

------ 

Homoousios was a term taken from Greek philosophy, not from scripture. It had been used by pagan 

writers such as Plotinus to describe the relationship between the soul and the divine. Even the most 

ingenious biblical scholars combing their way through the Old and New Testaments could find no 

Christian equivalent. Quite apart from this the word had actually been condemned by a council of 

bishops meeting in Antioch in 268.99 
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------ 

The Nicene statement was to form the core of the Nicene Creed, which forms the basis of faith in the 

Catholic, Orthodox and many Protestant Churches today. Yet no one at the time would have expected 

it to fulfil this function. It was shaped by the concern to deal with the immediate issue of the 

relationship between Son and Father; it said nothing about the Trinity. … 

The word homoousios was clearly an embarrassment and was to be condemned in the years to come. 

… No positive mention of it is found in any text until the Bishop of Alexandria, Athanasius, who had 

attended the council as Alexander's deacon, revived it in the 350s.100 

------ 

There had been no mention of the Trinity in the Nicene Creed.101 

The Council’s formula could be accepted by both sides 

[Eusebius] put forward a formula that might be acceptable to both sides. … Its success was probably 

the cause of its own weakness. Alexander and his supporters realised that Arius could endorse the 

statement and return to Alexandria to go on preaching as he always had done.102 

SUBORDINATIONISM 

Despite the Nicene Creed, subordinationism persisted 

Despite the assertion of the Nicene Creed that Jesus was one in substance with the Father, the most 

persistent belief — persistent in that it had deep roots in the Christian tradition — was 

subordinationism. Subordinationism was a broad movement that included Arius as well as many 

others who had developed their ideas independently of him, among them earlier scholars such as 

Origen. They believed that Jesus was a later creation by God the Father, of lesser divinity and thus 

subordinate to him in some way. The subordinationists drew their strength from a mass of biblical 

texts that appeared to support their case. … 

The subordinationist argument was set out with some clarity in a creed drawn up by a small group of 

bishops at Sirmium in 357. … [This creed] rejects the term homoousios, not only because it is 

incompatible with the distinction made between Father and Son, but because … it had no support 

from scripture.103 

EUSEBIUS OF NICOMEDIA (DIED 341) 

Eusebius of Nicomedia supported Arius 

The first name that occurs when we survey those of Arius’ contemporaries who supported him is that 

of Eusebius, bishop of Nicomedia.104 

------ 

[Eusebius of Nicomedia] was a strong supporter of Arius’ theology and … he (or the members of his 

school of thought) had already at an early stage in the controversy gone far to produce a consistent 

and thought-out position on the points under debate.105 
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EUSEBIUS OF CAESAREA (263-339) 

Eusebius of Caesarea occupied the middle ground between Arius and Athanasius 

[Eusebius of Caesarea] occupied the middle ground between the vague common opinion reformulated 

with radical clarity by the presbyter Arius and the revolutionary conservative view created by 

Alexander, bishop of Alexandria, and … Athanasius.106 

Eusebius of Caesarea was an early supporter of Arius 

Eusebius, bishop of Caesarea in Palestine, was certainly an early supporter of Arius. He was claimed 

by Arius as a supporter; he wrote several letters on his behalf and attended at least one local synod 

which vindicated his views as orthodox and at another synod [he] was censured and disciplined for 

refusing to condemn propositions ascribed to Arius. 

But he must be placed in a rather different category from the others because from the point of view of 

theology he was a much more important person. He was universally acknowledged to be the most 

scholarly bishop of his day. He left a large body of literary work to posterity. Neither Arians nor anti-

Arians speak evil of him,107 

------ 

We cannot accordingly describe Eusebius as a formal Arian in the sense that he knew and accepted 

the full logic of Arius, or of Asterius’ position. But undoubtedly he approached it nearly. Starting off 

from a position of what might be called modified Origenist theology (i.e. Origen without his doctrine 

of the pre-existence of souls, of a pre-mundane Fall and of the constitution of the Word incarnate), he 

gradually moved towards a theological stance which could be called modified Arianism.108 

Eusebius of Caesarea ranked the Son after and below the Father 

Like all the earlier Church Fathers, [Eusebius] was unwilling to place Father and Son on an equal 

footing in the divine hierarchy. … The Son was ranked after and stood below the Father.109 

------ 

In his view, the pre-eminence of the Father was beyond question. Eusebius persistently avoided 

before, during and after the council the key word (‘consubstantial’) introduced in Nicaea that implied 

coequality between Father and Son. For him, the chief characteristic of the Father was that he was 

unbegotten and supreme. The Son, on the other hand, was the minister of the Father. The primitive 

Christological title pais (Servant) … resurfaced again in Eusebius.110 

------ 

Guided by Origen, Eusebius held the Son to be a ‘second God’, subject to the dominating Lord, God 

the Father.111 

------ 

The birth of the Son was a unique event, not a perpetually lasting process. It followed therefore that 

the Son was not co-eternal with the Father. In turn, the Holy Spirit was left hovering in the shadowy 

background of eternity.112 
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Eusebius of Caesarea admired and supported Origen, but he said the Son had an 
origin 

[Eusebius] was a dedicated admirer and supporter of Origen. … But his theology on the subject of the 

relation between the Father and the Son is markedly different from Origen’s. He makes a strong 

distinction between the unoriginated Father and the Son who has an origin.113 

------ 

Eusebius did not adopt the doctrine of the eternal generation of the Son of his master Origen. Nor 

could he when he wrote the Demonstratio have honestly subscribed to the view that the Son was 

consubstantial with the Father. On the other hand, he specifically disowns the doctrine that the Son 

derived from non-existence.114 

------ 

In his picture of the incarnate Logos [Eusebius of Caesarea] does not follow Origen. The Saviour’s 

human body was a mere instrument used by the Word for his own purposes.115 

Eusebius approved of Logos being described as ‘the second God’ 

Eusebius recalls with approval Philo’s description of the Logos as ‘the second God’. … In the same 

work he says that the substance of the Logos comes second after that of the Father, deriving its source 

from him and fashioned after his image. … 

Moses, says Eusebius. calls Christ ‘sometimes God and Lord, sometimes the angel of God, 

establishing directly that this was not the supreme God, but a second, named God and Lord of 

Godfearing people, but messenger of the supreme Father’. Most of the epiphanies of God m the Old 

Testament are of this second God.’116 

Ever since the New Testament era and throughout the next two centuries, equivocation about the 

divinity of Christ was standard, yet one point was certain. The Son was not recognized as having 

quite the same dignity and standing as God the Father, and the same judgment applied a fortiori to 

the Holy Spirit. Eusebius, like the whole pre-Nicene church, held a subordinationist view, asserting a 

degree difference within the same sacred class in regard to the persons of the Trinity. 

(Christian Beginnings, page 225) 

 

APOLLINARIS (310-390) 

Apollinaris denied that Jesus had a human centre of consciousness 

[Athanasius] does not raise, and so does not explicitly answer, the question [of] whether Jesus did or 

did not have a human center of consciousness. The man who raised that question—and answered it in 

the negative in accordance with the “Logos-flesh” model for the person of Jesus—was Apollinaris of 

Laodicea, a friend of Athanasius and a firm enemy of Arianism. … 

Apollinaris wrote in opposition to the Christology of teachers there who thought of the incarnation as 

a special case of the Logos’ indwelling of a human being. … Apollinaris insists that Jesus is one, “one 

composite nature,” in which flesh and divine intellect share the same life. 

This unity means that even though the body truly is a body it is rightly spoken of as divine, and even 

though the Logos is truly God he is rightly spoken of as human. The human characteristics of Christ 
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belong to the Logos, and the divine life is conferred on the body. … He does not forget or ignore a 

human center of life and consciousness in Jesus. He denies it.117 

JEROME (C. 342-420) 

The “Son of God” is the “Son of Man” 

[Jerome] was particularly clear about the two-fold nature of Christ, of whom he wrote: “The glory of 

the Savior is the gibbet of His triumph. Crucified as man, he is glorified as God. We say this not as 

though we believed that there were two individuals, one God and the other  man, or that there are two 

persons in the Son of God, as some new heresy calumniously teaches. One and the same Son of God 

is also the Son of Man.”118 

Jerome lamented that Arianism continued even after the Council’s decision 

Despite the victory of the Catholics at the council, heresy continued to spread among the bishops and 

the people. Years later, St. Jerome lamented, “The whole world woke up one morning, lamenting and 

marvelling to find itself Arian.”119 

------ 

It was concerning this last council (Ariminum, 359) that St. Jerome wrote, “the whole world groaned 

and marvelled to find itself Arian”. For the Latin bishops were driven by threats and chicanery to sign 

concessions which at no time represented their genuine views.120 

THE ANTIOCHENE SCHOOL 

The human Jesus suffered, not the Logos 

“The Antiochene school” opposed the doctrine that there were “two natures” in Christ, the divine 

Logos on the one hand, and a complete human being, Jesus of Nazareth, on the other. … 

Their answer was rather that it was the human being who suffered and not the Logos at all. In 

consequence, they insisted on two subjects of attribution in Christ. Where Apollinaris spoke of “one 

hypostasis” (that is, one objective reality) and “one nature,” the Antiochenes insisted that in Christ 

there were two hypostases and two natures.121 

THEODORE OF MOPSUESTIA (350-428) 

The incarnation represents a very special kind of indwelling 

[Theodore] argues that the incarnation represents a very special kind of indwelling, which makes it 

possible to speak of Jesus as a human being who truly shares the divine sonship of the Logos in a way 

that no prophet, apostle, or saint can. In Jesus, God dwells “as in a Son,” he says. The Logos unites 

himself to Jesus from the moment of Jesus’ conception, and as Jesus’ human life goes on, maturing 

and fulfilling itself more and more through his struggle against evil, the reality of this union comes to 

fuller and fuller expression until, in the resurrection, the human being and the Logos show that they 

have always been, so to speak, one functional identity— one prosopon or, to use the inadequate 

English equivalent, one “person.” … 

For Theodore and his followers, there are always two subjects in Christ. They express this belief by 

speaking indifferently of two “hypostases” (i.e., objective realities) or of two “natures.” By the latter 
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term they meant not two abstract essences but two concrete realities of different kinds. The divine 

“nature,” for them, means the Logos, and the human “nature” means the man whom the Logos joined 

to himself.122 

EMPEROR THEODOSIUS’ INTERVENTION IN 381 

Arianism officially ended in 381 when Emperor Theodosius I made it illegal 

Despite the decision obtained by the victorious pro-homoousios party, the Christological struggle 

continued for over half a century. At times the Arian opposition triumphed. …  

The end came in 381 when Emperor Theodosius I made the profession of Arianism illegal. Thereafter 

consubstantiality carried the day and went on to feed the kind of philosophically based dogmatic 

evolution that was launched at Nicaea.123 

In 381, the emperor imposed the Nicene faith 

On 10 January 381, the emperor [Theodosius] issued a letter to Eutropius … asking him to impose the 

Nicene faith across his provinces. … It was sweeping document, imposing uniformity of belief such 

as no one had known before.124 

Riots broke out after expulsions that followed the Council of Constantinople (381) 

The expulsion of bishops of unorthodox views which followed the decisions of the Council of 

Constantinople of 381 provoked riots in many parts of the Empire.125 

 

The nebulous speculative circle closed itself around a figure perceived, despite the vocal 

admission of his humanity, more and more as a transcendent God rather than a real human 

being of flesh and blood. 

From Nicaea until the age of the Reformation and beyond, the Christian religion was 

primarily governed by intellectual and indeed philosophical assent, by adherence to the 

orthodox dogma of the church. 

By contrast, the piety preached and practised by Jesus, consisting of a total surrender of the 

self to God and a constant search for his Kingdom through limitless devotion and trust, was 

relegated to a supporting role. 

(Christian Beginnings, page 234) 

 

NESTORIUS (386-451) 

Nestorius saw Jesus as a conjunction of two natures 

Arians taught that Christ was a created being. To refute this and other points, Nestorius argued that 

the Godhead joined with the human rather as if a man entered a tent or put on clothes. Instead of 

depicting Christ as one unified person, Nestorius saw him as a conjunction of two natures so distinct 

as to be different persons who had merged. 

Nestorius refused to call Mary the “Mother of God.” Her baby was very human, he said. Jesus’ human 

acts and sufferings were of his human nature, not his Godhead. To say Mary was Mother of God was 

to say God had once been a few hours old. “God is not a baby two or three months old,” he argued. 
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He never denied that Christ was divine. On the contrary, it was to protect Christ’s divinity that he 

argued as he did, lest it be lost in worship of the human child. The divine nature could not be born of a 

woman. Nestorius’ refusal to use the term “theotokus,” Mother of God, led to a big argument. He 

pointed out that the apostles and early church fathers never employed the word. But he could not 

resolve the issue so as to bring into focus the Jesus we know from scripture who is completely and 

truly both God and man.126 

THE COUNCIL OF EPHESUS (431) 

Nestorius’ dualism condemned as heretical 

The disagreement between the proponents of Theodore’s Christology and the defenders of the 

Athanasian-Apollinarian tradition came to a head in the second quarter of the fifth century. … 

The question was whether it is proper to say that the divine Logos was born of a human mother—

whether, in short, the Logos is the ultimate subject of the human attributes of Jesus. Nestorius’s 

answer was no. It was, in his view, the human being Jesus who was in the proper sense born of Mary, 

just as it was the human being Jesus who suffered, died, and was raised. Nestorius’s sermon was 

therefore an open challenge to the Christology of the Alexandrian tradition. It laid out the doctrine 

that Jesus is a human being who is intimately and completely indwelt by the Logos. Cyril of 

Alexandria (378-444) responded quickly. He exhorted Nestorius by letter to change his views. … 

The debate between Nestorius’s christological dualism and Cyril’s christological monism came to a 

head at the Council of Ephesus (431), where both sides were represented but met separately and 

mutually excommunicated each other. The imperial authorities, however, ultimately recognized the 

meeting over which Cyril had presided as the legitimate council; accordingly, Nestorius was sent into 

exile, his doctrine of “two sons” condemned as heretical.127 

AUGUSTINE (354-430) 

Augustine held to the Latin formulation of the Trinity 

The Father is the principle of the Godhead and alone is unoriginate. The Son is both begotten from 

eternity and sent into the world in time by the Father. The Spirit both proceeds eternally from God and 

is given temporally to the Church.128 

------ 

Over against the Greek formulation from Nicea of one essence (ousia), three substances (hypostases), 

Augustine preferred the expression in Latin which was one essence (essentia), three persons 

(personae).129 

------ 

As the Father is the principle of the Godhead, the Son receives the Godhead entirely from the Father 

and so whatever may be said of his substance belongs to him “of God,” e.g., God of God, true light of 

true light, wisdom of wisdom, and even Word of Word. Nevertheless, the terms Word and Wisdom 

are especially proper to the Son. Also, as the Spirit proceeds from God the Father and as the Son 

receives everything of the Father, including this procession, the Spirit also proceeds from the Son. No 

temporal distinction is possible in this eternal procession from Father and Son 130 
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PELAGIUS (360-418) 

Pelagius tolerated only Trinitarian and Christological orthodoxy 

[Pelagius] sent his Libellus fidei to Pope Innocent after receiving the discouraging news in early 417 

that the pope had confirmed his condemnation by the African synods. After assuring the pope at very 

great length of his Trinitarian and Christological orthodoxy, Pelagius comes to issues a bit closer to 

home..131 

------ 

It must be remembered that Pelagius was nothing if not concerned to be a teacher in and of the 

Catholic Church, as is shown by his numerous polemical references to heretics whom the Church had 

condemned, by his treatise on the Trinity in which the anti-Arian interest is prominent.132 

------ 

[Pelagius’] early writings on the Trinity makes it clear that he is tolerant of no doctrine of God save a 

Trinitarian one which upholds the unity of substance and distinguishes the persons.133 

------ 

It is clear that as a theological writer Pelagius has no intention other than to think in and with the 

Catholic Church.134 

THE COUNCIL OF EPHESUS (449) 

The Council of Ephesus (449) degenerated into violence and intimidation 

In 449, Dioscorus masterminded his own council in Ephesus to which the Bishop of Rome, Leo, 

contributed a compromise formula. But his episcopal statement … came close to Nestorius’ original 

proposal and Dioscorus would not even allow it to be read. 

The council then degenerated into violence and intimidation. The Bishop of Constantinople, Flavian, 

was beaten up and died soon afterwards; Leo, furious at his rejection, denounced the fractious 

assembly as ‘a robber council’135 

POPE LEO AND THE COUNCIL OF CHALCEDON (451) 

A formula of Christological language 

The original controversy was renewed in Constantinople in 448 as a result of the condemnation of a 

monk named Eutyches who taught that Christ had only “one nature after the union.” … Leo I (“the 

Great”), then head of the Roman church, … [condemned] the teachings of Eutyches. … 

Leo set out the view of the person of Christ which had become traditional in the West. Using the 

language of Tertullian, Leo held that Christ was one “person” having two natures, each of which was 

the principle of a distinct mode of activity. To a traditional Alexandrian, his language would have 

seemed strongly dualistic, but the letter makes clear Leo’s conviction that the inner, ontological
136

 

identity of Christ is the Logos himself. … 

Leo, therefore, labeling the council a “robber synod,” insisted upon the authority of the Roman church 

and demanded another council to set matters right. It was only with the death of Emperor Theodosius 
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II and the accession of Marcian to the imperial throne in the East that Leo’s demand was met. Marcian 

called a council to meet at Chalcedon. … 

The Roman delegates were committed to the view that Leo’s Tome was the authoritative, and hence 

decisive, document. The majority of the Eastern bishops, however, stood in the tradition of Cyril of 

Alexandria and favored the position taken by his council at Ephesus in 431, which had affirmed that 

the creed of the Council of Nicaea (325) was sufficient for the determination of christological 

problems. The emperor, on the other hand, urgently desired a fresh pronouncement which would settle 

the christological debates that were dividing his subjects. 

The product of these various pressures was a document which took careful account of all of them. The 

“Definition” of the Council of Chalcedon begins with an affirmation that the truth about the person of 

Christ and the mystery of redemption is satisfactorily stated in the creed of Nicaea as confirmed and 

expanded in the creed attributed to the Council of Constantinople of 381. It goes on, however, to 

explicit condemnation of Apollinarianism, Nestorianism, and Eutychianism—that is, to the extreme 

forms of both the Antiochene and Alexandrian christological traditions. 

It emphasizes the unity of Christ. He is identified as the one divine Son, who possesses at once 

complete deity and complete humanity. At the same time, however, it insists not (with the Formula of 

Reunion) that Christ is “out of two natures” but that Christ exists “in two natures,” which are neither 

divided from each other nor confused with each other. At the level of language, therefore, the 

“Definition” accepts the central emphases of both the Antiochene and the Alexandrian schools. Jesus 

Christ is “one hypostasis” but “in two natures,” that is, he is a single reality, the divine Logos, existing 

as such, and at the same time existing as a human being. 

This formula, the final product of the classical christological controversies, is essentially a rule of 

christological language. Its terms are not calculated to picture the way in which Jesus is put together. 

Rather, they are calculated to explain how it is proper to speak of him.137 

The Council at Chalcedon (451) was headed by the emperor and his senior officials, 
not by church leaders 

[Emperor] Marcian summoned yet another council, which eventually met in 451 at Chalcedon. The 

acta of the council are remarkable for being headed not by the names of church leaders but by that of 

the emperor and a list of his senior officials. Marcian began by asking the bishops to provide their 

own statement, but when it arrived, his legal advisers condemned it as muddled and not much 

different from what had been agreed at the ‘robber council’. The imperial officials now drew up their 

own document, which, in order to reconcile Leo to the process, incorporated his tome as well as some 

of Cyril’s assertions.138 

Chalcedon was the first time a Bishop of Rome successfully intervened in making 
Church doctrine 

In the west, the Chalcedonian settlement was seen as a triumph for Leo. It was, in fact, the very first 

time a Bishop of Rome had successfully intervened in the making of Church doctrine.139 

The formula from the Council at Chalcedon (451) achieved very little and did not 
amount to a positive solution 

The ‘Chalcedonian formula’ that the officials produced acknowledged that Jesus was both truly God 

and truly man, of the same substance with the Father in the Godhead but also in one substance with 

‘us’ in manhood, except as regarded sin. Mary was confirmed as theotokos, the bearer of God. Yet 

within the single hypostasis — person — of Jesus, there were two natures, human and divine, which 

existed as distinct, ‘without change, without division, without separation’. This explained nothing. … 

The Chalcedonian definition was a fairly limited achievement. … It did not amount to a positive 

solution.140 
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Factions emerged in Egypt and Syria that firmly rejected Chalcedon 

The debate had never been as heated in the west. … In the east, however, the council proved to be … 

a monumental disaster. The Alexandrian clergy could not believe that the council had accepted a 

formula that was so close to Nestorius’ belief, and in Egypt and Syria hardline factions emerged that 

firmly rejected Chalcedon.141 

------ 

In response to the council’s decision, the anti-Chalcedonians now set up their own Churches, resulting 

in the Coptic Church in Egypt and the Jacobite Church in Syria. They preached that Jesus had only 

one nature, even though this contained both divine and human elements, in contrast to the ‘two 

nature’ formula of Chalcedon.142 

EMPEROR JUSTINIAN 

Emperor Justinian [c. 530] ordered all to come forward for Christian baptism 

[Emperor] Justinian also tried to find a solution to the theological controversy that was splitting his 

empire. He was not a theologian but, like his predecessors, he believed in religious unity under the 

auspices of an emperor appointed by God. His famous law codes were issued in the joint names of 

Lord Jesus Christ and the emperor himself. In one of his laws of the 530s, he ordered all to come 

forward for Christian baptism. ‘Should they disobey, let them know that they will be excluded from 

the state and will no longer have any rights of possession, neither goods or property; stripped of 

everything. … The death penalty was decreed for all who followed pagan cults.143 

Justinian’s attempts were marred by internal debate over the Chalcedon formula 

[Justinian’s] determined attempt to create a unified Christian state was marred by the continuing 

debate over the Chalcedon formula.144 

Justinian’s Council of Constantinople (553) was a disaster 

When Justinian called a council to Constantinople in 553, it proved a disaster.145 

COUNCILS OF THE FIFTH AND SIXTH CENTURIES 

Origenism condemned by second-rate Councils in 400, 543 and 649 

Origenism was condemned at the Council of Alexandria in 400 and again by another Council in 

Constantinople in 543, at which the emperor Justinian inspired an edict denouncing Origen’s errors. 

The same Council and the one held in 649 at the Lateran pilloried Origen together with the arch-

heretics Arius, Nestorius and Eutyches. The greatest mind and the most creative thinker of early 

Christianity was anathematized by the church of second-rate followers.146 

Tertullian, Clement of Alexandria, and Origen were treated as heretics 

Tertullian was a layman, and so too was Clement. As for Origen, the validity of the priestly 

ordination conferred on him in Palestine was called into question by his local ecclesiastical superior, 

Demetrius, bishop of Alexandria. Despite their brilliance, or perhaps because of it, all three were 

treated as heretics either in their lifetime or after their death 

(Christian Beginnings, page 200) 
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IMPERIAL COUNCILS DEFINED CHRISTIAN DOCTRINE 

Imperial councils, often unrepresentative, were given the special status as ecumenical 

All these so-called councils — the Council of Nicaea of 325, the Council of Constantinople of 381, 

the Council of Ephesus in 431 and the Council of Chalcedon of 451 — which had been subject to 

imperial pressures and in many cases had been unrepresentative of the Church as a whole, were now 

given special status as ecumenical, i.e. of the whole Church, councils.147 

Apart from Ephesus (431), emperors defined Christian doctrine 

With the possible exception of Ephesus in 431, when the machinations and bribery of Cyril shaped the 

proceedings and led the way to his desired outcome, it was the emperors who had actually defined 

Christian doctrine.148 

------ 

It is impossible to believe that the Church would itself have come to an enforceable consensus on the 

Trinity if an emperor had not provided the legal framework within which the Nicenes could be 

privileged over the various groups of ‘heretics’ who opposed them. 

Theodosius’ role was crucial. His powers and status as a quasi-divine figure transcended those of his 

rivals in any case, but the Church was beset by its own internal tensions, which would have precluded 

consensus. What Theodosius achieved was the championing of one Christian faction over another and 

the strengthening of its position by ostracising its rivals, both Christian and pagan.149 

 

THE REVOLUTIONS ASSOCIATED WITH APOSTLE PAUL 

Paul’s acceptability fluctuated through the centuries 

In the Greek world, in the first century AD, Paul’s letters and theology had laid the foundations for a 

Christianity that took root outside Judaism. Later he became less influential. 

In the second century he had been championed by Marcion, but Marcion had been declared a heretic. 

The Church father Tertullian went so far as to call Paul ‘the apostle of the heretics’.
  

Paul suffered further by becoming associated with Gnosticism, a movement rejected by the 

mainstream Church in the third century, and with the despised Manicheans, who placed him second to 

Mani as a religious leader. As a result, many theologians wrote their works without any reference to 

Paul, and those that have survived often concern his personality rather than his letters. … 

At the beginning of the fourth century, when Constantine built the first great churches of Rome, that 

erected in honour of St Peter was one of the largest, while the supposed place of Paul’s martyrdom on 

the road to Ostia was marked by no more than a small shrine. 

It is only in the final decades of the fourth century that Paul became of interest in the west. In the 

380s, a massive basilica was built around his shrine, financed by many Christian grandees, including 

Theodosius himself.150 
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