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Introduction 
The first seven ecumenical councils set forth the basic understandings of God and Christ. 
 

• The First Council of Nicaea, 325 
• The First Council of Constantinople, 381 
• The First Council of Ephesus, 431 
• The Council of Chalcedon, 451 
• The Second Council of Constantinople, 553 
• The Third Council of Constantinople, 680-681 
• The Second Council of Nicaea, 787 

Shema to Homoousios 
Shema is the Hebrew word for hear. 
 
The church moved from the word Hebrew word shema to the Greek word homoousios. Homoousios means 
same being or same essence. 

Historical Context 
Ebionites 
The Ebionites were a second century group that insisted that Jewish laws and customs still needed to be 
observed. 

Justin Martyr 
Justin Martyr lived in the second century. 
 
Justin met an old man who refuted Plato’s doctrine of the soul and told him about the Old Testament 
prophecies of the coming of Christ. 
 
Christianity is the true philosophy and Justin presented himself as a teacher of philosophy. 
 
He claimed the divine Logos inspired the Old Testament prophets and dwelt fully in Jesus. 
 
In Justin, we see the beginnings of the development of Christology. 

Irenaeus 
He emphasized the parallelism between Adam and Christ taught by Paul. 
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The divine Word assumed the humanity that Adam had before he fell. 
 
Irenaeus understood salvation to be the restoration of the paradise that mankind had before the Fall. 
 
The New Testament canon created by Irenaeus is almost the same as what we have today. 
 
Irenaeus looked to the succession of teachers from the apostles to determine orthodoxy. 
 
Christ was the incarnation of the divine Logos come to restore man back to his original position before the 
Fall. 
 
He understood that only if the Word is fully divine and takes on flesh and enters into human life could 
redemption be accomplished. So Jesus Christ is truly God and truly man who inaugurates a new redeemed 
human race. 
 
The Father and Son are not exactly equal. 

Monarchian Controversy 
Those who held to orthodox Christian theology said the only first principle is God himself. There is a single 
monarchia. 
 
The Monarchians proclaimed the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit were one being but rejected the idea of persons 
within the Godhead. 
 
Modalism says the Father, Son, and the Holy Spirit are just different modes of the same being. 
 
Patripassianism is a doctrine that says the Father suffers. 
 
Sabellius taught modalism, and Hippolytus, a disciple of Irenaeus, taught that the Father and the Son were 
different persons. 

Tertullian 
Tertullian proposed that God is one substance consisting in three persons. 
 
He used the Latin term substantia to mean character or nature and the Latin term persona for person. 
 
Tertullian said of Christ he is “one person” uniting divine and human substances each of which retain their 
distinctness of being and activity. 

Montanism 
A man named Montanus and two women, Prisca and Maximilla, from Phrygia, were seized by the Spirit and 
gave ecstatic utterances. 
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It was called the New Prophecy and, against the Gnostic eschatology of the liberation of the spirit from the 
body, proclaimed a literal resurrection of the body and that the End was near. 
 
The Montanists had no expectation that all Christians would be prophets but all Christians should 
acknowledge that they spoke directly from the Spirit. 
 
Hippolytus thought the desire for miraculous gifts was good, but the supreme miracle was conversion. 
 
Tertullian held to the New Prophecy. This is what led him to leave the church since he believed the Church was 
rejecting true spirituality. 

Origen 
God first created a realm of spiritual beings dependent upon the Creator and endowed with reason and free 
will. 
 
The purpose of the material world is to educate, train, and remake the fallen souls so they turn back to God. 
 
One soul did not fall from God when all the other souls fell. God chose this soul to be united to the divine 
Logos in a union as close as soul and body. The human body produced by Mary was united to the one soul that 
did not fall and the divine Logos. 
 
Origen saw Christ as the one who unifies the Old and New Testaments. 

Paul of Samosota 
Paul of Samosota taught that the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit were not of the same essence. 
 
The incarnation consisted of the Logos descended on the man Jesus after he was born. 
 
Because Jesus was a moral person the Logos descended on him. 
 
With adoptionism, instead of God becoming man you have man becoming God. 

Arius 
Arius developed a theology that divided the Church for centuries and is still alive and well today. 
 
Since God’s essence is transcendent, unique, and indivisible, his essence cannot be shared. 
 
Since the created world could not directly handle the all-powerful God, he needed the instrument of the Word 
to mediate his power. The Word is a creature that was generated or made perfect and above all other 
creatures. 
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Arius believed that Christ, the created Word, distinct from the Logos, united himself to a human body that 
lacked a rational soul. The Word took the place of the human soul. 
 
Arius insisted that if the Father begat a Son, then the Son began to exist, which means there was a time he did 
not exist. 
 
Arius was excommunicated. 
 
Alexander said the Word was a person distinguishable from the Father. The Word mediates between the 
Father and creation, but the Word is not a created being but derived from the Father’s being. The Word is co-
eternal with the Father and is eternally generated from the Father. The Word is the exact image and likeness 
of the Father and cannot change. 

Constantine 
Constantine reigned as emperor from 306 till 337. 
 
He was the first emperor to supposedly convert to Christianity. 
 
Some reported that Constantine had a dream that instructed him to put the Greek letters Chi and Rho on the 
battle shields and standards. This is a monogram of the name of Christ and appeared on coins beginning in 
315. 
 
He established Constantinople, present day Istanbul, and declared it to be the “New Rome.” 

The Council of Nicaea 
Prelude 
Constantine thought Alexander and Arius had too much time on their hands and were just arguing over 
intellectual matters that should have been kept private. 
 
In 324 Constantine called for the bishops to meet in a council at Ancyra, but the location was changed to 
Nicaea, which is in Turkey. 

Events 
The symbolic number 318 was used for the attendance, which was the number of Abraham’s armed servants 
in Genesis 14:14. In Greek that number is a symbol of the cross and Jesus. 
 
The council was formally opened on about May 20, 325. Constantine ruled over the council, but he would not 
sit until all the bishops were seated. 
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The evidence points to a Syro-Palenstinian creed being used as the basis for the Nicene Creed. The final 
version of the creed was preserved by Athanasius, the historian Socrates, Basil of Caesarea, and in the 
proceedings of the Council of Chalcedon. 

Nicene Creed 
We believe in one God the Father Almighty, Maker of all things visible and invisible; and in one Lord 
Jesus Christ, the Son of God, begotten of the Father, only-begotten, that is, from the substance of the 
Father, God from God, Light from Light, True God from True God, Begotten, not made, of one 
substance with the Father, though Whom all things were made. 
 
Who for us men and for our salvation came down and became incarnate, and was made man, suffered 
and rose on the third day, And ascended into heaven, And is coming with glory to judge the living and 
the dead, And in the Holy Spirit. 
 
But those who say, There was when the Son of God was not, and before he was begotten he was not, 
and that he came into being from things that are not, or that he is of a different hypostasis or 
substance, or that he is mutable or alterable – the Catholic and Apostolic Church anathematizes. 

 
The council added the phrase “from the substance of the Father,” which excluded any type of Arian 
interpretation. 
 
The phrase “True God from True God” rebutted the Arian view that, even though the Son is God, he is only 
God by grace and is God in name only. 
 
The clearest part of the creed that denied Arianism was the phrase, “Begotten, not made.” 
 
The final vital phrase related to the being of the Son is the phrase “of one substance with the Father.”  
 
The creed affirmed monotheism and the Trinity. 
 
The creed affirmed the full deity of the Son. 
 
The creed not only rejected Arianism, but also all forms of polytheism and tritheism (the belief there are three 
gods). 
 
The creed rejected all forms of modalism. 
 
The creed stressed the importance of the incarnation to redemption. Only the God-man, Jesus Christ, could 
redeem fallen humanity. 

Aftermath 
The Nicene Creed was finished around June 19, and 18 bishops opposed it. 
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Only two bishops and Arius did not sign anything. 
 
The Council of Nicaea also made additions of an older baptismal creed, some decisions about the date of 
Easter, and some twenty disciplinary rules. 

Conclusion 
Dogma is truth established by an authority. Dogma was beginning to be understood as a religious appeal to 
the mind or intellect, calling it to yield to God’s Word as true. 
 
The Council of Nicaea took statements about the Son of God in the Scripture and summarized them into a 
statement of truth that the mind could understand. These truths then formed the basis for developing a 
workable theology. 


