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DID YOU KNOW?

Remarkable or
little-known facts about

HERESY 1I1
THE EARLY
CHURCH

Tony LANE

The three major creeds of the
church are all misnamed. The
Apostles’ Creed was not written
by the apostles. What is called the
Nicene Creed is not the creed that
was produced at the Council of
Nicea but a later creed. The Atha-
nasian Creed has nothing to do
with Athanasius and many have
argued that it is not even a creed.

In the Nicene Creed; the key
word used to describe Chirist's re-
lation to God—homosusion, mean-
ing, “of the same substance”—had
been considered heretical a cen-
tury earlier. Some earlier orthodox

Drawing heresy. lecause the doctrine of the Trinite is ultimately
mvsterions, any viswal depicrion represents some heresv. Medieoal art
aften showed CGod s o single body with three faces (see cover), but this
actually represents modalism. which denies the distinetions berceen
Father, Son, and Holy Spiric. Ahooe, carving on a Reman sarcophagus
shows God as three separate beings, thus sacrificing che dicine wnity
and picturing polvtheism, This is one of the carliest-known aftempis to
represent the Trinity.

theologians argued that the term
was not found in the Bible and
that it blurred the distinctions be-
tween the Father and the Son.

Though the debate about Christ's
deity extended over centuries, the
debate about the Holy Spirit’s di-
vine nature lasted only about
twenty vears.

Some the greatest of early theolo-
glans were confused aboul
Christ's nature. Clement of
Alexandria, tor example, master-
fullv refuted the Gnostic heresy
that said Christ did not have a real
human body and therefore did
not eat and drink. Clement held
that Jesus did indeed eat and
drink but not because he needed
food and drink to stay alive—[e-
sus, Clement argued, only wished
to keep his disciples from herehi-

cal beliefs about him.

Not all defenders of orthodoxy
staved orthodox themselves. Ter-
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Political councils. Emperor Constantine moderates the Council of
Nicea—a picture that illustrates ow docrrinal dispires were often
partisan and political. The most telling example occurred ar the 431
Council of Ephesus. The first party o arvive were the Mexandrians,
led by their bishop, Cyril, They went altecd and condenmmed Nestorius,
e theologian of the Antiochene partv. Four davs later, the Antiochenes
arrived and held their own council, which condemned Cyril. Finally
representarives from Rome arrived and endorsed Cyril's conneil,
wihtich in due course was seen as the authentic council,

tullian and Movatian, for example,
bwe major anti-Gnostic theologians
of the 2005, each fell out of favor
with the church: Tertullian, be-
cause of his conversion to the Mon-
tanist heresy; NMovatian, because of
his unforgiving stance dgainst
those who had denied Christ un-
der persecution.

For a time at Antioch, rival groups
differed about the deity of the Holy
Spirit. One group prayed, "Glory
be to the Father and to the Son and
to the Holy Spirit,” and the other
one, “Glory be to the Father with
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the Son in the Holy Spirit.” The
bishop managed to avoid offend-
ing either party by developing
laryngitis at this point in the
liturgy!

During his 45-year reign as bishop
of Alexandria, Athanasius, the
champion of Nicene orthodoxy,
was exiled five times by five em-
perors, for a total of 17 years,
Though his views on Christ’s deity
were lo become the official teach-
ing of the church, when he died, it
was still not clear his views would
prevail.

Curil of Alexandria, a fifth-century
Greek bishop, held to the generally
accepted belief that God is impassi-
ble—incapable of suffering or emo-
tion. He equally held to the dcillv of
Christ, who underwent his “pas-
sion™ {i.e., his suffering) for us on
the cross. This commitment led
him to affirm that the eternal Word
“suffered impassibly.”

Heretics often provided a great
service to the church: For example,
Marcion rejected the Old Testa-
ment and the Gospels of Matthew,
Mark, and John, thus forcing the
church o define the New Testa-
ment canon. Arius, in denying the
deity of Christ, made the church
articulate the doctrine that became
the most crucial to Christianity.

Tony LANE is director of research and
senior lecturer in Chnistian dectring al
London Bible College. He isauthor of
Explorig Christian Thought (Melson,
1996 and a CHRISTIAN HISTORY advider



FROM THE EDITOR

HOW TO READ
THIS ISSUE

# t's been said, “God writes straight with crooked lines,” meaning
I God has allowed heresy to arise to help Christians clarify what they
believe.

Well, most of the time.

i, aiter reading this issue, you can’t wax eloguent on the difference
between Monophysitism and Nestorianism, | won't hold it against you.
I've been editing this issue for months now, and every time I've run into
those and other arcane terms, I've had to thumb through the Oxford
Dictionary of the Christian Church and assorted other reference works
to make sure | know what I'm editing!

This is CirisTian HisTORY'S first foray into the heady topic of the his-
tory of theology. We now remember why we've procrastinated entering
this field. It's no easy task shaping intricate, complex thinking into un-
derstandable and interesting prose. If you hadn't consistently rated
heresy in the early church as one of your most desired topics, | don't
know that we would have produced this issue.

But you did, and so we have, and I'm excited about the result. We
included as many stories, personalities, and fascinating facts as space
permitted. The opening article on the Council of Micea, “A Hammer
Struck at Heresy,” is one of the best historical narratives we've ever run,
5till, there will be times when, mare than in most issues, vou're going to
have to read CHrisTIAN History a little differemtly. How?

Slowly. The theological debates were so technical at points (and
many distinctions are best made in ancient Greek or Latin), you're going
to have to reread many paragraphs to appreciate distinctives.

With Post-it Notes. Because of the abundance of terms, debates,
names, and dates, we've added an infographic ip. 20) and ofiered a top-
ical timeline (p. 36) to help. You might want to mark those features and
refer to them when things become a bit confusing.

Expecting gaps. Not every heresy is covered in depth, and not every
teaching is defined thoroughly—there just isn't space. We've concen-
trated on the conlroversies over the e
person of Christ because these were _ ot
the most crucial for the church's
future.

Since this is an experiment for
Crristian History, we would love to
hear from you about the issue. What
was and was not helpiul? Should we
do this again? Which theological de-
bates of what eras maost interest you?

In the meantime, read about early
heresy, and let God use even those
crooked lines to make straight the way
of the Lord in you.

—Mark Galli
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THE

FROM

READERS

Deist founders?

Edwin Caustad said George
Washington “studiously avoided
referring to the person and min-
istry of Jesus Christ.” Nothing
could be further from the truth.
Anyone who has ever read Wash-
ington’s field notebook will easily
and readily see he was a commit-
ted Christian and understood Cod
the Father and his only Son Jesus
Christ.

Jim Frassett
Huntington Beach, California

For vears I've heard people (in-
cluding high school history teach-
ers) say that the United States was
founded on Christian principles by
godly men. Your article, "Disciples
of Reason,” convinced me that what |
was laught was incorrect. Thank vou
for setting the story straight!

Johin Hillyer

Qur founding fathers had much
stronger tendencies toward evangeli-
cal orthodoxy than toward deism.
David Barton has published several
books examining this question and
has presented strong data to support
a Christian backbone in our nation’s
beginnings.

Walt Grudzinski
Manassas, Virginia

David Barton demonstrates that
52 out of 35 of the founding fathers
were Christians and not deists. How-
ever, Edwin Gaustad (page 28)
states, “Franklin can be rightly classi-
fied—with all our other founders—
only as a deist.” Barton appears to
have a lot of supporting data to con-
tradict [this] statement.

[ndge Bob Downing
Baton Rouge, LA

Clarificatrons: Gaustad uses the term
“fennding fathers™ only for five men:
Franklin, Washington, Adams, Madi
son, and lefferson. Barton includes as

6

Sfounding fathers all the signers of the
Declaration of Independence. Thongh ive
agree with Barton's larger paint—that
the Christian faith of recolutionary lead-
ers has been ignored by many histori-
ans—ive have reservations about sonie of
his arguments. -u1g

Justifying revolution

Mark MNoll (page 44) said, “The
Americans were not sufficiently
oppressed to justify taking up
arms.” | nearly fell out of my seat on
that one!

1. Stamp Act. To purchase one
stamp would surrender self-govern-
ment, which would lead o a slow se-
duction of their freedoms.

2. The Quartering Act. Allowed
British soldiers to live in the houses
of Americans and spv on them.

3. How about the Declaratory Act,
which claimed that the colonies were
subordinate and that Parliament
could pass any law it wished?

4. Then in 1770, the Boston Mas-
sacre, the Tea Tax, the Intolerable
Acts, which exerted more conlrol
{oppression!). How about the king
paying the Shawnee Indians to raid
[rontier settlements, murdering
colonisis?

Pastar Derrick folimson
Carol Stream, [llinois

Mark MNoll (page 44) stated,
“We are under no moral or histor-
ical obligation lo continue the
American experiment based on
the fathers’ vision, whatever it
might have been.”

This was alarming. The fathers’
vision was created by them not
just for that pen'od but politically,
judicially, Iegisiatix-'ely, and
morally for all ages to come, as
long as God lets the nation exist.

Though I understand what he
is trying to say, to call it an “ex-
periment” is degrading to the fa-
thers and to us—men do not die
for an experiment. They ubligated
themselves to the vision and princi-
ples, as did others after them, from
the grunt in the trenches to the presi-
dent himself. Immigrants from all
over the world have obligated them-
selves and their children to the
founding fathers” vision.

I know and feel this as 1 live and
mimister in another country. We are
comfortable, cushioned, and isolated
from this when living only in our
own environment in the United
States.

Walter Stvarm
Cordoba, Argentina

In general
The issue was superbly done.
How much we need to be reminded
of the costly price of the freedom we
enjoy today—and of the great God
who gave us our early leaders.
Ruth Nelson

Sometimes the tone of this issue
was “We can stand above history
and not take sides.” On the contrary,
patriotism is a Christian virtue. God
could not have directed the start of
this country without having a major-
ity of the founders be believers.

Willigm D). Miller

(Contimued on the next pagel
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FROM

THE READERS

Thank you for the excellent issue
on the church during the American
Revolution. To amplify briefly on the
role of Methodism during the con-
flict, let me add the great wrenching
many felt in being forced to choose
between crown and country, Many
of the leaders of the Wesleyan move-
ment were loyalists and thus forced
to emigrate to Canada. Southern On-
tario is rich with this heritage, in-
cluding Hay Bay Church near Picton
and the grave of Barbara Heck,
whom many consider the founder of
Methodism in North America.

Pastor John M. Germaine
Morth Madison, Ohio

Corrections

The following are corrections to
issue 50;

1. It is stated (pages 3, 37, and 43)
that God is not mentioned in the
Constitution. Refutation: Article VII
states “ ... in the year of our Lord
1787.7

2. During the Constitutional Con-
vention, numerous references to God
were made. For example, take Ben
Franklin's famous speech, “God gov-
erns the affairs of men.”

3. A minor disagreement: On page
11, it states that in 1773, there were
“young radical lawyers, like the
Adams cousins, John and Samuel.”
John was 40, Samuel was 53. John
was not a radical that year—he had
represented British soldiers after the
Boston Massacre (1770) and was still
against independence. Samuel was
never a la wyer but always a radical.

I cannot close without saying how
much 1 have enjoyed CHrisTIAN His-
TORY over the years.

Jolm A. Dolan, Jr,
Sierra Vista, Arizona

Your issue on the American Revo-
lution was most interesting, enlight-
ening, and refreshingly unbiased.
However, there were two additional
topics | wish you had addressed.

CHRIsTIAN HISTORY

One was the involvement of back-
country North Carolina Separate
Baptists in pre-Revolutionary Regu-
lator Movement. The other is the role
of Freemasonary in shaping the
deism of the founding fathers.
Joln Sparks
Offutt, Kentucky

It amazes me that there was no
mention of Masonic teachings in the
entire issue. Many of our Founding
Fathers were practicing Masons, and
the teachings of the Masonry affected
their thoughts, religious and philo-
sophical.

You cite George Washington as
speaking of God as “The Grand Ar-
chitect,” “The Governor of the Uni-
verse,” and “The Supreme Dispenser
of All Good.” This terminology can
be found in Masonic teachings.
Washington was a well-known Ma-
son and belonged to the temple in
Alexandria until his death.

Robin Austin
Atlanta, Georgia

We should have mentioned that not
only Washington but many other Ameri-
can fomiders were Freemasons, In addi-
tion, some readers wondered if the
symbols on the back of a dollar bill (page
2) were more Masonic than Christian.
The symbols have been used in many
contexts, religious and secular. -mg

Christian History

465 Gundersen Dr.
Carol Stream, IL 60188
Fax: 630-260-0114
E-mail: chedit@aol.com

I don’t know which Latin diction-
ary you used, but mine says Annuit
Coeplis (page 2} means “Announcing
the birth.” Thus the Latin phrase on
the great seal of the United States
would read, "Announcing the birth
of the new world order.”

Also, on page 2, it states that we
fought for religious liberty in 1776,
but when I read the list of grievances
in the Declaration of Independence, |
find not one reference to religious
liberties.

The paragraph further implies
that there was a connection between
the First Amendment to the national
Constitution and the dissolution of
state churches. But the First Amend-
ment was a restriction on Congress,
not on the states. States were free to
have state churches, and many did. If
a state chose not to have its own
church, it was by the choice of the
state and its citizens, not because of
the First Amendment.

Rex Bontrager
West Lafayette, Indiana

1. That'll teach me to depend on an-
other source and not seek an original
translation from one of our aduvisers!

2. Though religious liberty was not
formally listed in the Declaration of In-
dependence, it was a concern of many
Christians, especially those of Calvinist
leanings, who thought monarchy and
religious oppression went hand in hand.

3. Good distinction about state
churches. Still, it's interesting, given
the nation’s political mood, that state
churches existed into the 1800s. -mg

Other corrections: In the timeline,
the date for the Bill of Rights is listed as
1789; it should read 1791, In 1778,
South Carolina did not “permit” but
“incorporated” Anglican-like churches.
No American state even considered pro-
scribing dissenting churches; some sim-
ply wanted fo allow them to incorporate
legally. -mg
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tan and even in world history,”
wrote historian W. H. C. Frend
abouk Hie first Council of Nicea.

In Christian history, the doctrine of
Christ's divinity—a doctrine essential
and unique to Christianity—uas for-
mially affirmed for the first time. In world
history, never before had the entire
church gathered to determine policy and
doctrine—let alone at the bidding of the
Rowman EMpPerar.

The follow article, written by the late
writer and biographer Robert Payne (d.
1983), is excerpted and adapted from his
The Holy Fire: The Story of the Early
Centuries of the Christian Churches
in the MNear East (1957). Forty years of
scholarship later, one can rightfully
quibble about some historical details
(clarifications and some updated find-
ings are in brackets). But no other nar-
rative conveys as well the human
dimension of this critical event,

+ . . f
I ¥ ans of great importance in Chris-

What exactly happened
at the famous Council
of Nicea, when the
Roman emperor convened
some 250 quarreling
Christian bishops?
ROBERT PAYHE

Alexander of Alexandria had
called a meeting of the presbyters
[priests]. According to the historian
Socrates, the aging “pope” [some
early senior bishops were called
“papa,” that is, “father”] "with per-
haps too philosophical minuteness”
began to lecture on the theological
mystery of the Holy Trinity.

Alexander had been discussing
the Father, the Son, and the Holy
Ghost for some time when he was in-
terrupted by one of the presbyters
called Arius, a native of Libya. There

False teaching underfoot. Tl bishops al the Council of Nicen,
with Emperor Constantine sitting to the right of the open Gospels,

condemmn the teaching of Arius, below.

IssuUE 51

is no evidence that Alexander was a
profound theologian. He may have
bumbled, and it is possible that Arius
was justified in accusing Alexander
of Sabellianism, a heresy that in-
volved a belief in the unity of God at
the expense of the reality of the Trin-
ity. But in combating Alexander, Ar-
ius fell into a new heresy, for he
announced, “If the Father begat the
Son, then he who was begotten had a
beginning in existence, and from this
it follows there was a time when the
Son was not.”

Here, at some time in 319, the cry
of the Arians—"There was a time
when the Son was not"—was first
heard. The words were to have an
extraordinary influence on the shap-
ing of the church. They were dyna-
mite and split the church in two, and
these words, which read in Greek
like a line of a song, still echo down
the centuries.

The issue
Alexander was appalled by the
new heresy and knew that desperate
measures would be necessary to
combat it. Once it i5 admitted that

9



“there was a time when the
Son was not,” then a bewilder-
ing series of further heresies
follows. High as he is, the Son
is now infinitely lower than the
Father. The words are like a
wedge, splitting the monothe-
ism of the church. Athanasius
[Alexander's chief deacon as-
sistant] saw the danger clearly,
and he seems to have taken
over from Alexander the task
of refuting Arius.

To the credit of Athanasius,
he saw clearly that the most
dangerous of existing heresies
was precisely the heresy an-
nounced by Arius. [t was a
very simple heresy. All Arius
said was that if the Father be-
gal the Son, then the Son must
have had a birth, and therefore
there was a ime when the Son
of God did not exist. He had
come into existence according
to the will of the heavenly Fa-
ther, and therefore he was less
than the heavenly Father,
though greater than man.
Christ was no more than a me-

Emperor, moderator, or bishop?
When arguments broke out at the council,
Constantine did his best to restore order, He
reqarded himself not only as moderator but
alsp ong qll"Hu’ bishops, and he took part in
the arguments, rebuking those wio spake too
angrily and sternly silencing those whose
argunents to him seemed faulty.

diator between man and God.
Mo, answered Alexander and
Athanasius; Christ is absolute God.
In our own heretical age, the dis-
pule between Athanasius and Arius
may appear to be a splitting of hairs,
but it was not so at the time. The his-
torian Gibbon was amused by the
thought that Christianity almost
foundered on the controversy be-
tween homoeusios and homoionsios,
the fate of humankind hanging on a
single iota. But the difference be-
tween Christ the mediator and Christ
the God is a very real one, and
whether Christ is of the same sub-
stance [homo-ousios] or a like sub-
stance [homoi-onsios] to God the
Father is a matter of importance to all
Christians, not only theologians.
Arianism brought Christ down to
earth, making him at once inferior to
the Father, and more popular. Fol-
lowing Arius, a person could believe
that Christ was no more than a great,
virtuous, and superbly godlike hero.
Against this conception, Alexander
and Athanasius rebelled, and they

10

seem o have been perfectly aware
that the heresy had the power to de-
stroy the church as they knew il.

Round one

Alexander seems to have behaved
with patience; there were long pri-
vate interviews with Arius; special
prayers were offered against the
emerging heresy. The clergy of
Alexandria were assembled to dis-
cuss the matter, and most of them
signed an urgent letter to Arius, beg-
ging him to acknowledge his heresy,
Arius refused.

Alexander had no alternative but
to summon a synod of the bishops of
Egypl and Libya and depose Arius
and his followers. Thereupon
Alexander issued an encyclical, stat-
ing tersely that the quarrel had gone
beyond his powers of healing, and
the views of Arius were anathema.
The heresy, which was to grow into
an immense poisonous flower, was
still only a bud, and not all its impli-

cations were visible at first. In
his encyclical, Alexander ex-
plains some of the conse-
quences of the heresy:

“The novelties the Arians
have pul forward contrary to
the Scriptures are these: God
was not always a Father . . . the
Word of God was not always ...
[for] there was a time when he
was not . . . neither is he like in
essence [o the Father; neither is
he the true and natural Word
of the Father; neither is he his
true wisdom. ... And the Fa-
ther cannot be described by the
Son, for the Word does not
know the Father perfectly and
accurately.”

Alexander’s letter, which
shows signs of having been
partly written by Athanasius, is
a masterly summary of the
heresy in its beginnings, but it
suffered from one obvious
fault. It was close-knit and logi-
cal. The people wanted some-
thing they could sing, and this
Arius provided in abundance.
“There was a time when the
Son was not” became a catch
phrase. There were many other

catch phrases, hymns and songs, “to
be sung al table and by sailors,
millers, and travelers.” The people
took up the cause of Arius, who
withdrew to Palestine and later to
Nicomedia, where he was protected
by the bishop. Here in a corner of
Asia Minor not far from Byzantium,
Arius continued to taunt the pope of
Alexandria, secure in the knowledge
that the people were with him.
Arius possessed other advan-
tages. Eusebius, the bishop of Nico-
media, had [riends at court and was
particularly close to Constantia, the
sister of Emperor Constantine. Al-
ready the evil that had begun in the
church of Alexandria was running
through all Egypt, Libya, Upper
Thebes, Palestine, and Asia Minor.

The emperor steps in
Inevitably it came to the ears of
the emperor, who discussed with
Hosius, the saintly bishop of Cor-
dova, what should be done to put an
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Former nonglory. Situated on the shores of a lake, surrounded by chestnut woods, with snoweapped
mountains rising above it, the city of Nicea was no particular importance in the 300s. Today it is a thriving
Turkish village called Isnik. Of the original Greek city, only a few ruined colwmns remain,

end to the guarrels among the sects.
Like James 1 of England, Constantine
regarded unity as “the mother of or-
der,” and he was not overmuch con-
cerned with the theological truths at
stake: he decided to send Hosius to
Nicomedia and Alexandria with a
letter written in his own hand, order-
= ing by imperial rescript an end to the
quarrel.

The letter—one of the most aston-
ishing letters ever written by an em-
peror to prit*:sts—has come down to
us in a version that shows no signs of
being edited. It is hot-tempered,
querulous, disjointed, and com-
mnnding. It is abundantly clear that
the emperor is not quite clear in his
own mind what the quarrel is about.
He observes that “these questions are
the idle cobwebs of contention, spun
by curious wits,” and he asks, “"Who

Dawving fromm The Nuremiburg Choonicke of the Waorld, 1493
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is capable of distinguishing such
deep and hidden mysteries?” He rec-
ognizes that the contestants are well-
armed with arguments, but he can
make neither head nor tail of them.

The heathen philosophers did bet-
ter: they quictly agreed to disagree.
But these new philosophers are im-
placable and determined enemies of
his peace. Let them make profession
of their ignorance of God’s ultimate
purposes.

It was precisely this profession
that Arius and Athanasius were un-
able to make. Almost in despair,
Constantine concludes his letter:

“Seeing that our great and gra-
cious God, the preserver of all, has
given us the common light of his
grace, | entreat vou that my endeav-
ors may be brought to a prosperous
end, and my people be persuaded to

embrace peace and concord. Suffer
me to spend my days and nights in
quiet, and may | have light and
cheerfulness instead of tears and
groans.”

If Constantine had seriously
hoped to put an end to the quarrel,
he had acted too late. The quarrel
was blazing furiously. "In every
city,” wrote a historian, "bishop was
contending against bishop, and the
people were contending against one
another, like swarms of gnats fight-
ing in the air.”

Another historian outlined the
danger even more acidly: “In former
times, the church was attacked by
enemies and strangers from without.
Today those who are natives of the
same country, who dwell under one
roof and sit down at table together,
fight with their tongues as if with
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spears.”

When Hosius returned from his
missions in Nicomedia and Alexan-
dria, he was a defeated man and
could only report that he could see
no end in sight to the blaze that had
hegun when an aging pope ad-
dressed his presbyters on the subject
of the Holy Trinity.

There had been bloodshed in the
streets; Alexandria and Nicomedia
were exchanging defiant taunts.
Constantine decided to throw all his
influence into the battle.

Calling the council

He decided to call a general coun-
cil, the first of that long series of
church councils that ended with the
Council of Trent (1545-1563). He
chose as the seat of the council the
small city of Nicea in Bithynia, a few
miles from Nicomedia.

By Constantine’s orders, 1,800
bishops were invited to attend the
council. Messengers were sent to all
parts of the empire with invitations.
Each bishop was allowed to bring
two pre:-ib],'ters and three slaves in
his retinue; the services of the public
post stations were offered free; from
all corners of the empire the bishops
descended upon Nicea, crowding the
public roads.

It was not a good time for travel-
ing. The eastern rivers were flooded
with the rains of a late spring, and
though the empire, stretching from
Britain to the borders of Persia, was
nominally at peace, there were ma-
rauding soldiers and bandits along
the roads. Fewer than 400 bishops
answered the imperial summons, but
their numbers were swelled by a
horde of attendant presbyters, dea-
cons, subdeacons, and laymen.

Most of the ecclesiastics came
from the East, for Europe and North
Africa had nol yet been corrupted by
the schism. Six bishops and bwo pres-
byvters represented the West. They
were Hosius of Cordova, Caecilian of
Carthage, Nicasius of Dijon, Domnus
of Strido in Pannonia, Eustorgius of
Milan, and Marcus of Calabria. The
two Roman presbyters Victor and
Vincentius represented the old and
dying Sylvester, bishop of Rome.
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Holistic creed. Liltimately
the issues at Nicea embraced
the sweep of salvation listory,
[fram the fall of Adam and Eve
(left) te the trivmphant
resurrection of Christ (right).
Historian [arosiap Pelikan
writes that underlying the
Nicene Creed “wnas the
conviction Hat only he whe
had created the universe conld
save man, and that to do either
or both of these, [Jesus] had to
be divine and not a creatire.”

From the East came bishops who
had suffered persecution. There was
Paul, bishop of Mesopotamian Cae-
sarga, with his hands scorched by
flames. Paphnutius of Upper Egypt.
famous for the austerity of his life,
had had his right eye dug out and
the sinews of his left leg were cul
during the Diocletian persecution.
Bishop Potammon of Heraclea, who
had known Antony and lived in the
deseris of the Nile, had also lost an
eye.

There was James, bishop of Nisi-
bis, who wore a coal of camel’s hair,
and from the island of Cyprus came
Bishop Spyridion, a saintly shepherd
who refused to give up lending
sheep even when he was elevated to
the episcopate, a man who per-
formed miracles to the delight of the
Cypriots and to their further delight
thundered against virginity, saving
that it was right and proper that mar-
ried people should enjoy themselves
in bed. Then there was John, bishop
of Persia, from lands outside the em-
pire, and from the unknown north
came Theophilus the Goth, a flaxen-
haired Scythian from somewhere in
Russia.

This motley crowd of bishops rep-
resented varying traditions of Chris-
tianity. There were sharp-featured

intellectuals, men of abstruse book
learning, capable of splitting hairs by
the vard. There were wise old her-
mits who had spent the previous
year clothed in rough goat hair
cloaks, living on roots and leaves.
There were men so saintly thal it was
almost expected of them that they
would perform miracles during the
council.

There were cantankerous men,
and men riddled with heresies, and
men who rode to Nicea in hope of
preferment from the hands of the
emperor. There were men who came
peacefully, intending only to observe
and then report to their Hock, and
there were other men determined to
wage war in the council chamber.

¥et in the last instance, none of
these bishops except Hosius of Cor-
dova was lo have any great and fi-
nal effect upon the outcome of the
conference.

Enter the emperor

Although five separate accounts
of the council have been handed
down from eyvewitnesses, and there
are eight more accounts written by
historians of the generation immedi-
ately following Nicea, we do not
know exactly where the council took
place, whether it was in a building
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specially erected for the purpose or
whether it was in one of the imperial
palaces,

Tradition points to a site on the
edge of the lake, a vast marble hall
enclosed with columns, and perhaps
open to the sunlight. In the center of
the hall was a throne on which a
copy of the Gospels was placed, and
at the far end was another throne for
the emperor, carved in wood, richly
gilt and set above the level of the un-
painted thrones of the bishops.

In this hall, early in the morning
of Ascension Sunday, while a mist
was floating on the lake, the bishops
awaited the arrival of the emperor.
Few of the bishops had set eyes
upon this emperor, who had single-
handedly welded the East and West
into a single empire and shown him-
self so devout a Christian. They
waited expectantly.

At last they heard the tramp of
armed guards, and then some high
officers of the court, themselves con-
verted to Christianity, entered the
hall to announce that the emperor
was on his way. The bishops were
standing. Soon an avant-courier was
seen raising a torch, the signal that
the emperor was about to enter, and
then like children, these bishops
from Syria and Cilicia, Arabia, Pales-
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tine, Egypt, Libya, Mesopotamia,
Persia, Scythia, and Europe were
hushed. Human majesty in the per-
son of Constantinius Victor Augus-
tus Maximus was about to appear
before their eyes, and in the history
of the world only Octavian, who had
ruled the Roman Empire during the
life of Christ, had ever reigned over
s0 vast an empire.

Constantine wore high-heeled
scarlet buskins, a purple silk robe
blazing with jewels and gold embroi-
dery, and there were more jewels
embedded in his diadem. He was
then 51 but looked younger, enor-
mously tall and vigorous, with a
high color and a strange glitter in his
fierce, lion-like eyes. He wore his
hair long, but his beard was trimmed
short. He had a thick heavy neck,
and a curious way of holding his
head back, so that it seemed not to be
well set on the powerful shoulders,
and there was about all his move-
ments a remarkable casualness, so
that when he strode, he gave the im-
pression of someone dancing,

Constantine’s speech
Having marched slowly across
the whole length of the hall, Con-
stantine sat in silence for a while, sit-
ting between Pope Alexander of

Alexandria and his closest ecclesiasti-
cal adviser, Bishop Hosius of Cor-
dova. All eyes were fixed on him.
Bishop Eusebius of Caesarea [or,
more likely, Eustathius of Antioch]
read a speech of welcome in metrical
prose and then chanted a hymn of
thanksgiving for the emperor’s victo-
ries; then once again there was si-
lence until Constantine collected
himself, and speaking in Latin,
which was still the language of the
court, in a voice that seemed
strangely soft and gentle for a man
so commanding, he bade the bishops
remember that it was the power of
God that had dethroned the tyrants,
and worse than any battlefield was a
civil war between factions of the
church.

“It is my desire,” he said, "that
you should meet together in a gen-
eral council, and so I offer to the
King of All my gratitude for this
mercy that has come to me above my
other mercies—| mean that there has
been granted to me the benefit of see-
ing you assembled together and to
know you are resolved to be in com-
mon harmony together.”

All this was fHattery, for the very
purpose of the convocation was to
resolve a bitter conflict, and Constan-
tine knew well enough from the peti-
tions he had already received from
the bishops that bitterness remained.

He continued, “When [ gained my
victories over my enemies, | thought
nothing remained for me but to give
thanks unto God and to rejoice with
those who have been delivered by
me. But when 1 learned, contrary to
all expectations, that there were divi-
sions among you, then I solemnly
considered them, and praying that
these discords might also be healed
with my assistance, | summoned you
here without delay. I rejoice to see
you here, yet 1 should be more
pleased to see unity and affection
among you. I entreat you, therefore,
beloved ministers of God, to remove
the causes of dissension among you
and to establish peace.”

There was now no mistaking the
threat behind the words, and as
though to make his threat more clear,
the emperor summoned one of his
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The champion of orthodoxy on why the Word became flesh.
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Silent influence. Athanasius’ brilliont Ireatise
On the Incarnation laid the Hieological foundation
for the orthodox party at Nicea, bul since he was but

a deacon at the time, he was probably forbidden to
speak during the debates,

hat was God to do, people having be-

come derationalized—demaons having
completely deceived them, darkening creation
everywhere and concealing the knowledge of
the true God? What else but to renew again the
grace by which they had been made after his
image, so that through it humans might be able
once more to know him? But how could this be
done except by the coming of our savior, Jesus
Christ—the very image of God himself?

! -~
7

It could not be done by humans, seeing

that they are only made after the image: nor
through angels, for they are not in God's
image. Therefore the Word of God came in
his own person, because as he was the image
of the Father, he would be able to re-create
mankind after the image.

And here is a marvel; living in a human body
and giving it life, he was at the same time sus-
taining the universe, and was present in every
part of it, vet outside the whole.

The carruption of man could only be abal-
ished through death; but it was impossible
for the Word to die, being immortal and Son
of the Father. For this reason he took a body
capable of death, in order that it, by being
made a partaker of the Word who is above
all, might be a sufficient representative of all
people in the {discharge of the penalty of)
death. It is like when a great emperor enters a
city and stays in one of its houses, the city is
honored, and no enemy or bandit dares attack
it. S is it with the monarch of all. Having
come into our region, and lived in one body
among his peers, the enemy’s plans against man-
kind have collapsed, and the corruption of death
which prevailed against them has vanished away.

If someone asks why he did not show himself
through more noble parts of creation such as the
sun oF moon or stars or fire, instead of merely

as a man, reply that the Lord didn’t come to
show off, but to heal and 10 teach sufferers. For
a showoff would aim to impress onlookers with
astonishment: but one who comes to heal and
to teach, not merely to reside here, must adapt
himself to those in need.

—Athanasius
On the Incamation

CHRISTIAN HisToRY

Condensed and modernized from Athanaius On the fncarnation, T. Hethert Brindley, trans. Religious Tract Society, 1903,
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attendants and silently pro-
duced the parchment rolls and
letters containing complaints
and petitions that the bishops
had privately sent him. A bra-
zier was set up. The emperor
tossed the petitions into the
flames. While they were still
burning, he explained that all
these petitions would appear
again on the day of judgment,
and then the great Judge of all
things would pass judgment
on them: for himself he was
content to listen to the public
deliberations of the bishops
and had not even read these
bitter messages sent to him.

Two steps forward, one step back. Orthodox Cliristians flee from Arian

persecutors. The orthodox victory af Nicea was anything but clean. The Arian parly

Vicious debates in song

The conference was now
open. At once the Arians and
the anti-Arians were at one an-
other's throats. Denunciation
and angry accusation flew
across the hall. Everyone was sud-
denly arguing. There was a wild
waving of arms. “It was like a battle
in the dark,” the historian Socrates
said later. “Hardly anyone seemed to
know the grounds on which they ca-
lumniated one another.”

Constantine had invited Arius to
be present and listened earnestly
when Arius explained the nature of
his beliefs, and he was not particu-
larly surprised when Arius burst out
into a long, sustained chant, having
set his beliefs to music. These chants
and songs were sung by the peaple,
and Arius may have thought the em-
peror would listen more keenly to
chanting than to a disquisition on the
faith:

The uncreated God has made the Son

A beginning of things created,

And by adoption has God made the
Son

Into an advancement of himself.

Yet the Son's substance is

Removed from the substance of the
Father:

The Son is not equal to the Father,

Nor does he share the same substance.

God is the all-wise Father,

And the Son is the teacher of his mys-
teries.

The mentbers of the Holy Trinity
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Share unequal glories.

The anti-Arian bishops were ap-
palled, closed their eyes, and put
their hands over their ears. It was as
though in the middle of a critical de-
bate on the future of the world, some-
one interrupted with nonsense
rhymes or a series of perplexing and
meaningless mathematical equations.

Yet the heart of the Arian mystery
was in these rhymes sung to a music
employed by the Alexandrian dance
bands. Arius, gaunt, white-faced, his
stringy hair reaching to his shoul-
ders, could repulse any theological
argument by simply chanting one of
these songs, and when Athanasius
[or likely another] answered with a
close-knit argument, there was con-
sternation, for they seemed to be
talking in different languages about
different things, like two men from
different worlds or different uni-
VErses.

A stab at compromise

Probably Athanasius was stand-
ing just behind Pope Alexander, and
therefore very close to the emperor.
We know that he attracted the em-
peror’'s attention, but it was not
Athanasius who resolved the issue. It
seems to have been Hosius who an-

gained increasing influence in high places, especially in the reign of Constantius
(350-361). Anti-Nicene creeds were forced on bishops, and many orthodox believers,
like Athanasius, the chief defender of Nicene theology, were banished into exile.
Only when the orthodox Theodosius became emperor (381) did Nicene theology
finally prevail.

nounced that the simplest way of
reaching agreement would be to
draw up a creed.

The first creed presented to the
council was written by 18 of the Ar-
ian bishops. Couched in scriptural
language, this creed stated the Arian
position so offensively that bedlam
broke loose when it was solemnly
presented to the attention of the
bishops.

At this point, Eusebius of Cae-
sarea suggested a creed that he had
first heard as a child, an astonish-
ingly beautiful creed that was to
form the basis of the creed finally
adopted. Eusebius was careful to say
he advanced this creed only because
he believed divine things cannot be
fully expressed in human language:
it was not perfect, but it was as close
to perfection as he ever hoped to
reach. This creed read:

We believe in one God, the Father
Almighty, nuaker of all things visible and
mwisible,

And in one Lord [esus Christ, the
Word of God, God from Ged, Light from
Light, Life from Life, the only begotten
Son, the Firstborn of every Creature, be-
gotten of the Father before all worlds,
Hrrowgh whom also all things were made.

Wimﬁ;rr our salvation was made flesh
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and lived among men, and
suffered and rose again on Hee
third day, and ascended to Hre
Fatlter, and shall come again
in glory to fudge the quick
and the dead,

And in the one Holy
Ghost.

Believing eaclt of them o
be and to have existed, the Fa-
ther, only the Father, and the
Sent, ondy the Son, and the
Holy Ghost, only the Holy
Ghost. . ..

This creed the emperor
accepted, and the Arians,
seeing in it nothing that
specifically destroyed their
position, would have ac-
cepted it if their opponents
had not seen that this creed
failed in any way to resolve
the conflict. It was neces-
sary to state the creed in
such a way that the Arians
would be forced to deny
their essential tenets.

Pope Alexander dis-
cussed the matter with Ho-
sius. Constantine, turning
against the Arians he had
previously favored, sug-
gested that Christ should
be defined as homoousios—one in
essence with the Father—and this de-
finition should be included in the
creed. The orthodox bishops were
gaining strength.

A new creed, formed by patching
together the old creed and a new,
more vigorous statement of the anti-
Arian position, was finally an-
nounced by Hosius on June 19. [t
read:

We believe in one God, the Father
Almighty, maker of all things visible and
inoisibie,

And in one Lord Jesuis Christ, Hie Son
of God, begotten of the Father, only be-
gotten, that is, from the substance of the
Father, God from God, Light from Ligii,
very God from very God, begotten nol
made, of the same substance as the Fa-
ther, through whom all things were
wmade, both things in Heaven and things
in eartl; who for ws men, and for our sal-
vation, came down and was made flesh,
was made man, suffered and rose again
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the third day, ascended itlo Heaven, and
shall come to judge the gquick and the
dead.

And in the Holy Ghost,

And those who say “There was a Lime
when e was not” and “He did not exist
Defore he was made” and “He was made
out of nothing” or those who pretend
that the Son of God is “of another hy-
postasis or substance” or “created” or
“alterable” or “mutable,” the Catholic
Church anathematizes,

In this form, the Nicene Creed left
much to be desired. It was tortured,
blunt-edged, without poetry or
rhythm, and without the nobility of
the creed of the church of Palestine.
But many words that gave a living
significance to the original creed—
“the Word of God,” “the Firstbomn of
every creature,” “begotten of the Fa-
ther before all worlds"—were in fact
deliberately omitted to show that the
triumphant Alexandrians would al-
low no compromise, no loophole for

Gunsl:nntinuplltan 'I:rnad? That's the fumm! mame af uu.' srah?mfut we mdm; r:.n'H
the Nicene Creed, The statement formulated at Nicea in 325 is formally known as He
“Creed of Nicea.” The revised version formulated at the Council of Constantinople
(381), aboue, is the one, however, that has gained wuniversal acceptance in the church.

the Arians and were bent on avoid-
ing all misunderstanding,

Poetry from chaos

In its original form, the Nicene
Creed was a weapon: it was to be-
come a more sublime article of faith
in time, when poetry and ormament
and a less abrupt rhythm were fash-
ioned for it by the simple process of
adding words. These words, which
gave depth and resonance to the
Creed, were added at the Council of
Constantinople in 381, and finally
approved at the Council of Chal-
cedon in 451. Then the second clause
came o read:

And in one Lord Jesus Christ, the
only-begotten Son of God, begotien of the
Father before all worlds, Light from
Light, very God from very God, begotten
not made, being of one substance with
the Father, through whont all things
were made; who for us men and for our
salvation came down from the heavens

Curistian History
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and was made flesh of the Holy Ghost
and the Virgin Mary, and was made
man, and was crucified for ns nunder
Pontins Pilate, and 51:_{}?!:':1' and was
buried, and rose again on the third
day according fo the Scriplures, and
went up into the heavens, and sits on
the right hand of the Father, and is to
conte again with glory to judge the
quick and the dead, and of his king-
dom Hrere shall be no end.

50 there came about by the
slow process of trial and error, as
a poet will substitute a new word
to a line or resurrect a word used
formerly, continually revising his
rhythms, an astonishingly beauti-
ful summary of the Christian
faith, such a summary as might
have come full-grown from the
mind of one of the apostles.

But in fact this statement of
faith came about arduously and
slowly, after many bitter contests
and many subtle dialectical quar-
rels, and in the version accepted
by the West, there were to be
more changes. The words “God
from God,” omitted in the original
creed of the church of Constan-
tinople, were restored, and there
were still more alterations in the
coda, for in time the anathemas
against Arianism lost their force.
Mo one reading the Western ver-
sion of the Nicene Creed today
need remember that it was origi-
nally a hammer struck at heresy.

But the heresy remained. All
Athanasius’s diatribes, and all the
decisions of the council, were power-
less to prevent it.

Later Athanasius was to write to
the Emperor Jovian, saying that
Nicea was the occasion for a public
proscription of every heresy. For a
while he believed that “the Word of
the Lord, which was given at the Ec-
umenical Council of Nicea, remains
for ever.” He had good reason to be-
lieve that he had won a resounding
SLCCeSS.

Constantine had been won over.
Arius was publicly anathematized.
According to the historian Socrates,
Constantine issued an imperial re-
script ordering that all the books of
Arius should be burned “so that his
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The Nicene Creed
came about
arduously and
slowly, after many

bitter contests.

A Q

Orthodox symbol. A replica of a

fourth-century catacomb wall

engraving. The Greek letters X
(modified into an anchor cross) and R
{which looks like our P) abbreviate the
Greek word for Christ. The first and
last letters of the Greek alphabet, alpha
and omega, straddle the cross and
point to Christ’s eternal nature.

depraved doctrine shall be entirely
suppressed and so that there shall be
no memorial of him left in the
wuorld.” The punishment for conceal-
ing any book compiled b}-’ Arius was
death!

Yet some 54 years later, when
Gregory Nazianzus was summoned
to Constantinople, he found only one
small congregation in the city that
had not become Arian. In the end,
Arianism was to die, and largely as
the result of Athanasius's enduring
statement of the orthodox doctrine.
But in spite of the anathemas, it was
still a living force in the land.

Closing banquet
The council came to an end on
July 25 with a solemn banquet at-

tended by the emperor.

They had deliberated for
nearly seven weeks, not only
about the Arian heresy. An Arabic
translation of the canons dis-
cussed at Nicea, found in the six-
teenth century, shows that they
debated on B4 subjects, ranging
from the date of Easter (they set
the day as the first Sunday, not co-
inciding with the Passover, after
the first full moon following the
vernal equinox) to determining
whether the clergy could marry
(the clergy were enjoined to
marry before ordination, but not
afterward).

Now exhausted, the bishops
prepared to make their way home-
ward. The last speeches had been
made. There remained only the
ceremonial leave-taking at the
banquet, with the emperor sitting
at a table in the midst of them.
Constantine, stiff with purple,
gold, and precious stones, was in
good humor. He complimented
Athanasius, gave presents to the
bishops he favored, and at one
point he summoned the unregen-
erate Bishop Acesius, who pos-
sessed a singular regard for the
Novatian heresy, which held that
t:-nl}r God had the power to par-
don sins and that anyone who
commits sin after baptism must be
permanently refused Communion.

Constantine reminded Acesius

that the doctrine of the church was
now finally established. Acesius made
a long speech in defense of his puritan
interpretation of the Scriptures.

Constantine guffawed, “Ho, ho,
Acesius! Now plant a ladder and
climb up to heaven by yourself!”

And sometime later, Constantine
summoned the saintly Bishop Paph-
nutius and kissed the empty socket,
and pressed his legs and arms to
the paralyzed limbs, and he was es-
pecially gentle to all the other bish-
ops who had suffered under the
persecutions.

Then the bishops went out through
a line of imperial bodyguards with
bared swords.

The council was over. CH
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hortly after the turn of the
S second century, Pliny the

Younger, governor of Bithynia
in Asia Minor, consulted Emperor
Trajan about the rapidly spreading
Christian “superstition” in his dis-
trict, asking him what he should do
about it. By interrogating a few peo-
ple, Pliny learned that “on an ap-
pointed day,” Christians habitually
met before daybreak and recited "a
hymn to Christ, as to a god.”

These hymns, which go back to the
earliest days of Christianity, sharply
contradict the popular notion that the
doctrine of the Incarnation is only a
brainchild of fourth-century theolo-
gians playing irrelevant word-games.
Long before Christian emperors con-
vened their solemn assemblies, thou-
sands of Christian worship services
sang the praises of the Holy Child of
Bethlehem.

This is one reason the orthodox
party Eventua]l].-' triumphed in the
Arian controversy: Athanasius sim-
ply argued theologically what the
church had been singing for two cen-
turies. But if the Arian controversy
settled the issue of Christ’s full divin-
ity and humanity, it did not settle the
issue of exactly how the divine Christ
became human. That concern was
left to later theologians.
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A lot of mistakes were

made before the church

figured out how best to
describe Jesus Christ.

BRVCE L. SHELLEY

Very God of Very God? Coulda
transcendant God so limit himself?
Could a holy God so willingly associate
witl human flesh? Such questions
troubled many early Christians.

Christ without a human soul
With the conversion of Emperor
Constantine to Christianity (A.D.
312), the church marked a new phase
in its triumphant expansion. Almost
overnight it became fashionable to

believe. As a resull, churches were
crowded, as professor Alan Richard-
son said, “with the half-converted,
the socially ambitious, and the ill-in-
structed.” The Greek idea of God as
utterly transcendent reappeared with
new vigor among professing Chris-
tians—uwith mixed results.

During the fourth century, two
schools of theology offered contrast-
ing interpretations of biblical pas-
sages speaking of the Incarnation.
One of these was at Alexandria, the
other at Antioch. The Alexandrians
emphasized strongly the divine na-
ture; the Antiochenes, the human.
One began in heaven and moved to
earth; the other commenced on earth
and looked to heaven.

The first sophisticated explanation
of the Incarnation came from the
Alexandrian side of the debate, from
one Apollinarius (c. 310-c. 392), an
elderly pastor of Laodicea who
greatly admired Athanasius, leader
of the Alexandrian school. We may
be inclined to think of all heretics as
dark, sinister figures bent on the
overthrow of Christian truth, but
Apollinarius's lapse into heresy
didn't happen until he was over 60,
Till then he enjoyed a reputation as a
pillar of orthodoxy. Churches
throughout the empire experienced

CHRISTIAN HisTORY
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only shock when they first heard that
the venerable bishop had fallen into
ErTor.

Echoing Athanasius, Apollinarius
began his case for the Incarnation
with the full deity of Christ: only
God could save the world, and, if
Christ is Savior, he must be divine,
But the question is, how?

The old scholar struck upon the
idea of approaching the question
from a psychological view. He felt
that human nature embraced the
body and the soul. But at the Incar-
nation, the divine Word displaced
the animating and rational soul in a
human body, creating a "unity of na-
ture” between the Word and his
body, Humanity, he felt, was the
sphere, not the instrument of salva-
tion—merely the place where salva-
tion occurred, not a means of
salvation. Christ, therefore, had only
one nature: Apollinarius spoke of
“one enfleshed nature of the divine
Word.” The Alexandrian stress on
Christ's deity remains, but the only
thing human about Christ was his
physical bodv.

Apollinarius, definite as his
heresy was, deserves our praise for a
picneering effort that lorced the
church to think more deeply about
Chirist. His fault lies in his inability to
push any further into the heart of
truth, The widespread respect that
Apollinarius had gained over the
years explains why he was never ex-
iled—though, as a heretic, he was
forbidden to worship in the Catholic
church. He died in his eighties, re-
maining a scholar and writer to the
end,

Objections to Apollinarianism
arose quickly. Does the Gospels' pic-
ture of Jesus not depict a normal hu-
man psychology, showing Christ
with a human mind and human
emotions? And if the Word dis-
placed the rational human soul, with
its powers of choice and sin, how
could Christ be fully human, and
therefore, how could human beings
be fully redeemed? If the Word did
not unite full humanity with himself,
then how can we hope to be saved?

In this atmosphere, the Council of
Constantinople {381} effectively si-
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Adopting heresy. Some early Christians believed Jesus was simply a
specially chosen man who was “adopted” as God's Son at his baptism. The
church eventually rejected “adoptionism,” or any theory that would deny
Jesus had been God's Son eternally,

lenced the Apollinarian teaching, It
simply was not an adequate descrip-
tion of the Incarnation,

Mother of God?

The second “heresy” was associ-
ated with the name MNestorius, a fa-
mous preacher at Antioch, who in
428 was appointed archbishop of
Constantinople. In the shadow of the
imperial palace, Nestorius proved to
be a devout, well-meaning monk bul

a strident, tactless preacher. On the
streets, his persecuting temper
earned him a nickname, “Firebrand.”
Shortly after assuming his duties in
the capital, he launched a sermonic
attack against the popular term
Theatokns, or “God-bearer,” as a tLitle
for the Virgin Mary. Ordinary church
folk assumed that their new preacher
regarded the Savior as an inspired
man, nothing more.

In point of fact, Nestorius meant
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Can God have a mother? A sixvth-
century Egyptian tapestry of Mary with

Jesus, flanked by two angels. When the

church started calling Mary “the Mother of

God,” one bishop, Nestorius, objected:

“Mary did not bear God. The creature bore
nof the uncreated Crealor, but the man who
is the instrument of the Godhead.” He was
eventually condemmed for denying Christ's

deity.

nothing of the sort. He thought the
term might suggest that the babe
born of Mary was not human but
God only, which he felt was another
form of the Apollinarian heresy. He
suggested as an alternative the title
Christotokos, "Mother of Christ.” But
his unguarded rhetoric made some
think he believed Christ not only had
two natures but also two wills, that
there were two Christs so to speak,
one divine, one human, existing in
the one body. Since this appeared to
deny the Gospels’ portrait of Jesus as
an integrated individual, controversy
filled the air; charges sounded from
pulpits. Cyril, archbishop of Alexan-
dria, called on Nestorius to recant.

To settle the uproar, the emperor
adopted the time-honored policy of
summoning a general council. It met
at Ephesus in the summer of 431.
Nestorius refused to attend, but the
emperor, who had once supported
Mestorius, acceded to Cyril's de-
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mands and deposed the fire-
brand. Repudiated, Nesto-
rius found himself exiled to
his former monastery at Anti-
och even as a new bishop as-
sumed his pulpit in
Constantinople. Nestorius's
followers were also expelled
from the church and soon es-
tablished the Nestorian Syr-
ian churches of the Middle
and Far East, some of which
survive to this day.

Mestorius lived until late in
451, long enough to welcome
Pope Leo’s doctrinal epistle
{or “Tome"} and the “defi-
nition” of orthodoxy an-
nounced at the Council of
Chalcedon. He received the
council’s conclusions as his
own. “Thave endured the tor-
ment of my life,” he said just
before dying on the borders of
the empire. “Every day | be-
seech God to accomplish my
dissolution, whose eyes have
seen the salvation of God.”

Fine words from a ma-
ligned man. But the Nesto-
rian controversy did serve
one lofty purpose. The more
extreme members of the An-
tioch school made clear the need to
talk about Christ’s deity and human-
ity in convincing terms, especially
terms describing the union of both in
asingle person.

“Robber council”

Soon after the Council of Ephesus,
a third disgraceful affair called Euty-
chianism spread controversy
throughout the East. From a
moenastery near Constantinople, an
elderly but unlearned monk named
Eutyches (c. 378-454) began to de-
fend Christ’s deity, a teaching some-
times called monophysitism (from
the Greek, meaning “one nature”).
He taught that Christ’s humanity
was swallowed up in his deity, just
“as a drop of honey that falls into the
sea dissolves in it.” It was v irtually a
rerun of Apollinarianism, and before
that, docetism (the teaching that
Christ only seemed to be a man).

Patriarch Flavian of Constanti-

nople proncunced the monk a
heretic. In Alexandria, however,
Dioscorus, the city’s patriarch, was
eager to assert his power in Constan-
tinople. At his request, the emperor
once again summoned an “imperial
council.” This one at Ephesus (449)
allowed Dioscorus to rehabilitate Eu-
tyches, but the rest of the church saw
through the politics. Pope Leo dis-
missed it as a “robber council” and
joined Emperor Flavian in asking the
emperor for a new council. Such was
the shady background of the historic
Council of Chalcedon, a town not far
from Constantinople.

In 451 nearly 400 bishops quickly
indicted Dioscorus for his actions at
the “robber council” and then set
forth the definition that has become
classical orthodoxy. Chalcedon ad-
mirably states what Christ is not.

Against the earlier heretic Arius,
the assembly affirmed that Jesus was
truly God, and against Apollinarius
that he was truly man. Against Euty-
ches it confessed that Jesus’ deity
and humanity were not changed into
something else, and against the
Mestorians that Jesus was not di-
vided but was one person,

In order to deny the Greek con-
ception of God as remote and unin-
terested, but at the same time to be
loyal to Scripture, Chalcedon offers
no “explanation” of Jesus' mystery.
The council fathers knew that Jesus
fits no class. He is absolutely unigue.
Chalcedon left the mystery intact;
the church remained a worshiping
community.

But the affirmation also made it
possible to tell the story of Jesus as
good news, Since Jesus was a normal
human being, he could fulfill every
demand of God's righteous law, and
he could suffer and die a real death.
Since he was truly God, his death
was capable of satisfying divine jus-
tice. God himself had, by his grace,
provided the sacrifice. 1]

BRUCE SHELLEY is senior professor of
church history at Denver Seminary, and an
editorial adviser to Cliristion History. He is
the author of many books, including All Hie
Sainls Adere Thee: Insights from Chiristien
Clagsics (Bakoer, 1988).
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THE DEFINING MOMENT

Key portions of the church’s most important
theological statement.

The Chalcedonian Definition of the Faith (457)
sel the boundaries in which Christians were 1o
think about lesus Christ. Though a few churches
have disagreed, the vast majority of Christen-
dom has submitted to this “definition.” Here, the
most refevant section is broken into thought
hlocks:

ome, taking in hand to set asicle the

preaching of the truth by heresies of their

own, have uttered vain babblings, daring
to pervert the mystery of the dispensation. . . .

The synod is opposed 1o those who presume
to rend asunder the mystery of the Incarnation
into a double Sonship,

It deposes from the priesthood those who dare
1o say that the Godhead of the only begotten is
passahle,

It withstands those who imagine a mixing or
confusion of the two natures of Christ.

It drives away those who erroneously teach
that the form of a servant he took from us was of
a heavenly or some other substance.

It anathematizes those who feign that the Lord
had two natures before the union but that these
were fashioned into one after the union.

Therefore, following the holy fathers, all of us
teach unanimously that everyone must confess
that our Lord Jesus Christ is one single and same
Son, wha is perfect according to divinity and per-
fect according to humanity,

truly God and truly man, composed of a rea-
sonable li.e., rational] soul and a body, consub-
stantial with the Father according to divinity and
consubstantial with us according to humanity,
completely like us excepl for sin;

he was begotten by the Father before all ages
according to his divinity, and in these latter days,
he was barn for us and for aur salvation of Mary
the Virgin, the Mather of God, according to his

el

Mixing theology and politics. Marcian (left),

Emperor of the East (450-457) oversees the Council
of Chalcedon (451). He called the council to end the

theological divisions in the church, which Urreatened
the unity of Hie empire,

humanity,

one single and same Christ, Son, Lord, only
begotten, known in two natures, without confu-
sion, without change, without division, without
separation;

the difference in natures is in no way sup-
pressed by their union, but rather the properties
of each are retained and united in one single per-
son and single hypostasis |"substance®];

he is neither separated nor divided in two per-
sons, but he is a single and same only-begotten
Son, God the Word, the Lord Jesus Christ,

such as he was announced formerly by the
praphets, such as he himself, the Lord Jesus
Christ, taught us ahout himseli, and such as the
symbaol of the fathers [the Nicene Creed| has
transmilted to us.
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A quick summary

of the competing schools
of thought.

THE EpitORs

he seventh-century Egyptian
ivory carving of Jesus above, with
halp and Bible, illustrates early
Christians' beliefs about the unigueness
of Christ. But the more they thought
about i, the more they disagreed on ex-
actly how unigue. This led to the major
controversies in the early centuries.
Many distinctions they made are diffi-
cult to franslate info English. Still, all
parties agreed on one thing: God is im-
passible, that is, he not subject to change
or feelings. But how do you combine this
with the Scriptures that imply Christ
“became” human and suffered?
In particular, Christians argued passion-
ately about two things:

Is Jesus Divine or Human?

Christ Is Fully Divine!

Maost of these people were driven by the conviction that
only God can save humankind. Thus they were willing to pro-
tect the deity of Christ, even at the expense of his humanity,
or in the case of the modalists, at the expense of the Trinity of
persons.

Docetists, e.g., Gnostics: The divine Christ would never
stoop to touch flesh, which is evil, lesus only seemed (dokeo,
in Greek) human and only appeared to die, for God cannot
die. Or, in other versions, “Christ” left “lesus” before the Cru-
cifixion,

Key text: Phil, 2:8: * . . . and [Christ] being found in ap-
pearance asaman..."

Apollinarians Jesus is not equally human and divine but
one person with one nature, In Jesus' human flesh resided a
divine mind and will (he didn't have a human mind or spirit),
and his divinity controlled or sanctified his humanity.

Key text: John 1:14: “The Word became flesh” [and not a
human mind or will].

Modalists a k.a Sabellians: God's names (Father, Son,
Holy Spirit) change with his roles or "modes of being"” (like a
chameleon). When God is the Son, he is not the Father, There
is no permanent distinction between the three "persons” of
the Trinity, otherwise you have three gods.

Key texts: Ex. 20:3; *You shall have no other gods before
me" and John 10:30: *| and the Father are one.”

CHr1sTIAN HISTORY



CHRIST CONTROVERSIES

How Is Jesus

Both Divine and Human?

Christ May Be Special,
But He's Not Divine!

These people took seriously the Gospels’ portrait of Christ,
in which Jesus is portrayed very much as a human being.

Ebionites: For these conservative lewish Christians, God is
one, and Jesus must be understood in Old Testament cate-
gories. Jesus was merely a specially blessed prophet,

Key text: 1 Tim. 2:5: "For there is one God and one media-
tor between God and men, the man Jesus Christ.”

Adoptionists, 3 k.a., dynamic monarchianists: Mo deny-
ing Jesus was special, but what happened is this: at birth (not
conception) or baptism, God “adopted” the human Jesus as
his special son and gave him an extra measure of divine power
(dynarms, in Greek).

Key text: Luke 3:22 (in some ancient versions): "You are
my beloved Son, today | have begotten you.”

Arians: The Son as Word, Logos, was created by God be-
fare time. He is not eternal or perfect like God, though he was
God's agent in creating everything else,

Key text: John 1:14; "The Word lis] the only-begotten of
the Father.”

The Orthodox View

Jesus is fully human and fully divine, having two natures in one person—
*without confusion, without change, without division, without separation.”

Key text: Phil. 2:5-11: “Christ Jesus . . . being in very nature God, [was] made in
human likeness . . . and become obedient to death. . . . Every tongue [should]
confess lesus Christ 1s Lord.”™
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FI

ong before the controversies of
L the fourth and fifth centuries, the
church had already been dealing
with heresy for some time. Early on
teachers arose who said they had special
access to Jesus’s “real teachings.” So
early on the church had to come up with
methods for discerning truth and reject-
ing error.
Our account is compiled, condensed,
and modernized from Philip Schaff’s
multi-volume history of Christianity.

Secret knowledge

The most significant and wide-
spread heresy of the second Chris-
tian century was Gnosticism, the an-
cient church’s equivalent to modern
rationalism. It stimulated the devel-
opment of catholic theology by op-
position.

The Greek word gnosis denotes all
schools of philosophical or religious
knowledge, in distinction to super-
ficial opinion or blind belief. The
New Testament makes a plain con-
trast between true and false gnosis.
In the bad sense, the word applies
to an over-valuation of knowledge.
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THE

NDING

RUTH

How the earliest church
decided Marcion and
the Gnostics, among

others, were wrong.

PHILiP SCHAFF

The Gnostics regarded Christianity
as consisting essentially of a higher
knowledge and they regarded them-
selves as its sole possessors. They
looked with contempt upon mere
men of the soul and of the body. They
viewed themselves as an intellectu-
al aristocracy, a higher caste in the
church. Their teachings mixed Chris-
tianity with foreign elements that
completely obscured the true essence
of the gospel.

Gnosticism was an integration of
heathen philosophy and religion
with Christian ideas. It endeavored
to harmonize the creation of the ma-
terial world and the existence of evil

Gnosticism today. A section from
an eighteenth-century Mandean
scroll of Abathur. The Mandeans
began in the first or second

century A.D. as a small Christian
cammunity living east of the Jordan
River. They adopted Gnostic teaching
and later became lostile to Jesus
Christ. Today the sect survives, with a
few thousand adherents living just
south of Baghdad.

CurisTian History
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Not good enough. A Sfowrth-century Egyptian copy of the Book of Acts, one of

the many books that did not make it into the heretic Marcion's bible.

with the idea of an absolute God who
is immaterial and perfectly good.

The common characteristics of
nearly all the Gnostic systems were
(1) dualism: the assumption of an eter-
nal antagonism between good God
and bad matter; (2) the demiurgic no-
tion: the separation of the creator of
the world, also known as the demiur-
gos or archon, from the true God, thus
explaining the existence of evil in the
world; and (3) docetism: the assertion
that any apparently human element
in the person of the redeemer was
merely deceptive appearance.

The redeemer was denied actual
contact with sinful matter. His hu-
man birth, his sufferings and death,
were explained by Gnosticism as a
deceptive appearance, a transient
vision, a spectral form, which he as-
sumed only to reveal himself to the
material eyes of men.

The Gnostic Christ was really
nothing more than the ideal spirit of
himself. The central fact in the work
of Christ, according to the Gnostics,
was not his death on the cross or his
Resurrection, but the communication
of special knowledge, the gnosis, to
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a small circle of initiated followers,
prompting and enabling them to
strive with clear consciousness after
the ideal world and the original unity.

Gnosticism mashed together Orien-
tal mysticism; Greek philosophy; Al-
exandrian, Philonic, and Cabbalistic
Judaism; and Christian ideas of salva-
tion—as if the ancient world had ral-
lied all its energies to make out of its
diverse elements some new thing. It
opposed the real, substantial univer-
salism of the catholic church with an
ideal, shadowy universalism of spec-
ulation. But this fusion of all systems
served in the end only to hasten the
collapse of eastern and western hea-
thenism, while the Christian element
came forth purified and strengthened
from the crucible.

Gnosticism’s  refutation came from
Irenaeus (c. 180). “Hold on,” he said in
effect. “If there is any secret knowledge,
the successors of the apostles would know
about it.” His main argument against
Gnosticism—one of the strongest that
could be made at the time—uwas to point
to the unbroken transmission of truth
through a succession of bishops. Other

defenders of the faith picked up his argu-
ment, which became known as the princi-
ple of apostolic succession.

Irenaeus, the great opponent of Gnos-
ticism explained the institution of bish-
op as a diocesan office (that is, an office
of the church whose representatives
were each linked to a specific place or
area, a diocese). Bishops continued the
work of the apostles, carrying on the
catholic tradition, and upholding doctri-
nal unity in opposition to heretical vaga-
ries. Irenaeus held in special regard the
bishops of the original apostolic church-
es (especially the church of Rome) and
spoke with great emphasis of an unbro-
ken episcopal succession as a test of ap-
ostolic teaching and a bulwark against
heresy.

The same view of the episcopal suc-
cession as the preserver of apostolic
tradition and guardian of orthodox
doctrine is found also in the earlier
writings of Tertullian.

Marcion mutilated Scripture
By tossing out three of the accepted
Gospels and several recognized letters
of the apostles, Marcion highlighted the
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need for the church to specify which books
it accepted as God-breathed. Marcion’s
heresy was one of several factors that led
individual bishops and church councils to
list a definitive biblical canon.

Marcion was the son of a bishop of
Sinope in Pontus and in his first fer-
vor gave his property to the church
but was excommunicated by his own
father, probably on account of his he-
retical opinions and contempt of au-
thority. Justin Martyr regarded him as
the most formidable heretic of his day.
Polycarp of Smyrna, meeting with
Marcion in Rome, and being asked by
him, “Do you know me?” answered,
“I know the first-born of Satan.”

Marcion could see only the super-
ficial differences in the Bible, not the
deeper harmony. So while he adhered
to Christianity as the only true religion
and gave a higher place to faith than
did the other Gnostics, he sought to
explain the differences between Old
and New Testaments by the existence
of three primal forces: (1) a good or
gracious God, whom Christ first made
known; (2) evil matter ruled by the
devil, to which heathenism belongs;
and (3) a righteous world-maker, who
is the finite, imperfect, angry Jehovah
of the Jews.

Convinced that there is an irrecon-
cilable dualism between the gospel
and the law, Christianity and Judaism,
goodness and righteousness, Marcion
wrote “Antitheses.” As he saw it the
God of the Old Testament was as harsh,
severe, and unmerciful as his law; he
commanded, “Love your neighbor, but
hate your enemy,” and ordered “an eye
for an eye, and a tooth for a tooth;” but
the God of the New Testament com-
manded, “Love your enemy.” The one
is only just, the other is good.

Consequently Marcion rejected all
the books of the Old Testament, and
wrested Christ’'s words in Matthew
5:17 to say, “I am come not to fulfil the
law and the prophets, but to destroy
them,” the exact opposite of what
Christ said.

Utterly destitute of historical sense,
he put Christianity into a radical
conflict with all previous revelations
of God; as if God had neglected the
world for thousands of years until he
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Acting job? Some early
Christians believed that
Jesus, the pure Son of God,
conld not Iave really suffered
buet only seemed to die. Some
ingeniously argued that
Jesus avotded death by
miraculously changing
places with Simon of Cyrene
or Judas Iscariol.

suddenly appeared in Christ. In his
view, Christianity has no connection
whatever with the past, whether to
the Jewish or to the heathen world,
but had fallen abruptly and magi-
cally, as it were, from heaven. Christ,
too, was not born at all, but suddenly
descended into the city of Capernaum
in the fifteenth year of the reign of Ti-
berius, and appeared as the revealer
of the good God, who sent him.

Jesus had no connection with the
Messiah, announced by the Demi-
urge in the Old Testament; though he
called himself the Messiah by way of
accommodation to the understand-
ing of his age. His body was a mere
appearance and his death an illusion,
though they had a real meaning.
Christ cast the Demiurge into Hades,
secured the redemption of the soul
(not of the body), and called the apos-
tle Paul to preach it.

The other apostles were Judaizing
corrupters of pure Christianity, and
their writings were to be rejected to-
gether with the catholic tradition. In
over-straining the difference between
Paul and the other apostles, Marcion
anticipated the rationalistic opposition
to the Old Testament and to the Pasto-
ral Epistles of some modern critics.

Marcion formed a canon of his own,
which consisted of only 11 books:
an abridged and mutilated Gospel
of Luke, and 10 of Paul’s epistles.
He put Galatians first in order, and
called Ephesians the Epistle to the
Laodiceans. He rejected the pastoral
epistles, in which the forerunners of
Gnosticism are condemned, the Epis-
tle to the Hebrews, Matthew, Mark,
John, the Acts, the general letters, and
the Apocalypse.

Irenaeus, an enemy of all error and
schism, showed the unity of the Old
and New Testaments in opposition to
the Gnostic separation, and made use
of the four Gospels and nearly all the
epistles in opposition to the mutilated
canon of Marcion.

To answer Marcion and meet other
challenges regarding Scripture, bish-
ops and councils found it helpful to
list the books accepted by the church
as inspired.

Although the first explicit listing of
the New Testament canon, in the form
we have now, comes from two Afri-
can synods (393 at Hippo and 397 at
Carthage), the whole church had al-
ready become nearly unanimous as to
the number of the canonical books; so
that there seemed to be no need even
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of the sanction of a general council.
The Eastern church, at all events, was
entirely independent of the North
African in the matter. The Council
of Laodicea (363) gave a list of the
books of our New Testament with the
exception of the Apocalypse. Yet the
long-established ecclesiastical use of
all the books, with some doubts as to
the Apocalypse, is confirmed by the
scattered testimonies of all the great
Nicene and post-Nicene fathers:
Athanasius, Cyril of Jerusalem,
Gregory of Nazianzum, Epiphanius
of Salamis, Chrysostom, etc.

A creed to counter heresy

By summarizing truths held in
common by all Christians, the Apos-
tles” Creed was a powerful counter-
weight to various heresies.

The sum of doctrinal tradition was
contained in what is called the Apos-
tles” Creed, which at first bore vari-
ous forms, but after the beginning of
the fourth century assumed the Ro-
man form now commonly used.

I believe in God the Father, Almighty, Mak-
er of heaven and earth;

And in Jesus Christ, his only begotten Son,
our Lord;

Who was conceived by the Holy Ghost,
born of the Virgin Mary;

Suffered under Pontius Pilate; was cruci-
fied, dead and buried;

He descended into hell;

The third day he rose again from the dead;

He ascended into heaven, and sits at the
right hand of God the Father Almighty;

From thence he shall come to judge the
quick and the dead;

I believe in the Holy Ghost;

I believe in the holy catholic church; the
communion of saints;

The forgiveness of sins;

The resurrection of the body;

And the life everlasting.

Amen.

The teachings of individual sec-
tions of the creed stood in refutation
to specific heresies.

As to creation, Irenaeus and Tertul-
lian most firmly rejected the demiur-
gic views of Gnosticism, and insisted
that God made the world as record-
ed in the book of Genesis, including
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Baptism into truth. At baptism, early Christians publicly affirmed their

faith with a statement that countered the leading heresies of the day. The
statement, revised through the centuries, came to be called the Apostles’

Creed.

matter, not out of any previous mate-
rial, but out of nothing or, to express
it positively, out of his free, almighty
will, by his word. Every creature,
since it proceeds from the good and
holy God, is in its essence, good. Evil,
therefore, is not an original and sub-
stantial entity, but a corruption of na-
ture, and hence can be destroyed by
the power of redemption. Without a
correct doctrine of creation there can
be no true doctrine of redemption as
all the Gnostic systems show.

Passing to the doctrine of the Sav-
ior’s humanity, we find this asserted
by Ignatius as clearly and forcibly as
his divinity. Of the Gnostic Docetists

of his day, who made Christ a spec-
ter, he said they are bodiless specters
themselves, whom we should fear as
wild beasts in human shape, because
they tear away the foundation of our
hope. He attached great importance
to the flesh, that is, the full reality of
the human nature of Christ, his true
birth from the virgin, and his cruci-
fixion under Pontius Pilate; he called
him God incarnate, whose death
therefore was the fountain of life.
Irenaeus refuted Docetism at
length. Christ, he contended against
the Gnostics, must be a man like us if
he would redeem us from corruption
and make us perfect. As sin and death
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Mo medieval invention. [n this medicval painting of the church's
authority, Thomas Aquinas triumphs over the medieval philosopher Averroes
and ancient heretics Sabellius and Arius. From the earliest years, the clurch
argued that only its bishops and teachers faithfully handed on the teachings of

in all their evils and sufferings, his
death, and his descent into the abode
of the dead.

Tertullian advocated the entire yet
sinless humanity of Christ against the
Docetic Gnostics. He accused them
of making Christ, who is all truth, a
half lie. By denying Christ’s flesh, the
Docetists turned his sufferings and
his death into an empty show and
subverted the whole scheme of re-
demption.

Origen was the first to apply to
Christ the term God-man, which leads
to the true view of the relation of
Christ's two natures. [¥1

This adaptation from Philip Schaff re-
places an excerpt from Justo Gonza-
lez that originally appeared in these
pages.

Jesus and the apostles.

came into the world by a man, so they
could be blotted out legitimately and
to our advantage only by a man—
though of course not by one who was
a mere descendant of Adam and thus
himself in need of redemption—but
by a second Adam, supernaturally be-
gotten, a new progenitor of our race,
as divine as he is human. A new birth
unto life must take the place of the old
birth unto death.

As the completer, also, Christ must
enter into fellowship with us to be our
teacher and pattern. He made himself
equal with man, that man, by his like-
ness to the Son, might become pre-
cious in the Father's sight.

Irenaeus conceived the humanity
of Christ not as a mere corporeality
{although he often singled out this
aspect in his arguments against the
Gnostics), but as true humanity, em-
bracing body, soul, and spirit. He
placed Christ in the same relation to
the regenerate race that Adam bears
to the natural, and regarded him as
the absolute, universal man, the pro-
totype and summing up of the whole
race. The full communion of Christ
with men involved his participation
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THE ORIGIN AND POWER OF THE APOSTLE'S CREED

ome traces of a confession of faith, which was made at baptism, are to be
found even in the New Testament Such confessions of faith were after-
wards more fully drawn out, in opposition to Jews, to pagans, and to her-
etics. These confessions were intended to present the essentials of Christianity
on which all the churches agreed. It was believed that the doctrine expressed
in these confessions proceeded from the apostles; that it was the doctrine they
preached in living words and in their writings; but it was by no means thought
in the beginning that the apostles had drawn up any such confession in words.

This form of confession was then designated by the distinctive term Symbol-
um. ... meaning “a sign,” in the sense that the words of the confession were a
characteristic, representative sign of the faith.

This confession was put into the hands of the catechumens as a statement
that contained the essentials of Christianity. Many who had been led to em-
brace the faith after much inquiry, after consulting different religious writings
and reading the scriptures for themselves, of course did not need it to keep
them in the knowledge of Christianity. . . . Others, however, obtained their first
knowledge of Christianity from the instruction contained in the confession of
faith. ...

Some, who were wholly uneducated and unable to read any writing, could
only learn from the mouth of others, and could never come themselves to the
fountain of God's word; but still the divine doctrine, which they imbibed from
the lips of others, proved itself independently a divine power in their hearts.
Where the word once found admission, an independent Christian consciousness
was capable of being thereby awakened. “Many of us,” said Clement of Alexan-
dria, “have received the divine doctrine, without the use of writings, in the pow-
er of God through faith." —Adopted from Augustus Neander's General History
of the Christian Religion and the Church, translated by Joseph Torrey (1854)
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Y tis not right to say that [the apostles]
I preached before they had come to perfect
knowledge, as some dare to say, boasting

that they are the correctors of the apostles, For
after our Lord had risen from the dead, and they
were clothed with the power from on high when
the Holy Spirit came upon them, they were filled
with all things and had perfect knowledge. They
went oul to the ends of the earth, preaching the
good things that come o us from God,

The tradition of the apostles can be clearly
seen in every church by those who wish 1o be.
hold the truth. We can enumerate those who
were established by the apostles (and their suc-
cessors) in the churches down to our time—none
of whom taught or thought of anything like the
heretics’ mad ideas. Even if the apostles had
known of “hidden mysteries” (which they had
taught to the “perfect” secretly and apart from
others), they would have handed them down es-
pecially to thase to whom they were entrusting
the churches themselves, For they certainly
wished those whom they were leaving as their
successors lo be perfect and irmeproachable.

Apostolic succession

|Take] the very great, oldest, and well-known
church, founded and established at Rome by
those two most glorious apostles Peter and Paul.
When the blessed apostles had founded and buill
up the church, they handed over the episcopate
tor Linus. (Paul mentions this Linus in his epistles
to Timathy.) Anencletus succeeded him. After
him, Clement received the lot of the episcopate.
He had seen the apostles and associated with
them and still had their preaching sounding in his
ears and their tradition before his eyes. (And not
he alone, for there were many still left in his time
who had been taught by the apostles.)

Similarly Polycarp, who not only was taught
by apostles, and who associated with many who
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WHY BISHOPS
SHOULD BE TRUSTED

When some early Christians said they had secret
apostolic teaching, one church father said, “Not likely.”

had seen Christ, was installed by apostles for Asia
as bishop in the church in Smyrna. (I saw him
myseli in my early youth.) He survived for a long
time and departed this life in a ripe old age by a
glorious and magnificent
martyrdom. He always
taught what he learned from
the apostles, which the
church continues to hand
on, and which are the only
truths. The churches in Asia
all bear witness to this, as
do those who have suc-
ceeded Polycarp down to
the present time. He is cer-
tainly a much more trust-
worthy and dependable
witness than Valentinus and
Marcion and the other false
thinkers!

Since there are 50 many
clear testimonies, we should
not seek from others for the
truth that can easily be re-
ceived from the church. There the apostles, like a
rich man making a deposit, fully bestowed upon
her all that belongs to the truth, so that whoever
wishes may receive from her the water of life.
She is the entrance to life; all the others are
thieves and robbers,

What if there should be a dispute about some
matter of moderate importance? Should we not
turn to the oldest churches, where the apostles
themselves were known, and find out from them
the clear and certain answer to the problem now
being raised? Even if the apostles had not left
their Writings to us, ought we not to follow the
rule of the tradition that they handed down to
those to whom they committed the churches?

—drenaus of Lyon (¢, 130-c. 2000
Against the Heresies

| P
the apostles]
taught or
thought of
anything like
the heretics’
mad ideas.
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VALENTIiNnuUsS
(2nd century A.D.)

From papal candidate
to leading Gnostic

A brilliant theclogian whe taught
in Alexandria, Egypt (the Oxford of
his day), Valentinus moved to Rome
in about A.D. 136 and quickly became
a candidate for pope, then known as
bishop of Rome. Not only was he not
elected, he was excommunicated
when he later emerged
as leader of a heresy
known as Gnoslicism, ==
which taught that only a
select few receive gnosis ("knowl-
edge” in Greek) from God about
how to find salvation.

With this conviction, Valentinus
proceeded to reinterpret the Bible—
misinterpret, charged critics such as
Irenaeus and Tertullian, For Valenti-
nus, the most important lessons of
Scripture came not from the obvious
meaning but from the symbolism be-
neath the words. This method of bib-
lical interpretation, called allegory,
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The mixed motives and
odd teachings of four

notorious heretics.

STEPHEN M. MiLLER_

Discovering heresy. A Nag
Hammadi codex, with leather binding
tntact, one of 13 codices in the
collection that contain early Gnostic
writings. The manuscripts were found
i 1945 in a jar buried beneath a pagan
cemetary in Egypt.

allowed Valentinus to create elabo-
rate stories and teachings that blurred
the lines between Christianity, mysti-
cism, philosophy, and Judaism.

To the Genesis sketch of Creation,
for example, Valentinus added a
number of details. Throughout the
ages, according to Valentinus, God
produced 15 spiritual couples who
personified divine characteristics
such as goodness and truth. One be-
ing, Sophia (Greek for “wisdom”), re-
jected her partner because her only
passion was to know everything
about God. By herself she conceived
and gave birth to a deformed child,
whom she named laldabaoth (proba-
bly meaning “Child of Chaos"). Out
of the elements of creation, her son
(the diety portrayed in the Old Testa-
ment) produced the dark world of
humanity and infused it with numb-
ness toward God. Jesus, God's great
revelator, came to awaken people to
the “deep things of God.”

For Valentinus and other Gnostics,
there was no mixing of the :-.:piritual
world with the physical. Thus they
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Inatitute for Antiquity and Chrigtianity Records (H.Mes.1023), Special Collections, The Claremont Colleges Library,



Platinus and disciples—Wikimedia

A 111\

. T

Pagan mentor. The philosopher Plotinus (c. 205-270) teaching. Not all speculative philosophy led to heresy, as it did in
the ease of Grosticism. The neoplatonism of Plotinus, for example, made a deep impression on Augustine (354-430), who
became a leading theologian of the Middle Ages.

rejected the incarnation, crucifixion,
and bodily resurrection of Jesus.

Valentinianism endured merciless
polemics by the church fathers for
the first few centuries A.D. then
faded into oblivion—until 1945,

Until then, all we knew of Valenti-
nus came from his critics. But among
the 52 documents recovered from the
ruins of what was perhaps a Gnostic
monastery near Nag Hammadi,
Egypt, is a book wrilten by Valenti-
nus or his followers. Called The
Gospel of Truth, it reads like a sermon
and draws on the Gospels and the
writings of Paul.

Movarian
(c. 200-258)
Fought for a pure church
a little too hard

Issuk 51

It was the spring of 251, and the
Roman bishop was dead—martyred
by Romans in a new wave of perse-
cution. But raiders from the north
were temporarily diverting the em-
pire's attention, so Christians were
breathing a sigh of relief. Two issues
immediately confronted church lead-
ers: (1) Who should they elect as the
new bishop of Rome? (2) What
should they do about “lapsed Chris-
tians,” those who renounced their
faith during persecution?

Movatian was the leading church-
man in Rome, a brilliant theologian,
and the obvious choice for pope. But
he wasn’t elected, perhaps because of
his unpopular, hard-line position
about the lapsed. He said they could
never be readmitted to the church,
and he invoked the words of Jesus:
“Whoever denies me before men, |
also will deny before my Father who

is in heaven.”

Cyprian, bishop of Carthage, a
major North African city, did not
agree. He called Novatian “a foe to
mercy, a destroyer of repentance.”
The influential African bishop sup-
ported Cornelius, who was elected
pope. Cornelius believed that the
lapsed could be reinstated to the
church by repenting and doing
penance based on the seriousness of
the offense. Christians who had of-
fered sacrifices on Roman altars
drew the stiffest penance.

Local supporters of Novatian ral-
lied around their man and elected
him pope. Cornelius promptly ex-
communicated him. Both men
courted recognition of church leaders
abroad. In the process, Novatian's
followers evolved into a separate
church, with bishops and congrega-
tions throughout the empire.
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Movatian fled Rome during re-
newed persecution that began in late
251. Remaining true to his beliefs, he
died a martyr during vet another
round of persecutions some seven
years later. Novatian’s church en-
dured for about four centuries, until
Muslim invaders swept westward
and slaughtered those who refused
to convert to Islam.

PAuL oF
SAmMOSATA
(Bishop of Antioch, c. 260-268)

Luxury-loving bishop

From his humble beginnings in
the village of Samosata, in what is
now southern Turkey, Paul devel-
ﬂped into a church leader who
moonlighted for mammon. When he
was elected bishop of Antioch (in
modern Syria), he was the chief fi-
nancial officer for Queen Zenobia of
Palmyra.

Somehow he amassed a fortune.
Hlis critics said it was through accept-
ing bribes. Whatever the source of
the money, he quickly earned a repu-
tation as the luxury-loving bishop—
at least according to early church
critics, who were known to exagger-
ate the immorality of heretics.

But it wasn't only this behavior,
condemned as unbecoming of a
bishop, that generated three church
conferences in five years but his the-
ulug:-,-'. Paul apparently believed that
Jesus was no more God than were
the prophets, and for this reason he
forbade the singing of hymns to Je-
sus. Jesus, the bishop preached, was
“an ordinary man” on whom “the
Word came and dwelt,” not one wor-
thy of worship.

PPaul’s critics said the bishop un-
derstood the Trinity as a union of the
Father, Wisdom (Spirit), and the
Word (Logos). Wisdom and the
Word reside within the Father, Paul
said, as reason resides within hu-
manity. Wisdom and the Word are
not separate persons, he explained;
they subsist within the Father. Paul
said it was God’s gift of the Word
that uniquely inspired and empow-
ered Jesus.
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R‘nfessing
Christians,
consumed by their
desire for luxury
and wealth,
felt no shame in
offering and

accepting bribes.

The bishop evaded the questions
the first two councils asked him, but
members of a council in 268 man-
aged to wrangle enough answers out
of him to convince the majority that
he was, in fact, a heretic. They de-
posed him and elected a new bishop.

The queen, however, had other
plans. A staunch ally of Paul, she re-
tained him as bishop. Four years
later, when Rome defeated the
queen, the Roman commander
forced Paul to resign and banished
him from the city, Disciples of Paul,
called Paulianists and Samosatines,
worshiped as a sect until most joined
the theologically kindred Arians in
the following century.

PeELAGius
(c. 354-after 418)

He battled lax morals
with bad theology

When the British monk Pelagius
moved to Rome in about 380, he
didn’t like what he saw. Professing
Christians, consumed by their de-
sire for luxury and wealth, felt no
shame in offering and accepting
bribes. Their passion for material-
ism was matched by their apathy
toward spiritual matters, such as
godly living.

Brilliant and strong-minded
Pelagius thought these warped ethics
grew naturally out of the prevailing
theologv, which emphasized God's
grace and asserted that human be-
ings are incapable of holv living.
Pelagius and his followers argued
otherwise.

Emphasizing the free will that
God gave humanity, Pelagians re-
jected predestination as well as origi-
nal sin, the belief that the sin of
Adam and Eve spiritually contami-
nated the human race. They taught
that the sin of Adam and Eve af-
fected only them, and that human
beings are born without sin and with
the freedom to choose their own path
in life,

Many theologians, like Jerome
and Augustine, respected Pelaguis’s
life and intent. Pelagius, himself a
devout monk, convinced many
wealthy Romans to do as he had
done and forsake their possessions.

But as Pelagianism spread, it be-
came an increasing problem for the
church, and the aging Augustine
worked fervently to stop it. At risk,
believed Augustine, was the doctrine
of grace. If humans are born without
sin, what is the need for God's grace?
And why not let humanity save itself
by exercising free will and choosing
to live the holy life? The biblical
scholar Jerome joined Augustine in
condemning Pelagius, calling him a
“corpulent dog . . . weighed down
with . .. porridge.”

Pope lnnocent | excommunicated
Pelagius in 417. Though the monk
was briefly restored by the new
pope, Zosimus, in 418, Zosimus en-
countered such a storm from African
bishops, where Augustine lived, that
he changed his mind and wrote a let-
ter condeming the Briton.

Pelagius disappeared from history,
though his teachings endured for an-
other century. The issues raised by
Pelagianism reappeared many times
in the Middle Ages and broke out
afresh during the Reformation.

STEPHEN MILLER 15 a free-lance writer and
former editor of [lustrated Bible Life. He is a
member of CHRISTIAN HISTORY's editorial
advisory board.
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ORIGEN: INODEL OR HERETIC?

He created controversy when he tried to explain
the gospel in terms his culture could grasp.

rigen of Alexandria, a third-century
O'Christian scholar, loved Jesus, the Scrip-

tures, and Neo-Platonic philosophy—a
combination that Christians since have viewed
as either the height of faithful theology or the
depth of horrendous error.

Whatever one’s views of his theology, his life
was utterly dedicated to Christ. In his boyhood,
when a persecution struck Alexandria hard, he
wanted to rush to be martyred. Only a ruse by his
mother—who hid his clothes—prevented his
leaving the house! Later in life, the church histo-
rian Eusebius reported, he castrated himself in lit-
eral obedience to Matthew 19:12. And in 250,
during the violent persecution of Decius, he was
imprisoned and tortured so severely that he never
recovered.

On the other hand, though praised by many,
he was rejected by his bishop. Origen’s most or-
thodox admirers, like Gregory of Nyssa, often re-
jected his teachings. Later some thought Origen
was a devil. Theologians today still debate the or-
thodoxy of his views.

Pushing the boundaries

At the root of these controversies is Origen's
use of the Bible. Neo-Platonism taught that physi-
cal objects acted as symbols of spiritual reality
and so contained a double meaning. Likewise,
Origen and many other Christians (like Augus-
tine} believed the Scriptures had a double mean-
ing; the spiritual significance, while escaping the
notice of most people, could be contemplated by
the pedected Christian. But Origen’s interpreta-
tions pushed the boundaries of orthodoxy.

He believed, for instance, in the pre-existence
of souls and that eventually everyone, including
the Devil, would be saved. In addition, he de-
scribed the Trinity as a hierarchy, not as an
equality of Father, Son, and Spirit. Though Ori-
gen attacked Gnosticism, in many ways, like the
Gnostics, he rejected the goodness of the mater-
ial creation. His critics have always complained
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Greek guru for Egypt. Plafo (427-347 B.C.)
and disciples as seen in a mosaic from Pompeii,
Plato's writings influenced many early Egyptian
church teachers such as Clement of Alexandria
and Origen.

that in many ways this teacher was “blinded by
Greek culture.”

A man of Christ
Yet Origen said, “I want to be a man of the
church . . . to be called . . . of Christ.” His Contra
Celsum, a defense of Christianity, helped Chris-
tians endure physical and intellectual persecu-
tion. His Hexapla (now destroyed), a comparison
of various ancient biblical texts, was an important
step in the development of the biblical canon.
The contradictions in Origen are due in great
part to his genius as well as the cultural tensions
he faced. On the one hand, he presented a cre-
ative defense of Christianity and brought Chris-
tianity to Roman elites. On the other hand, his
genius led him down some dubious paths. In
short, he faced the tensions of every Christian: to
be both relevant to, and separate from, the world.
—Kenneth R. Calvert
Hillsdale College, Michigan
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Bradley Nassif

¢. 140 Valentinus
begins teaching Gnostic
views in Rome

144 Marcion is
excommunicated for
Gnostic-like views

€. 175 Basilides es-
pouses Grostic teachings
in Alexandria

€. 180 Irenacus writes
Against the Heresies,
opposing Gnosticism

¢. 450 CGnostic sects
diminish

Forms of Cnosticism
return with Paulicians

(800s) and Albigensians
(1200s)
|0 100

QUARTODECIMANISM

€. 155 Paolycarp and
others from Asia Minor
advocate Misan 14 as
date of Easter

. 190 Pope Victor
insists on Sunday
observance and tries to
stamp out Quartodeci-
manism {"14th-ism"),
though Irenaews advo-
cates tolerance

325 Counail of Nicea ac-
cepts Alexandrian
method of determining
Easter

400 Rome begins using
Alexandrian method

in the Middle Ages, the
Celtic church (in 625)
and the church in Gauwl
(in the B0Os) join the
West in adopting the
Alexandrian method

1200

MONARCHIANISM

c. 157 Montanus begins
prophesying that the
Heavenly Jerusalem will
soon descend in Phrygia,
in Asia Mimor

170s Montanism devel-
ops ecstatic and ascetic
practices

€. 190 Montanism con-
demned by church coun-
cils in Asia Minar

c. 207 Tertulian con-
verts to Montanism

c. 400 Montanism
wanes but survives in
pockets

Though severly
persecuted by tustinian |
(483-565), Montanism
survives into the 800s

200 400

¢. 190s Monarchianism
(emphasizing God's
monarchia, “unity"—
not the three persons)
spreads

c. 200 Moetus con-
demned at Rome for Pa-
tripassianism (“the father
suffers-ism"), the teach-
ing that the Father suf-
fered as the Son

268 Counal of Antioch
deposes Paul of
Samosata and condemns
Sabellianism (i.e., modal-
ism: Father, Son, and
Spinit are temporany
manifestations of the
same being)

By the early 200s, maost

Monarchianists become
Anans

500 +
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The anastasis in the Chora Church, Istanbul—Grylfindor £ Wikimedia

“PURITANISM" m MONOPHYSITISM PELAGIANISM NESTORIANISM

249-250 Decian perse-
cution causes many
Christians to “lapse.”
i.e., deny the faith

251 Movatian teaches
that the lapsed should
not be readmitted to the
church; some Christians
admit the lapsed on easy
terms

252 Cyprian argues for
middle view: penance for
the lapsed

255-256 African bish-
ops insist on rebaptism of
heretics and schismatics;
Rome disagrees

311 Donatists refuse to
accept new bishop of
Carthage because he
“handed over” the Scrip-
tures under persecution;
they consecrate a rival
bishop

314 Counal of Ares
condemns Donatism,
which insists on unwa-
vering loyalty of church
members

411 Donatism signifi-
cantly weakened by gov-
ermment condemnation

Donatism survives in
pockets in Africa until
Islam congquers the
region (late 600s)
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c. 318 Arius's views,
that Jesus is not divine,
gains popularity;
Athamasius writes

On the Incarnation,
affirming the full deity
and humanity of Jesus

325 Council of Nicea,
called by Emperor Con-
stantine, condemns Ari-
ans and affirms the
divinity of Christ

328-361 Temporary iri-
umph of Arianism, period
of factions and confu-
sion; Micene bishops, like
Athanasius, are deposed
and banished

337 New Eastern
emperor, Constantius,
openly embraces
Artanism

¢. 340 First conversions
of Goths by Aran Ulfilas

361 Valentian, an ortho-
dox, becomes Western
emperor, and orthodoxy
begins to recover lost
ground

381 Theodosius, an or-
thodox, becomes sole
emperor; Councl of
Constantinople affirms
Nicene orthodoxy; Cap-
padedian Fathers put fi-
nal touches on Trinitarian
doctrine

3905 Arianism still afive
among the Goths and
other Germanic peoples

Arlanism disappears in
the 700s through gradual
conversion to orthodoxy

371 Apollinarius’s views
tan early form of Mono-
physiticm [*one-natur-
ism~]; Jesus has one,
divine nature) spread

381 Council of Constan-
tinople condemns
Apollinarianism

440s Eutyches begins
teaching Christ has anly
one nature after the
Incarnation—a divine
nature

449 Through intimida-
tion and bribery, a coun-
al at Ephesus (the
“Robber Council™) de-
clares Eutyches orthodox

451 Council of Chal-
cedon prociaims that
Christ has bwo natures
and condemns
Monophysitism

In the 5005, after
repeated attempts
at reconciliation,
Monophysites
consolidate in Coptic,
Syrian, and Armenian
COMMUNIoNS

€. 390 Pelagius moves
to Rome and is disturbed
by moral laxity

c. 410

Pelagius teaches
salvation by good works;
some of his followers
deny original sin

c. 411 Augustine begins
writing against Pelagius

418 Council of Carthage
affirms Augustine’s
teaching

431 Council of Ephesus
condemns Pelagianism

With the condemnation
at the Council of Orange
(529, Pelagianism dies
out

428 Mestorius objects to
calling Mary Theotokos
("God-bearer”), but Cyril
of Alexandria defends
the term and condemns
Mestorius

431 Council of
Ephesus declares Mary
Theotokos and con-
demns Mestorianism

436 Mestorius banished
to Upper Egypt

451 Council of Chal-
cedon condemns Mesto-
rians, who gradually
move to Persia and fur-
ther east to form their
own church

Mestorians remann
a separate church to
this day

Triumph of good. in this church fresco from
Constantinople, the risen Christ tramples upon the
shattered gates of Hades and raises up Adam and Eve,
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did the church reject heresy or the Holy Spirit?

e feel a special sense of
connectedness when we
discover a spiritual an-

cestor who looks like us. For exam-
ple, those suffering for the faith
today draw inspiration from the
early martyrs. Others, longing for
Spirit-filled worship and “charis-
matic” witness, find their attention
drawn to the enthusiastic, second-
century Christian movement called
Montanism.

In this example, however, there
lies a problem: Montanism, which on
the surface looks like modern Pente-
costalism, was widely rejected as
heretical in the early church. Why?

Inspirational beginnings

Sometime around the year 157, in
the Roman province of Asia Minor
known as Phrygia, a professing
Christian named Montanus began to
prophesy ecstatically. Claiming the
inspiration of the Holy Spirit, he was
soon joined by two prophetesses,
Maximilla and Priscilla (Prisca). They
paid special attention to the biblical
teachings about the Paraclete, and
they claimed to be the last in a suc-
cession of prophets that included the
daughters of Philip (Acts 21:8-9).
They said they were called to sum-
mon all believers to righteous prepa-
ration for the heavenly descent of the
MNew Jerusalem.

By the 170s, this “New Prophecy”
movement, as it was known, spread.

16

TING THE

ROPHETS

In the Montanist controversy,

|ameEs

critics” objection to Montanus, whe “raised up two women”
Priscilla) who spoke “madly, inopportunely and abnormally.
troubled both about women in authority and excess emotion.

D. Smitu 111

{Maximilla and
" Critics were

CHrIsTIAN HisTORY
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The heart of Montanist activity was
always in Asia Minor, although con-
verts were eventually won in mis-
sionary outposts such as Rome,
Byzantium, and Carthage. What at-
tracted scores of early Christians to
Montanism? Perhaps the answer lies
in three words: authority, vitality,
and discipline.

Montanist prophets claimed di-
rect revelations from God, and
their utterances (“oracles™) were
treasured and preserved as au-
thoritative teaching by the faith-
ful. Here was fresh truth,
Spirit-given, for these last days!

Moreover, such revelations,
springing as they did from a
trancelike ecstasy, were electric
experiences for prophet and con-
gregation alike.

Finally, there was a renewed,
rigorous emphasis on practical
holiness, with prophetic teachings
on issues like fasting, marriage,
asceticism, and spiritual healing,

In his treatise On the Sonl, Mon-
tanism’s most famous convert, Ter-
tullian, illustrates the movement's
attraction:

“We have now amongst us a sister
whose lot it has been to be favored
with gifts of revelation, which she ex-
periences in the Spirit by ecstatic vi-
sion amidst the sacred rites of the
Lord’s Day in the church. She con-
verses with angels and sometimes
even with the Lord. She both sees
and hears mysterious communica-
tions. Some men’s hearts she dis-
cerns, and she obtains directions for
healing for such as need them.
Whether it be in the reading of the
Scriptures or in the chanting of
psalms or in the preaching of ser-
mons or in the offering up of
prayers—in all these religious ser-
vices, matter and opportunity are af-

A

So what was wrong?

Mot everyone was so enamored
with the movement. In 192, Serapion,
bishop of Antioch, declared that “the
working of the lying organization
called the New Prophesy is held in
abomination by the whole brother-
hood in the world.”
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Another bishop, who wrote
anonymously about the same time,
spoke of regional synods in Asia Mi-
nor convened to address the contro-
versy, resulting in Montanists” being
excommunicated. He was animated
by a recent trip to Ancyra, in which
the church was “ringing with the

“WJ.
e have

amongst us a sister
... who converses
with angels and
sometimes with
the Lord.”

noise” of the New Prophecy.

He and other writers objected to
Montanism on five main grounds:

1. “Abnormal ecstasy.” Montanus
prophesied in a frenzy, without en-
gaging the rational mind, “contrary
to the manner which belongs to the
tradition and succession of the
church from the beginning.”

2. No controls. When respected
bishops and church leaders sought to
practice discernment with Montanist
prophets, the prophets refused to
submit.

3. Worldliness. Some questioned
the Montanist financial dealings.
Others worried about their lifestyle:
“Duoes a prophet dye his hair, paint
his eyelids, love adornment, play at
gaming tables and dice, lend money
at interest?”

4. Extra-scriptural revelation.
Many were concerned that people
would hold the oracles of the New
Prophecy in higher esteem than the
Scriptures.

5. False prophecies. Maximilla de-
clared that there would be wars and
tumults and, after her death, no more
prophets but “The End.” Yet, some
thirteen years after her death, there
was peace.

Omn the other hand, a few ortho-
dox teachers, though they didn't join
the movement, refused to condemn
it. Irenaeus, bishop of Lyon, for ex-
ample, was concerned that those at-
tacking the Montanists would drive
the authentic gift of prophecy from
the church. Those who did so, he

wrote, “do not admit that aspect

presented by John's Gospel, in
which the Lord promised that he
would send the Paraclete, but
they set aside at once both the

Gospel and the prophetic Spirit.”

Even the fourth-century heresy
hunter Epiphanius could find no
serious fault with the movement.

Still, the way Montanists practiced

the faith made most Christians

wary.

The end of a movement

Early in this century, French
historian Pierre de Labriolle
showed how Montanism in Asia

Minor lasted well into the Middle
Ages, though widespread enthusi-
asm for the movement was over by
the fourth century. Tertullian (d. 225),
who wrote seven books defending
Montanus, was the movement's last
major figure.

Historians continue to debate how
the early Christian church handled
its twin stewardship of church au-
thority and spiritual power. Some ar-
gue that the church, by condemning
the movement, squelched a schis-
matic party that would have created
even more dissention. Others say
Paul’s admonition was ignored: “Do
not put out the Spirit's fire. Do not
treat prophecies with contempt” (1
Thess. 5:19-20).

Much of the literature of the con-
troversy (such as Tertullian’s On Ec-
stisy) is lost or has perished. What
remains, however, is an issue of vi-
tal interest not only to historians of
doctrine but to Spirit-led Christians
today. CH

Jing SMITH is pastor of Clairemont
Emmanuel Baptist Church, adjunct
professor at Bethel Theological Seminary
West (both in San Diego, California), and
an editorial adviser for CHRISTIAMN
HIsTORY.
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JIFESTYLES

ne of the earliest unofficial
O outlines of church doctrine,

The Didache, made it clear
that Christians should not practice
abortion or expose newly born in-
fants to die. In explaining what it
meant to love one's neighbor, it said,
"Commit no murder, adultery,
sodomy, fornication, or theft. Prac-
tice no magic, sorcery, abortion or in-
fanticide.” On these ethical issues,
Christians were unanimous.

But other practical issues caused
division in the church or required
church discipline. When we think of
heresy in the early church, we usu-
ally think of lofty theological de-
bates over the Trinity and the deity
of Christ, but pastors also had to
draw lines on a number of practical
CONCErns.

Living with “spiritual sisters”

Some monks and nuns in the
early church believed they could live
together. Monks wanted to be free of
housekeeping duties, which nuns
(whom they called “spiritual sisters”)
could perform; the monks could then
spend more time in contemplation
and in service to others. Because of
their vows, they felt they could avoid
sexual temptation.

38

It wasn’t just what
Christians believed but
also how they lived
that concerned early
church teachers.

REOBERT A. KRUPP

This practice may have existed as
early as the second century. Though
it was officially forbidden by church
councils at Elvira, Ancyra, and Nicea
in the early 300s, it existed long after
these prohibitions.

Many church fathers preached
against it. Jerome (342-420) said
many of these women hid their preg-
nancy under loose clothing, and he
spoke of abortion among, these “vir-
gins.” John Chrysostom (347-407)
pointed out candidly that many of
the spiritual sisters became spiritual
mothers!

Deathbed baptisms

Some early Christians believed
that sins committed after baptism ei-
ther could not be forgiven or would
exact a costly penance. Thus many
Christians put off baptism until just
before death and lived most of their
lives on the margin of the church.

Pastors steadily criticized this
practice as perpetuating spiritual in-
fancy. Not only could one inadver-
tently die before being baptized,
Chrysostom argued, baptism was
not a time of sadness before impend-
ing death. It was, instead, a time of
joy, the beginning of a new life of
faith.

In speaking to catechumens, con-
verts who were about to be baptized,
he said, “l not only count you
blessed but 1 praise your good will,
because, unlike men of laxity, you do
not approach baptism at your final
gasp. . .. They receive baptism in
their beds, but you receive it in the
bosom of the common mother of us
all, the church; they receive baptism
amidst laments and tears, but you
are baptized with rejoicing and glad-
ness; they are groaning, while you
are giving thanks; their high fever
leaves them in a stupor while you
are filled with an abundance of spiri-
tual pleasure.”

In spite of such strong teaching,
another century passed before the
practice died out.

Soldiers in Christ

On some matters, such as whether
Christians should serve in the mili-

CHrIsTIAN HisTORY
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tary, the early church’s attitude un-
derwent a change.

In the first three centuries, it's dif-
ficult to find evidence for Christian
participation in the military. Most
Christians seem to have accepted
Tertullian®s (¢. 160-c. 225) view,
which he expressed in On Idolatry
and On the Croten: “The soul cannot
serve two masters, God and Caesar.”
He acknowledged the validity of Is-
rael’s military exploits before Christ
and the sincerity of the repentant sol-
diers who came to John the Baptist,
but he concluded, “The Lord, by tak-
ing away Peter's sword [in the gar-
den of Gethsemane] disarmed every
soldier thereafter.”

After the conversion of Emperor
Constantine, however, some Chris-
tians began to disagree.

Eusebius of Caesaria (c. 260-
c. 340), the church historian, in his
oration, On Praise of Constantine,
called Constantine “the Savior's
friend.” He considered Constantine a
fulfillment of God's promise to Abra-
ham to bless the nations of the earth
and thus implied that to serve in
Constantine’s government or army
was to serve God.

On the other hand. the Council of

Micea still required churches to disci-
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pline former soldiers who, having
left the military because of their
Christian conversion, then chose to
return to it

The view that eventually pre-
vailed was expressed by Basil the
Great (c. 330-379), leader of the
churches in Cappadocia (in modern
Turkey): “l have become acquainted
with a man who demonstrates that it
is possible even in the military pro-
fession to maintain perfect love for
God and that a Christian ought to be
characterized not by the clothes he
wears but by the disposition of his
soul.”

Calendar heresy

For the first seven centuries after
the birth of the church, Christians
differed about how to determine the
date of Easter. Believers from Asia
Minor believed it should be cele-
brated on a fixed date: the fourteenth
day of the Jewish month of Nisan, to
correspond with the Jewish feast of
Passover. In particular, these Chris-
tians thought Easter could be cele-
brated on any day of the week. They
were called Quartodecimans, from
the Latin for “fourteenth.”

The majority of Christians, how-
ever, insisted on celebrating Christ's

No more wild weddings.
Some early Christians adopted
pagan wedding customs, wihich
included boisterous celebrations,
criide entertainment, and
gluttonous feasls. Many pastors
criticized such behavior while
pointing to the Christian ideal,
symbolized on this seventh-century
wedding belt from Constantinople:
“Fram God: concord, grace,
health.”

resurrection on a Sunday, the day he
rose from the dead. They calculated
Easter in the same way but put it on
the Sunday following the fourteenth
day of Nisan.

Other groups chose other dates
still, and the result was a mess,
Bishop Ambrose of Milan (c. 339-397)
commented in a letter that in A.D.
387, Easter was celebrated on March
21 in Gaul (modern France), April 18
in Italy, and April 25 in Egypt! The
differences so troubled the bishops
at the Council of Nicea (A.D. 325)
that Quartodecimans were called
“heretics.”

Unity in the Mediterranean world
came in the fifth century when the
churches all began using the Egypt-
ian method of calculation: Easter was
the first Sunday after the first full
moon after the spring equinox.

The controversy arose again in the
early medieval era in Celtic churches
and in Gaul. Not until the early 800s
was there complete agreement in the
West,

ROBERT KRUPP is a librarian at Trinity
Evangelical Divinity School, Deerfield,
IMingis. He s author of Shepherding the
Flock of God: Tiwe Pastoral Theoloey of folur
Chrysostom (Peter Lang, 1991).
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some, early church debates about

I Christ read like a computer pro-

gramming language: impossible fo

decode. To others, the early church theol-

ogy seemts as relevant as the dress codes
of a Carthusian monastery.

To help us understand what the early
church was driving at in the millions of
theological words it produced, CHRIST-
IAN HISTORY talked with Thomas Oden,
who teaches theology at Drew Univer-
sity. He is author of the three-volume
systematic theology: The Living God,
The Word of Life, and Life in the
Spirit (Harper San Francisco, 1992).

CHRISTIAN HISTORY: Why did the
early church spend so much energy
trying to understand precisely how
Jesus was human and divine,
especially since ultimately it's a
mystery how he is both?

THOMAS ODEN: All ancient Christian
writers and councils knew that it's
impossible to fathom fully the Incar-
nation. Attempts to articulate this
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[ESUS

The hard, technical,
theological work on

Christ was essentially a

400-year Bible study.

A CHRISTIAN HISTORY
Interview with

Thomas Oden

mystery always fall short of absolute
precision. On the other hand, they
discovered that you can talk about
the Incarnation in ways that fail to do
justice to what we do know.

The early church had to deal with
the apostolic testimony of the New
Testament, and the New Testament
clearly portrays Jesus as the Savior,
as Mediator between God's holiness

and human sin. It portrays him as
truly God and truly human. Any
teaching that failed to do justice to
the full witness of the Scriptures had
to be challenged.

For example, Arianism failed to
understand that in Jesus we meet the
Uncreated One. Arius thought Jesus
was a creature. That runs counter to
the apostolic testimony, particularly
in John's and Paul’s writings. Theo-
logical definitions are precise be-
cause they look for language that
rules out heretical interpretations—
interpretations that fall short of the
wholeness of biblical faith.

If these ecumenical councils
hadn’t done the hard labor of work-
ing out the precise language, we
would have had, not less, but more
trouble understanding Jesus Christ.

Why did many early church
fathers, like Athanasius, argue for
orthodoxy in ways that seem
harsh, even nasty?

CHRISTIAN HIsTORY
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1 don’t think Athanasius’s re-

sponses, to take that example, were
simply pugnacious. He knew that
more than theological opinions were
at stake—nothing less than the in-
tegrity of the New Testament, the
apostolic testimony to Christ, In the
case of Arianism, if the church taught
that Christ was somehow less than
God incarnate, then it would have
undermined the heart of the faith.
You cannot speak about reconcilia-
tion the way the New Testament
does—a reconciliation of a holy God

IssuE 51

and sinful humanity—without a full
incarnation. Athanasius couldn’t dis-
cuss critical issues indifferently.

Some in the early church who
were branded as heretics—like the
Monophysites—are today
reconciling with the Orthodox
Church. Are Monophysites heretics
or not?

Clearly some of the more radical
Monophysites were, but in some
cases, the two parties agreed on
fundamentals.

The middle God-man. [n
describing the Christ of the Bible,
Irenaeus said, "It was incumbent upon
Hee Mediator belieen God and men, by
his relationship to both, to bring both
to friendship and concord, and present
man to God while he revealed God to
man.”

The Monophysites, in trying to
protect the deity of Christ, asserted
that Christ had one nature {(mong-
physis) rather than bwo. But the word
physis, or “nature,” was used differ-
ently by Monophysites and the Or-
thodox; in many cases, they were not
disagreeing as much as talking past
one another. In the last two years, the
Coptic, Syrian, and other non-Chal-
cedonian churches have moved sig-
nificantly towards reconciliation
with Eastern Orthodoxy, though
some serious differences still remain.

Many Protestants balk at the
phrase, "Mary, the Mother of
God." Yet the early church was in
near unanimous agreement on this
term.

Though many Protestants have
problems with the term, it seems to
be a concept many accept. Luther,
Calvin, and Wesley, and the major
Protestant teachers didn’t reject the
formula of the Council of Ephesus.
They don’t think of Mary as merely
the Christ-bearer, only a specially an-
nointed man, but the actual bearer of
the incarnate God.

Again, it's a matter of faithfulness
to the apostolic witness. Jesus is the
pre-existent Logos, whe, John's
Gospel says, is with God from the
beginning. If this same Cne is born in
the flesh, it is not someone less than
God who is born—and Mary is the
mather. So the term may trouble
some Christians, but [ don't think the
theology does. In this, Protestant,
Catholic, and Orthodox agree.

The early theological
formulations have been under
steady attack for some time. How
do you respond, for example, to
those who say the early church's
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conclusions about the Trinity
reflect, not timeless truth, but only
a Greek intellectual world-view?
The thinking about the Trinity did
not begin with philosophy but with
the apostolic text, the Scriptures.
Paul gives this benediction in 2
Corinthians 13:13: “The grace of the
Lord Jesus Christ and the love of
God and the fellowship of the Holy
Spirit be with you all.” Embedded in
this statement (written in the early
50s) is a very early oral tradition that
understands God in a triune way.
Take another example: in Jesus’ bap-
tism, the Father's voice blesses the
Son by the power of the Spirit. Trini-
tarian prototypes such as these do
not come out of Greek philosophy.

Are you saying there is no
cultural influence?

Mot at all. When the apostolic
teaching moved into Greek culture, it
used language and symbols appro-
priate to that culture. But the funda-
mental notion of the Trinity came
before the church ever discussed it in
philosophical terms.

Furthermore, even when we do
notice the influence of Greek culture
in the development of doctrine, we
have to recognize the role of the
Holy Spirit. From the beginning, the

“ﬁ great

achievement of

orthodoxy is its

flexibility.”
—Thomas Oden

Spirit has been at work to guide the
church into all truth, as Jesus
promised. So it's not accidental that
the Spirit has guided the church to
formulate a clearer teaching about
God—TFather, Son, and Holy Spirit.

That doesn’t mean we have to ac-
cept everything the early church
adapted from Greek culture. The
church in India, for example—which
arose in the early centuries and held
to ecumenical teaching formulated in
the Mediterranean—had to proclaim
the faith in something other than
Greek categories!

Some moderns believe that
early church doctrine is hopelessly

from these WWW sites:

documents from the early church.

TORY ‘s web page.

THE EARLY CHURCH
DEBATES onn THE WEB!

Readers with modems can dip into early church doctrinal de-
bates. The writings of the major early church teachers can accessed

http://ccel.wheaton.edu/fathers/
All 38 volumes of Schaff's Ante-Nicene, Nicene, and Post Nicene
Fathers online—though they are easier read after being downloaded.

http://www.christianity.net/christianhistory
For pointers to other early church sites, check out CHRISTIAN His-

R,

http://www.evansville.edu/ecole.web/index.html
The Ecole Initiative is a rich (and growing) collection of translated

e
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male-centered, with talk of a
Father-God bringing forth a Son.
What is your view?

Actually, the early church teach-
ers thought just the opposite. Augus-
tine taught that God's saving action
in his Son Jesus Christ actually hon-
ors both male and female. Naturally,
an incarnate savior must be born of a
woman, for men cannot give birth. If
he had become female, however, he
would have given a double honor to
the female sex—a female bringing
forth a female savior. Instead, God
becomes male by being born of a fe-
male, and so he honors both sexes in
the Incarnation.

Others feel ancient orthodoxy is
rigid. Were early creeds
theological straitjackets?

Actually, a great achievement of
the early orthodox consensus is its
flexibility! Within this orthodoxy,
there is enormous cultural flexibility.
That's why you find the Nicene
Creed, for example, expressed in vir-
tually every language on earth, and
in a vast variety of Christian commu-
nions. Southern Baptists, Dutch Re-
formed, Chinese house-church
believers, Mexican Pentecostals, and
Romanian Orthodox all share the
same basic Christological and Trini-
tarian definitions.

Has studying this abstract
doctrine helped you in your own
faith?

My faith has not been helped by
abstract doctrine. But it has been
helped by the church’s hymnody, its
liturgy, its pastoral care. Above all,
I've been helped by its exegesis, its
constant wrestling with Scripture, es-
pecially with the New Testament Je-
sus. The ecumenical community in
the first five centuries was constantly
making decisions in reference to spe-
cific texts of Scripture. It always
stood under the authority of Scrip-
ture.

So these theological documents,
creeds, and treatises are to me lively,
relational, and meaningful docu-
ments because they wrestle with
Seripture and, therefore, with issues
we wrestle with today.

CHrisTIAN HisTORY
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RECOMmMMENDED

RESOURCES

HERESY
IIN THE EARLY CHURCH

DAVID F. WRIGHT

The Big Picture

The Encyclopedia of
Early Christianity, edited
by Everett Ferguson (Gar-
land, 1995), covers the
bases (and often more) on
all the items in this issue,
One general work of spe-
cial value is Stuart G.
Hall's Doctrine and Prac-
tice in the Early Church
iEerdmans, 1992},

Crystalline clarity
marks Maurice Wiles's
The Christian Fathers
(Oxford, 1982). He shows
the influence of Greek
philosophy on Christian
theology.

Pride of place among
textbooks goes to ). N. D
Kelly's Early Christian
Doctrines (Harper 5an
Francisco, 1978), Its balance, lucidity, and help-
ful organization have put countless students in
his debt. Jaroslav Pelikan's The Emergence of the
Catholic Tradition (100-600) (University of
Chicago, 1971) is more impressionistic and writ-
ten less with beginners in mind. But it is stronger
than Kelly in long perspectives and illuminating
insights.

The Big Issue

Central to Christian faith is the person of Christ
himself. Volume 1 of Christ in Christian Tradi-
tion: From the Apostolic Age to Chalcedon (x.D.
451) by Aloys Grillmeier (John Knox, 1975 is
massive, and massively learned, but inescapable
for those who want to delve deeper.

Church historians continue to dispute Arius’s
teaching, especially in respect to its intellectual
roots and central concerns. Rowan Williams's

Calm that caused the storm. The
Trinity it arnt wnusual depiction as triplets
identified by chest logos, The scene’s
harmony contrasts with the strife the chuerch
endured as it struggled to define its central
doctrine.

Arius: Heresy and Tradi-
tion (Darton, Longman,
and Todd, 1987) is not
easy going but remains at
center stage. A fine intro-
duction to the mind of the
Arians’ greatest opponent
is available in Alvyn Pet-
terson’s Athanasius (Geoi-
frey Chapman, 1995),

The Big Debate
No book has created
waves like Walter Bauer's
Orthodoxy and Heresy in

Earliest Christianity. Its
German original (1934)
was finally translated into
English in 1971 (Fortress).
In an age inimical to tra-
dition and authaority, it fed
the fashion of rehabilitat-
ing heresies and heretics
by its (strictly historical) thesis. Bauer argued that
teachings later condemned (in the later second
century onward) were, in fact, dominant in the
earliest decades of the church.

The full-scale response by H. E. W, Turner,
The Pattern of Christian Truth (Mowbray, 1954),
has not enjoyed the attention it deserves. Subti-
tled A Study in the Relations between Ortho-
doxy and Heresy in the Early Church, it
represents a learned and sophisticated restate-
ment of the traditional view: what became offi-
cial orthodoxy was taught early on by the
majority of church teachers, albeit not in fully
developed form,

DaviD WRIGHT Is senlor lecturer in ecclesiastical history
at the University of Edinburgh, Scotland. He is an
editorial adviser for CHRISTIAN HISTORY.
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