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Presentation Outline 

 Legalization and Rapid Growth 

 Controversies and 4 Great Councils 

– 325  Nicaea 

– 381  Constantinople 

– 431  Ephesus 

– 451  Chalcedon 



Last Week’s Closing 

 At dawn of 4th century (300s), 

Christianity was a persecuted 

religion of a small minority 

 At end of 4th century, it was 

the only official religion and 

embraced by vast majority 

 How did this happen? 

 Video: Rise of Christianity 

Fourth 

Century 





Tetrarchy 



Rapid Growth 

 Edict of Milan: Legalized 

Christianity 

– Eusebius: historian, chronicled 

imperial laws & letters 

 Official Imperial Policy Favored 

Christianity 

– Church property restored 

– Privileges and status granted 

Christian clergy 

– What a welcome change! 

Emperor 

Constantine 



Rapid Growth 

 40% growth every ten years – 1000 

Christians in 40 AD to 30 million in 

4th century   

– Social networking 

– Stances against immorality  

– Held all human life is sacred & 

valuable, equal dignity & worth 

– Theology of love for humankind 

– Caring for sick, poor, and 

widows 

Fourth 

Century 



Rapid Growth 

 Church’s superb charitable 

institutions  

– Hospitals, orphanages, inns, 

old-age homes, etc. 

– Church popular, respected 

 Aristocrats found it easier and 

better to be Christian than not 

– Status, prestige, promotions 

– Upward social mobility of 

lower-class Christians 

Fourth 

Century 



Rapid Growth 

 Mass influx of rural peasants 

into the Church 

– Abandoned paganism 

through work of Christian 

missionaries 

– Gregory the Wonderworker:  

“I found only 17 Christians 

in Neo-Cesarea and left only 

17 pagans when I am ready 

to die 30 years later.” 

Fourth 

Century 



Rapid Growth 

 Bishops given public judicial 

authority in matters concerning 

care of poor and social welfare 

– Champion of oppressed 

against clumsy & insensitive 

imperial bureaucracy 

 Bishops widely respected 

– Elected by the people 

– Ate daily with poor 

Fourth 

Century 



Rapid Growth 

 Emperor Theodosius proclaimed 

Christianity only official religion 

– “We desire that all peoples who fall 

beneath the sway of our imperial 

clemency should profess the faith 

which we believe has been 

communicated by the Apostle Peter 

to the Romans…” 

– Paganism made illegal 

– Imperial laws and letters 
Fourth 

Century 



Rapid Growth 

 Official recognition of immense 

influence Christianity already 

had over the masses 

 Christianity became basis of 

whole social order 

–  Roman laws changed 

 Sunday observance laws 

–  Legal holidays, calendar 

 Christmas set on former       

pagan holiday 

Fourth 

Century 



Everything Changed 

 For Church, Everything Changed 

– Social, Political and Economic 

Privileges for Clergy 

 Institutional Church took on Civil 

Authority and Roles 

– Code of Canon Law 

– Judicial authority 

Fourth 

Century 

Onward 



Structure and Function 

 Mass Ritualized and Standardized 

 Church Buildings Constructed 

– Lateran, St. Peter’s, Holy Land 

 Relics – St. Helena, True Cross 

 Christianity’s Character Influenced 

by and Responsive to the Culture 

– More Practical in Latin West 

– Philosophical in Greek East 

Fourth 

Century 

Onward 



More Internal Threats 

 Persecutions stopped, but still 

internal threats to unity  

 Arianism major controversy 

– Arius, priest Alexandria, Egypt 

– Son of God created by Father 

 Did not exist from eternity  

– “There was a time when he was not” 

– Son of God inferior to Father 

 Highest creature of God 

Fourth 

Century 



Arianism 

 Denial of Christ’s full divinity 

– Jesus did not redeem us by his 

death on the cross 

 Only God can save humanity 

 Only God can make us God-like 

– Arianism denied Christ’s dual 

role as Creator (the Logos) and 

Savior 

Fourth 

Century 



Athanasius 

 Argued against Arianism 

 Deacon & Bishop of Alexandria 

– Became Arius’s bishop after 

death of Bishop Alexander 

– Named Doctor of the Church 

 Argued Christ must be fully divine 

to accomplish our redemption 

 Believed gospel truth sometimes 

needed further explanation to be 

clearer and better understood 





Arianism 

 Many bishops supported 

Arianism 

 Constantine saw argument as 

threat to unity of the Empire 

– Called an “Ecumenical” 

Council of bishops at Nicaea 

to resolve Arian controversy 

Fourth 

Century 



Ecumenical Councils 

 Meetings of worldwide bishops 

normally called by Magisterium 

from which all decrees bind 

members of the Church 

 4 Great Ecumenical Councils 

– 325 Nicaea 

– 381 Constantinople 

– 431 Ephesus 

– 451 Chalcedon 



Council of Nicaea 

 First Ecumenical Council 

– At Emperor's Palace in Nicaea 

 75 miles south of 

Constantinople (Istanbul) 

 First major meeting of 

Church leaders since 

“Council of Jerusalem” 

–  318 bishops attended 

 Only 5 western bishops 



Council of Nicaea 

 Big dispute was which of two 

Greek words best define the Son’s 

relationship to the Father 

– Neither word found in Bible  

 Homoiousios 

– Of like substance with Father 

 Homoousios 

– Of identical substance as Father 

 Video: Council of Nicaea 





Council of Nicaea 

 Our Profession of Faith: 

“I believe in one Lord Jesus Christ, 

the Only Begotten Son of God, 

born of the Father before all ages. 

God from God, Light from Light, 

true God from true God,    

begotten, not made, 

consubstantial with the Father; 

through him all things were made.” 

 Which words are in response to 

Arian controversy? 



Council of Nicaea 

 Affirmed Divinity of Christ 

– Pre-existent Word of God, 

Logos 

– Always co-existed with Father 

  “born of Father before all ages” 

– Identical in substance with 

Father (“homoousios”)  

  “consubstantial with the Father” 

– Fully equal divinity with Father 

  “true God from true God” 



“Only Begotten Son of God” 

 “begotten, not made” 

– C.S. Lewis, Mere Christianity: 

“To beget is to become the father of: to 

create is to make. When you beget, you 

beget something of the same kind as 

yourself. A man begets human babies, a 

beaver begets little beavers. But when you 

make, you make something of a different 

kind from yourself. A beaver builds a dam, 

a man makes a wireless set. What God 

begets is God; just as what man begets is 

man. What God creates is not God; just as 

what man makes is not man.” 



Nicaea Did Not Bring Unity 

 Many objected to Nicene Creed’s 

use of word “homoousios” 

– Not Biblical Terminology 

– Felt imposed by Constantine 

 Emperor Constantius 

– Constantine’s son 

– Favored Arians’ “of like 

substance” 

– Tried to crush Nicenes 

– Athanasius exiled 5 times 

325 to 381 



Council of Constantinople 

 Second Ecumenical Council 

– In Constantinople 

  Modern day Istanbul 

 Called by Emperor 

Theodosius I 

– Pope St. Damasus did not 

attend in person 

 150 Eastern bishops attended 



Council of Constantinople 

 Reasons: 

–  Use of “homoousios”  

  In Nicene Creed 

–  Holy Spirit 

  Merely a divine messenger, or 

  Fully and eternally God 

– Supported by Bishops Athanasius, 

Basil of Caesarea, Gregory of Nyssa 

– Monk Gregory of Nazianzus 

 Results: 

–  Reaffirmed Nicene Creed 



Council of Constantinople 

 Key theologians: 

– St. Gregory of Nazianzus 

 Presiding bishop 

– St. Cyril of Jerusalem 

 Defined Doctrine of the Trinity 

– God’s one divine nature shared 

by three divine persons 

  Father, Son, and Holy Spirit 

– Three divine persons with one 

divine substance (nature) 

 Nature – what it is, Person – who 



Nature / Person 

“Nature answers the question what we are; person answers 

the question who we are. Every being has a nature; of every 

being we may properly ask, What is it? But not every being 

is a person: only rational beings are persons. We could not 

properly ask of a stone or a potato, Who is it? 

By our nature then, we are what we are. It follows that by our 

nature we do what we do. We can laugh and cry and walk 

and talk and sleep and think and love. All these and other 

things we can do because as human beings we have a 

nature which makes them possible. A snake could only do 

one of them―sleep. But although my nature is the source of 

all my actions, it is not my nature that does them: I do them, 

I the person.”                                             ― Fr. Frank Sheed 



Council of Constantinople 

 Spoke more about Holy Spirit 

– Fully and eternally God 

– Added to Nicene Creed’s “We 

believe in the Holy Spirit”: 

  “the Lord, the giver of Life, who 

proceeds from the Father, who 

with the Father and Son is adored 

and glorified, who has spoken 

through the prophets.” 

– What’s missing that is now in 

our Profession of Faith? 



Canon of Scripture 



Conclusions 

 It’s been said,  “Three centuries after the 

death of Jesus, Christianity now has a 

Creed, a Bible, and an Empire.”      

 Jesus didn’t give his followers the Creed 

and New Testament because God chooses 

to work in and through His people 

 Development of the Creed and Bible also 

demonstrates that the Holy Spirit is always 

with the Church to guide and comfort us 



Council of Ephesus 

 Third Ecumenical Council 

– In Ephesus 

  Southwest Turkey 

 Called by Emperor 

Theodosius II 

– Ratified by Pope Celestine I 

 Reason: 

– Discussion of Nestorianism 



Nestorianism 

 Bishop Nestorius of 

Constantinople 

– Objected to calling Mary  

“Mother of God” 

  Jesus would not be fully human 

– Wanted “Mother of Christ” 

 Ordinary faithful long called 

Mary “Mother of God” 

– Rejected changing their faith 





Council of Ephesus 

 Key theologian: 

– St. Cyril of Alexandria, Doctor   

of the Church 

 Results: 

– Condemned Nestorianism 

– Affirmed Mary “Mother of God” 

  Theotokos – “God-bearer” 

– Affirmed two natures in the one 

person of Jesus Christ 

 Human nature & divine nature 



Fully Human & Fully Divine 

“God willed that His only-begotten Son should become 

man to suffer and die for the salvation of men.  This 

divine decision manifests both the justice and the 

mercy of God.  It manifests His justice, because it 

shows that God has actually demanded satisfaction for 

the sins of men against Him.  It manifests His mercy, 

because no one but a God-man could have offered a 

suitable satisfaction for the sins of men.  Because he 

was God, Christ could offer God an infinite satisfaction 

for the infinite malice of sin.  Because he was man, 

Christ could offer a man’s satisfaction for man’s sins.” 

     ― My Way of Life: The Summa Simplified for Everyone 



Council of Chalcedon 

 Fourth Ecumenical Council 

– In Chalcedon 

  North of Constantinople 

 Called by Emperor Marcian 

– Ratified by Pope Leo the Great 

– Over 500 bishops attended 

 Reason: 

– Discussion of Monophysitism 

  Christ has one nature (divine) 



Video: Council of Chalcedon 





Council of Chalcedon 

 Results: 

– Condemned Monophysitism 

 Monophysites were majority in 

many places, esp. Egypt, Sudan, 

Ethiopia, Armenia, Syria, Assyria  

– Declared Christ’s two natures 

(human and divine) are united 

“without confusion, without 

change, without division, 

without separation” 





Council of Chalcedon 

 Key theologian: 

– Pope Leo the Great 

 Proclaimed the Papacy the 

spiritual leader of Eastern and 

Western Churches 

– Council endorsed Leo’s written 

Tome                                       

 “Through Leo, Peter has spoken!” 





Summary 

 After years of struggle, Church: 

– Finally achieved authoritative 

doctrinal statement about 

person of Jesus 

 One person: fully divine and 

fully human 

 Accepted by majority of 

Christians in East and West 

– Meaning of John’s “The Word 

became flesh and dwelt 

among us” now clear to all 

Fifth 

Century 



Lessons Learned 

 Legitimate to use non-biblical 

words to clarify a truth of faith 

– Such as “homoousios” 

 Holy Spirit not limited to the 

Bible in guiding the Church 

– God’s truth also conveyed 

through Sacred Tradition 

  Creeds as well as Bible 

 Dangerous for secular rulers to 

become involved in resolving 

theological disputes 

Fourth 

thru Fifth 

Centuries 



 Early Church Growth & Threats (30-312 AD) 

 Rapid Growth & Great Councils (313-450 AD) 

 Rise of Christendom (450-1050 AD) 

 High Medieval Church (1050-1300 AD) 

 Renaissance to Reformation (1300-1600 AD) 

 Worldwide Growth (<1500-1800 AD) 

 Revolution to Renewal (1600-2000 AD) 
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