
Church History 
• The seven ecumenical councils were convened to represent the en4re church and to resolve 

important theological ma6ers that were threatening Biblical teaching and causing division in the 
church. None of the councils were perfect, or possessed the authority of Scripture, but they were 
important benchmarks that provided guidance, guardrails and clarity for the church. Though the first 
four councils are unanimously recognized as authorita4ve, the la6er three represent an increasingly 
divided, troubled church that is slipping into the mire of the Middle Ages.  

 
 

 
 
 

I. In his great work Adversus Praxean Tertullian states: 

In various ways has the devil rivaled and resisted the truth.  Some8mes his aim has been to destroy 
the truth by defending it.  He maintains that there is only one Lord, the Almighty Creator of the world, 
in order that out of this doctrine of the unity he might fabricate a heresy.  
(Adversus Praxean chap. 1) 

Tertullian is asser4ng that the devil will oIen try to develop error by defending the truth.  This can be 
observed throughout church history.  In many instances error will be achieved by defending the unity 
of God at the expense of the ‘tri-unity’ of God. This can be extrapolated into the broader principal 
error can be arrived at if any one aspect of Scripture is stressed beyond what has been expressed in 
the rest of Scripture. When balance and precision are lost, falsehood lurks.  

There are warnings throughout Scripture to beware of false teachers, false teachings and error 
creeping into the church.  

- Watch out for false prophets, who come to you in sheep’s clothing but inwardly are voracious 
wolves. Ma6hew 7:15 

- Watch out for yourselves and for all the flock of which the Holy Spirit has made you overseers, to 
shepherd the church of God that he obtained with the blood of his own Son. 29 I know that aIer I 
am gone fierce wolves will come in among you, not sparing the flock. 30 Even from among your 
own group men will arise, teaching perversions of the truth to draw the disciples away aIer them. 
31 Therefore be alert, remembering that night and day for three years I did not stop warning each 
one of you with tears. Acts 20:28-31 

- But false prophets arose among the people, just as there will be false teachers among you. These 
false teachers will infiltrate your midst with destruc8ve heresies, even to the point of denying the 
Master who bought them. As a result, they will bring swiI destruc8on on themselves. II Peter 2:1 

- For many deceivers have gone out into the world, people who do not confess Jesus as Christ 
coming in the flesh. This person is the deceiver and the an8christ! 2 John 7 
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- For certain men have secretly slipped in among you—men who long ago were marked out for the 
condemna8on I am about to describe—ungodly men who have turned the grace of our God into a 
license for evil and who deny our only Master and Lord, Jesus Christ. Jude 4 

The response of the church was to convene synods, which were regional gatherings of church leaders 
and, occasionally, ecumenical councils, which were gatherings of church leaders from throughout the 
Roman Empire. Scripture, teachings and false teachings were discussed and debated and ul4mately 
resolu4ons were passed that guided the church moving forward.  

Eventually, as the Chris4an world descended into the chaos of the Middle Ages, and the church itself 
was rent with division, these councils ceased to be held. Nonetheless, the influence of the councils 
was far reaching and they remain, par4cularly the first 4, cri4cally important to today’s church.  

II. The first two councils, the Council of Nicaea and the Council of Constan4nople, contended against the 
heresy of Arius. He was a presbyter in Alexandria, Egypt and had begun teaching a new, false view of 
Christ during the Great Persecu4ons. In essence, he taught that Christ was not God.  

A. Arius was ini4ally responding to what he considered a revival of Sabellianism. However, his rebuke 
went too far and led him to over emphasize his rejec4on of Sabellian teachings at the expense of 
truth. 
1. The essen4al asser4on of the teachings of Arius is the claim that the Son is not God, but a 

being created by the Father.  Arius innovated a new perspec4ves scripture, by rendering 
meaning to verses in isola4on and then building out from that point. Specifically, Arius begins 
with Proverbs 8:22. 

2. What Arius ul4mately accomplished was a “biblical” basis for denying the eternal nature of 
the Son of God.  That is to say that he is rejec4ng the divinity of Christ.  He has reduced He 
that is the Creator into a created creature. Arius coined a phrase which dis4lled his teachings 
to their basic nature: en oti pote ouk en (There was when he was not). 

3. A significant following coalesced around Arius.  In large measure this was due to his perceived 
defense of the unity of God.  By emphasizing that the Father alone was divine, many believed 
that Arius was the champion of monotheism. 

B. Alexander, the Bishop of Alexandria, and his deacon Athanasius condemned the teachings of Arius 
as here4cal. 
1. The central issue between the received teaching of the church and the teaching of Arius was 

over the issue of ousia (substance).  
a. Arius argued that Christ and the Father were eteroousia (heteroousia) which means 

“different substance”.  
b. Alexander and Athanasius asserted Biblically that Christ and the Father were omoousia 

(homoousia) which means “same substance”.  
c. A third posi4on, seeking compromise, asserted that Christ and the Father were omoiousia 

(homoiousia) which means “similar substance”.  
2. This last posi4on sought to bridge the gap between the two camps but ul4mately introduced 

an even more insidious corrup4on of Scripture.  
C. To resolve the Arian issue, a council of all the bishops in the Empire was convened in the summer 

of A.D. 325 in Nicaea. Over 320 bishops were in a6endance. 



1. AIer much debate, the Council repudiated the teachings of Arius and affirmed the tradi4onal 
teachings of the Church. The final vote was nearly unanimous in favor of the deity of Christ, 
with only two members vo4ng against it. 

2. To prevent further false teaching and confusion, the Council draIs a creed, formula4ng the 
teachings of the church into clear language.  This was the Nicene Creed. 

D. Despite the victory at Nicaea, Arianism once again flared up and flourished due, in large measure, 
to imperial patronage. The Roman Empire was filled with bureaucrats and governmentally 
approved church leaders that pushed churches back toward Arianism.  
1. Through the efforts of leaders like Athanasius, Basil the Great, Gregory of Nazianzus and 

Gregory of Nyssa, the church con4nued to hold the line of truth and hone its ar4cula4on of 
the Biblical doctrine of God.  

2. These leaders turned the 4de, and their excellent Biblical teachings turned people back 
toward a proper understanding of the nature of God and the person of Christ.  

E. In A.D. 381 a second council of the Church was convened at Constan4nople. There, Arianism was 
repudiated for a second 4me and the council refined the creed of Nicaea, adding in extra 
language to make it more precise to remove any possibility that its meaning could be 
misunderstood or twisted.  

III. Nicaean Creed (A.D. 381) 

1. We believe in one God, the Father, (Exodus 20:2,3, Mark 12:29-31, Ephesians 4:6, Malachi 2:10, Genesis 35:11)  

2. the Almighty, maker of heaven and earth, (Genesis 1:1, Isaiah 44:24) 

3. of all that is, seen and unseen. (Colossians 1:16, Romans 1:20) 

4. We believe in one Lord, Jesus Christ, (2 Corinthians 1:3, I Thessalonians 1:1, Romans 13:14) 

5. the only Son of God, eternally bego>en of the Father, (John 3:16, Hebrews 1:6, Ma6hew 14:33, Revela4on 1:8) 

6. God from God, light from light, true God from true God, bego>en, not made, (John 1:1 , I John 1:5, John 8:12, John 
20:28, I John 5:20, Psalms 2:7, Hebrews 1:5, John 14:9,  

7. of one Being with the Father; (John 10:30, Isaiah 44:6, Revela4on 1:8, Philippians 2:6, John 10:38, Colossians 2:9) 

8. through him all things were made. (John 1:1-3,10,14, Ephesians 3:9, I Corinthians 8:6, Colossians 1:15-17) 

9. For us and for our salvaAon he came down from heaven, (I Thessalonians 5:9, Acts 4:12, II Timothy 3:15, John 6:51, 
John 6:38) 

10. was incarnate of the Holy Spirit and the Virgin Mary and became truly human. (Ma6hew 1:18, Luke 1:27,35, 
Philippians 2:6-7, Romans 1:3) 

11. For our sake he was crucified under PonAus Pilate; (Acts 2:36, Ma6hew 27:2,26, Mark 15:15) 

12. he suffered death and was buried. On the third day he rose again in accordance with the Scriptures; 
(Ma6hew 16:21, Mark 15:46, Luke 24:5-7, I Corinthians 15:3,4) 

13. he ascended into heaven and is seated at the right hand of the Father. (John 20:17, I Timothy 3:16, I Peter 3:21,22, 
Acts 1:9, Mark 16:19) 

14. He will come again in glory to judge the living and the dead, and his kingdom will have no end. 



(Acts 1:10,11, Revela4on 1:7, John 5:22, Acts 10:42, Luke 1:33) 

15. We believe in the Holy Spirit, the Lord, the giver of life, (John 14:17, II Corinthians 3:17, Acts 5:3,4, John 3:5, Titus 
3:5) 

16. who proceeds from the Father who with the Father and the Son is worshiped and glorified, (John 15:26, Luke 
11:13, Ma6hew 28:19) 

17. who has spoken through the prophets. (II Timothy 3:16, II Peter 1:21) 

18. We believe in one holy catholic and apostolic Church. (John 17:20-23, Ephesians 4:1-6, Colossians 1:18, Hebrews 
12:23, Revela4on 21:27, Philippians 4:3, Ma6hew 18:20, Philemon 1:2, Romans 16:5, I Timothy 3:15, Ephesians 2:20, 
Acts 2:42) 

19. We acknowledge one bapAsm for the forgiveness of sins. (Ma6hew 28:18-19, Ephesians 4:5, Gala4ans 3:27, 
Ma6hew 26:28, Luke 24:47, Acts 2:38, I Peter 3:21, Romans 6:3-4, Mark 1:4, Luke3:3) 

20. We look for the resurrecAon of the dead, and the life of the world to come. Amen. (1 Corinthians 15:12, 1 
Corinthians 15:21-22, John 3:16, 1 Corinthians 2:9, Romans 11:36) 

IV. Following the Councils of Nicaea and Constan4nople, the doctrine of the Trinity was established once 
and for all as the proper understanding of the nature of God. However, new ques4ons arose that 
challenged essen4al theological founda4ons of Chris4an theology. The focus of debate moved away 
from the triune nature of God and to the rela4onship between the divine and human natures of Christ. 
This ques4on would eventually lead to new divisions within the church, new councils, creeds and 
ul4mately, a schism. However, through this, the church will maintain the line of Biblical truth.  

A. Prior to the Arian Heresy, the church had already been grappling with challenges to a Biblical 
doctrine of Christ. Some of these here4cal views were: 
1. Doce4sm:  This view asserts that Jesus’ physical body and his crucifixion were merely an illusion 

and that he was in fact a spiritual being.  This heresy denied the manhood of Christ, his physical 
nature and his death.  It developed early and was popularized by the Gnos4c sects. 

2. Adop4onism:  The essen4al claim of this heresy is that Christ was born of Joseph and Mary in the 
normal fashion and then adopted by God as his son at Jesus’ bap4sm.  Not only does it deny the 
divine nature of Christ, but also it is a rejec4on of the Trinity. 

3. Apollinarianism: This taught that Christ had a human body but it only served as an automaton to 
the divine mind of God.  

B. AIer the Council of Constan4nople, the issue of the Trinity and the divinity of Christ was generally 
se6led and the debate shiIed to forms of the older arguments about the human and divine natures 
of Jesus. The first major challenge to orthodoxy came from Nestorius in 428. 
1. Nestorius studied under Theodore of Mopsues4a a leader of the School of An4och.  

Consequently, his views are oIen referred to as An4ochene.  In opposi4on to Nestorius was 
Cyril, the Patriarch of Alexandria. His views, which are orthodox are called Alexandrian. 

2. The School of An4och has long been strong opponents of Arianism and their errant teachings 
were in fact an a6empt to refute it. The difficulty arose when they over compensated in their 
views of Christ and his human and divine natures. 

3. Nestorius taught that Christ’s divine and human natures were radically separated, so much so 
that they nearly claim that there are two Sons and two Christs. 



C. The Third Ecumenical Council, the Council of Ephesus was convened in 431 and proceeded to 
condemn Nestorius and his followers, as well as some of the leaders of the School of An4och as 
here4cal.   
1. The Emperor Theodosius II presided over the Council.  Despite being a friend of Netorius he 

ul4mately cer4fied the findings of the Council against the old theologian.  
2. Despite the findings of the Council, Nestorian teachings con4nued to be taught, par4cularly 

outside the Roman Empire in Persia. Many Netorians relocated outside the Roman Empire, 
especially to Persia where the church flourished and ul4mately expanded into China and India. 

D. While the Nestorian debate was ongoing, a new and opposite view was being taught by Eutyches, a 
leader in the Church in Constan4nople. In seeking to refute Nestorius, he pushed to far in the 
opposite direc4on once again, un4l he too entered into heresy.  
1. The essen4al teaching of Eutyches was that Christ’s human nature was inferior to his divine 

nature and was consequently absorbed into it.  This basically leI Christ with one nature, almost 
rejec4ng his humanness.   

2. Eutyches argued so strongly for the single personhood of Christ that, according to Eutyches, the 
divine nature eclipsed the human nature of Christ. He pushed this teaching so far that he 
approached Apollinarianism.   

E. Out of these two opposing teachings, a third, dis4nct heresy was developed that taught that Christ’s 
divine and human natures were so mixed and become one that a third, new and unique nature was 
created.  This is referred to as Monophysi4sm. This par4cularly insidious false teaching gained 
significant support in Syria, Pales4ne and Egypt.   

F. Against these teachings, Leo I, the Bishop of Rome, stood in fierce opposi4on.  
1. He maintained that both posi4ons were in error and affirmed that Christ, in the Incarna4on, 

possessed both a divine nature and a human nature.  
2. If Christ is both God and man, the integrity of each of those natures must be maintained intact 

for them to be completely true.  
3. The teaching that Leo asserted was a con4nua4on of the teachings of the church prior to this 

4me. The doctrine that Christ is one person possessing two natures was not new but had been 
constant throughout church history. However, like previous here4cal confronta4ons, this 
required new language to ar4culate what the church taught.  

4. In this case, the tradi4onal, Biblical teaching of the church was iden4fied as the HypostaAc 
Union. This comes from the Greek word upostasiV, which means “substance”. However, unlike 
ousia, this pertains to the substance in concrete existence, which Christ, in the Incarna4on, has 
taken on.  

G. At the urging of Leo I, the Church convened the Fourth Ecumenical Council in 451 at Chalcedon. 
1. The Council of Chalcedon met to address Netorianism, Eutychianism, Apollinarianism and 

Monophysi4sm. The Emperor Marcian, a staunchly orthodox Chris4an, hosted the Council.   
2. The Council rejected all of the here4cal forms. It affirmed the teaching of the Hyposta4c Union, 

that Christ is fully man and fully God. 
3. To accomplish its goals, the Council formulated the second great creed of the Church, the 

Chalcedonian Creed.   

V. Chalcedonian Creed (A.D. 451) 

We, then, following the holy Fathers, all with one consent, teach people to confess one and the same Son, 
our Lord Jesus Christ, the same perfect in Godhead and also perfect in manhood;  



truly God and truly man, of a reasonable [ra4onal] soul and body; 

consubstan4al with the Father according to the Godhead, and consubstan4al with us according to the 
Manhood; 

in all things like unto us, without sin; 
bego6en before all ages of the Father according to the Godhead, and in these la6er days, for us and for our 
salva4on, born of the Virgin Mary, the bearer of God, according to the Manhood; 

one and the same Christ, Son, Lord, only bego6en, to be acknowledged in two natures, inconfusedly, 
unchangeably, indivisibly, inseparably; 

the dis4nc4on of natures being by no means taken away by the union, but rather the property of each 
nature being preserved, and concurring in one Person and one Subsistence, not parted or divided into two 
persons, but one and the same Son, and only bego6en God, the Word, the Lord Jesus Christ; 

as the prophets from the beginning [have declared] concerning Him, and the Lord Jesus Christ Himself has 
taught us, and the Creed of the holy Fathers has handed down to us. 

VI.  Though the Council rejected Monophysi4sm, it did not simply go away.  Many of the churches that 
espoused it leI the orthodox fold rather than change their doctrine. This required other councils, some 
to con4nue the refuta4on of Monophysi4sm but some also to repudiate teachings that were developed 
to counter Monophysi4sm.  

A. The Second Council of Constan4nople gathered in 553, once again to counter the growing threat of 
Monophysi4sm. This teaching was gaining a par4cularly strong presence in Egypt and Syria.  

B. The Third Council of Constan4nople convened in 680 to repudiate both Monophysi4sm and the new 
innova4on of Monothele4sm. This teachings argued that Jesus possessed two natures but had one 
divine will. It was an a6empt to find a theological statement that orthodox and Monophysites could 
agree on. Ul4mately both were rejected.  

C. The final ecumenical council was the Second Council of Nicaea. It met in 787 with the purpose of 
dealing with the Iconoclast Controversy. It ul4mately found in favor of the use of icons. This 
remained a complex and problema4c issue.  


