
The Council of Nicea

Session 6 
The Council of Nicea (325CE)


The Rise of the ‘Hard-Line’


You will, perhaps, have noticed something very ‘catholic’ in the tone of the great teachers 
of the early Church: they taught pastorally, wanting to take care of the Christians 
entrusted to them, only becoming tough when they were faced with severe threats from 
those who would attack or seek to split the Church.

But the long persecution brought a new hard-line to the fore. Not only did some 
Christians refuse any possibility of forgiveness and re-acceptance to those who had 
betrayed the Faith, but a new spirit of rigour was spreading: people wanted clarity about 
what was to be believed, and the Scriptures and the earlier teachings of the Fathers were 
not always able to help.


One such hard-liner was Arius.


A false teaching on Christ


It might seem that what Arius had to say was both reasonable and logical. He began from 
the same starting point as any Christian: God is One. But then he argued as follows: if 
God is One, then Jesus could not also have been God because then God would be no 
longer One but Two.


Jesus was certainly the Word made flesh, because that was clearly taught in the 
Scriptures at the beginning of John’s gospel.  However, Arius argued, ‘the Word’ was not 1

the same as ‘God’ - this is despite the line in John’s gospel that ‘the Word was with God 
and the Word was God’ : Arius said that the Word was the only-begotten first-born Son of 2

God, but still not God, because God cannot be divided.

Arius’ argument followed logically on from there: Jesus was God’s first creation, the Word, 
and through him all other things were created. As God’s first creation, clearly Jesus could 
not be eternal: only God is eternal.

Arius was drawing a line between God and creation and putting Jesus on the side of 
creation. This left Arius with an idea of God as so unknowable, so distant, that not even 
Jesus could know God as God truly is.

What it meant, said Arius, was that Jesus as a meeting of God and creation - as both God 
and Man - was impossible.


From here, Arius’ argument knocked through Christian Faith like a bowling ball through 
skittles: if Jesus could never really know God then Jesus could not reveal God to 

 Jn 1:1-41

 Jn 1:12
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humanity. And if Jesus was created then, like any creature, he could change; and if he 
could change, then he could sin as well as do good.

To put the brakes onto this cascade, Arius added a further idea: because Jesus was 
God’s beloved first-born Son, God ‘shielded’ him from sin by making Jesus His Son. So 
Jesus, according to Arius, was God’s Son only by adoption, but never truly God.


Just because something seems reasonable and logical doesn’t mean it is true. The 
problem at the heart of Arius’ ideas was that they tried to tie God down to human 
thinking, to resolve apparent difficulties in Christian understanding simply by being 
‘reasonable’ and ‘logical’ and denying what had been taught in Scripture and Tradition. 
3

You may remember that heresy means not just the fact of being wrong, but also the idea 
of stubbornly refusing to submit to the teaching authority of the Church. This is precisely 
what Arius did: he refused the pastoral correction offered to him by Alexander, the Bishop 
of Alexandria. In 320CE he was excommunicated by the bishops of Egypt who met 
together to discuss the problem: he fled Egypt and began gathering support for himself.


On the Incarnation


Before Arius had even begun to spread his false teaching, a young deacon named 
Athanasius wrote a beautiful statement of his own faith in Christ in honour of his 
martyred teacher, Peter of Alexandria who had died in 311CE in the persecution ordered 
by Diocletian. 
4

It may even be the case that Athanasius’ little book was what triggered Arius’ attack. 
Again and again Athanasius spoke of Jesus as ‘God the Word’ and, rather than rejecting 
the paradox of God become man, he delighted in it:


Even while present in a human body and himself quickening it he 
was, without inconsistency, quickening the universe as well, and 
was in every process of nature… He was not bound to his body, but 
was rather himself wielding it, so that he was not only in it, but was 
actually in everything. 
5

Athanasius delighted in paradox: that the Immortal One should die; that the most Exalted 
should suffer deepest shame; that disgrace should open the door to Victory:


He made even the creation break silence: in that even at his death, 
marvellous to relate, or that at his actual trophy over death - the 
cross I mean - all creation was confessing that he who was made 
manifest and suffered in the body was not man merely, but the Son 
of God and Saviour of all. For the sun hid his face, and the earth 
quaked and the mountains were rent; all men were awed.  

 See Jn 1:1 and 20:28, Heb 1:8-9, and the Letters of Ignatius of Antioch (see Session 3)3

 It was written shortly before 318CE, though the precise date is unknown4

 On the Incarnation 175
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Now these things showed that Christ on the cross was God, while all 
creation was his slave, and was witnessing by its fear to its master’s 
presence. Thus God the Word showed himself to men by his works. 
6

Athanasius understood that salvation is not possible if Jesus were not truly human and 
truly God: Jesus does not just reveal the Father, but enables in himself humankind to 
become sons and daughters of the Father:


… he gives them a share in his own image, our Lord Jesus Christ, 
and makes them after his own image and after his likeness: so that 
by such grace perceiving the image, that is, the Word of the Father, 
they may be able through him to get an idea of the Father and, 
knowing their maker, live the happy and truly blessed life. 
7

The first Ecumenical Council


This was the situation which the Emperor Constantine faced. His response was to do 
something no emperor had ever done: he called a Council of the Church. There had been 
such councils before, but never one like this - gathering bishops from right across the 
Church: nothing so central to the Faith had needed decision since the other apostles had 
met with Paul in Jerusalem  to decided on the question of circumcision.
8

The bishops at the Council of Nicea did something new: they gathered the true teaching 
into a Statement of Faith, a Creed, which said what the Church had always believed . This 9

Creed was, in fact, itself firmly based on the ancient practice of the Church in its Rite of 
Baptism , and so could clearly be shown to be true to the Faith of the Church from its 10

earliest days:


We believe in one God the Father Almighty, Maker of all things 
visible and invisible, and in one Lord Jesus Christ, the Son of God, 
begotten of the Father, only-begotten, that is, from the substance of 
the Father, 
God from God, Light from Light, True God from True God, Begotten 
not made, of one substance with the Father, through Whom all 
things were made. 
Who for us and for our salvation came down and became incarnate,  
and was made man, suffered and rose on the third day, and  
 

 On the Incarnation 196

 On the Incarnation 637

 See Acts 158

 This touches on the ‘always’ and ‘everywhere’ idea (see Session 2)9

 Documents, attributed to Hippolytus, from perhaps as early a 215CE, were discovered in the early 20th 10

century which show the same phrases used in the Creed of Nicea being used - as questions and answers - 
by those about to be baptised
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ascended into heaven, and is coming with glory to judge living and 
dead, 
And in the Holy Spirit . 11

But those who say, There was when the Son of God was not, and 
before he was begotten he was not, and that he came into being 
from things that are not, or that he is of a different substance, or that 
he is mutable or alterable - the Catholic and Apostolic Church 
anathematises.


The Creed, written in Greek, used the language of the early Church Fathers  and the 12

Tradition of the Church to directly confront the wrong ideas of Arius and his followers: 
they, however, refused to submit and fled into exile. 
Their ideas, as well as other heretical teachings, would continue to trouble and challenge 
the Church for centuries to come.


The Texts


The Blessed Trinity is indivisible and enjoys Unity in regard to itself. 
You say ‘the Father’. His Word is equally present; also the Spirit, who 
is in the Son. 
You say ‘the Son’. Now the Father is in the Son, and the Spirit is not 
external to the Word. 
There is only one grace coming from the Father through the Son, 
and fulfilled in the Holy Spirit. 
There is only one godhead… and there is only one God who is 
beyond all and through all and in all. 
	 	 	 	 	 Athanasius, Letters to Serapion I 14


Since Christ is the true Son we, by receiving the Spirit, are 
transformed into sons, ‘For you did not receive the spirit of slavery… 
but you have received the spirit of sonship’ (Romans 8:15). 
Being transformed into sons by the Spirit, it is clear that it is into 
Christ that we are transformed… 
	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 ibid, 19


[Anthony] called his two companions… and said to them, ‘Always 
breathe Christ’. 
	 	 	 	 	 Athanasius, Life of Anthony 91


 The fuller Creed which we recite, describing the Holy Spirit, would come with the Council of 11

Constantinople (359CE)

 Specifically the terms ousía and homoousios, formulated by Tertullian (see Session 5)12
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Reflection


How is your understanding of the Creed of Nicea changed in the light of the challenges 
which led to it? Is it important or not to believe the same things about Jesus?


In exploring the authors of the early Church what has been new or surprising for you?


Is there a text from the early Church - one you’ve encountered on this course, or one 
you’ve found yourself - which speaks especially to you?


______________________________________


END
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