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 In our overview of the 21 ecumenical councils in the Church’s history, so far we have 
covered the first two: Nicea I (325 AD), which promulgated the Nicene Creed, and 
Constantinople I (381), which completed this Creed by adding a final section on the Holy Spirit, 
the Church, and eternal life.  Now let’s turn to the third ecumenical council, which took place in 
the city of Ephesus (in western Turkey) in 431 AD.   
 The Council of Ephesus was convoked in order to respond to the teaching of Nestorius, the 
patriarch (archbishop) of Constantinople.  Though Christians had been referring to Mary as the 
“Mother of God” (Theotokos in Greek) since about 300 AD, Nestorius began to teach that this 
was inappropriate, for how could a mortal creature be the bearer of the immortal Creator?  He 
preferred to say that Mary is the “Mother of Christ” (Christotokos), but not the “Mother of God”.  
Nestorius’ teachings caused such a controversy that Emperor Theodosius II felt the need to call 
the bishops of the world together in council.  As in the first two ecumenical councils, most of 
the bishops who gathered at Ephesus in 431 were from the eastern part of the Roman Empire, 
though Pope Celestine in Rome did send a representative.   
 The bishops at Ephesus did not add to the Nicene Creed an article about Mary, nor did they 
compose a new creed.  Rather, they issued a series of 12 “anathemas” against the teachings 
of Nestorius.  In saying that Mary is the “Mother of Christ”, but not the “Mother of God”, 
Nestorius seemed to divide the human and divine in Jesus into to two separate beings.  The 
faith of the Church is that in Christ two natures, human and divine, are truly united in one 
“person”.  Mary does not simply give birth to the human nature of Jesus, she gives birth to the 
one person of Christ, in whom is united the human and the divine.  Nicea had affirmed that the 
eternal Son of God was begotten (born) of the Father before all time.  Ephesus affirmed that 
this eternal Son of God united to himself a true human nature in the womb of the Virgin Mary.  
Therefore, she can legitimately be called the “Mother of God”, for she truly gave birth to the 
one person of Christ, who is both human and divine.   
 In 449 AD, Emperor Theodosius II died, so his sister, Pulcheria, took the throne with her 
husband, Marcian.  They inherited a new theological controversy that had arisen since 
Ephesus.  The patriarch of Alexandria (Egypt), Dioscorus, so emphasized the divine in Christ 
that it seemed to “swallow up” the human in him.  He and his fellow Alexandrians began to 
teach that while Christ was “from two natures” (divine and human) before his conception, he 
was of only one nature, divine, after that.  This type of understanding of Christ came to be 
known as “monophysite” (from the Greek word for “one nature”).  From Rome, Pope Leo the 
Great reacted strongly against this monophysite theology, for it seemed to deny the true and 
full humanity of Jesus Christ.  So he urged the Empress Pulcheria to convoke an ecumenical 
council, which she did in the city of Chalecedon (near Constantinople) in 451. 
 Five hundred bishops assembled at Chalcedon, all of whom were from the eastern part of 
the Empire, except for two from North Africa.  Pope Leo sent a priest from Rome as his 
representative, who ended up leading the discussions.  He read Leo’s famous “Tome”, which 
was a letter written in order to clarify that Christ is one “person” in two “natures” (divine & 
human).  The natures are not mixed in such a way that the divine swallows up the human, as 
the monophysites tended to believe.  Nor are the natures so separated that you end up with 
two “persons”, as Nestorius tended to believe.  After the papal legate finished reading the 
Tome, the bishops at the Council acclaimed: “Peter has spoken through Leo!”  Thus, the 
Council of Chalecedon was a clear victory for papal prestige. 


