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The Family Tree of Christianity 
Session 2: Councils, Creeds, and Schisms (300 – 700 AD) 

 
Overview of this Series 
1) Unity & Diversity in the Early Church (30 – 300) 
2) Councils, Creeds, and Schisms (300-700) 
3) Roman Catholicism & Eastern Orthodoxy (700-1300) 
4) The Protestant Reformation (1300-1700) 
5) Christianity in America (1700-Present) 

 
Review of Session 1 

 
Cultural context of early Church: Greco-Roman world 
Jesus of Nazareth 

Proclaimed kingdom of God, gathered disciples, formed Twelve 
Death, resurrection, sending of Spirit: Church is commissioned 

The churches of the New Testament 
How to faithfully continue on after death of apostles? 

Apostolic Fathers: writings from immediate post-NT 
1 Clement, Letters of Bishop Ignatius, Bishop Polycarp, Didache 

Justin Martyr (d. 165): early “apologist” (defender) of faith 
Saw Christianity as the “true philosophy”: Christ as the Logos 
1st Apology: glimpse of baptism and eucharist circa 150 AD 

 
Gnosticism and Marcionism: early heresies 

Rift between creation and redemption: separate Gods 
Bishop Irenaeus of Lyons (d. 202): Against Heresies 

Stresses fundamental Christian doctrines: Creation, sin, incarnation, redemption, resurrection: unity of covenants 
Refuted gnostic claims to secret knowledge by appealing to apostolic succession and tradition (NT): church of Rome 
as example 

Montanism: late 2nd century rigorist & separatist movement 
Montanus: Christian prophecy gone wild, Age of Spirit dawns 

 
Tertullian (circa 160-230): from Carthage 

First Christian author to write in Latin: North Africa 
Lawyer’s defense of faith (rhetorical) 

Not just defensive, but offensive against pagan culture 
Radical opposition between faith and culture 

“What has Athens to do with Jerusalem?” 
Christian life as battle with the devil: separation from idolatrous world 
This rigorism eventually led him to Montanism 

Saw larger Church and its leaders as compromised with world 
 

“Apology”: defense of Christianity 
Christians are not a threat to the Empire 

“Prescription Against the Heretics” 
One true Church has right to interpret Scripture: apostolic succession 

“Against Marcion”: attacks Marcion and the Gnostics 
“Against Praxeas” 

He saw Praxeas as a modalist 
Father, Son, and Spirit as three “modes” of one God 

Tertullian developed language of three persons in one substance 
Coined the term trinitas = Trinity 
Set the Trinitarian language of Western theology 
 

Empire-Wide Persecution of Christians 
 
Emperor Decius (249-251) 

Revival & restoration of ancestral religion a must 
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All subjects must show proof of burning incense to gods 
Pope Fabian (236-250) was among the first martyrs of this period 

Problem for Church: what to do with those who “lapsed”? 
Some had caved under persecution: now want to rejoin the fold 
Who had authority to readmit, and how? 

Some thought Church too lenient: lapsed should be shown greater rigor 
 

Cyprian, bishop of Carthage (248-258) 
 
Often called the African Pope 

Title “pope” not reserved to bishop of Rome until 6th century 
Thought it best to flee under Decius’ persecution 

Cared for his flock from hiding, extensive correspondence 
After persecution subsided he convoked synod of bishops 

Only bishops could readmit the lapsed to full communion 
For Cyprian, unity of the Church was highest good 

“Outside the Church there is no salvation” 
Rigorist: Church as community of saints 

 
The Novatian issue 

Brilliant priest in Rome during papacy of Cornelius (d. 253) 
Novatian was hard-line rigorist in question of lapsed 
Cornelius was realistic: readmission after due penance 

Novatian got three local bishops to consecrate him as rival pope 
Novatianist churches spread: set up rival bishops 

Cyprian refused to accept validity of sacraments in these churches 
He re-baptized converts from Novatianist churches 

The new pope, Stephen, challenged Cyprian on this 
Baptism was valid so long as performed in name of the Trinity 
Church must be cautious in putting limits on God’s grace 

Stephen threatened to excommunicate Cyprian 
Situation defused by martyrdom of both in 258 

 
The Final Persecution 

 
Emperor Diocletian (284-305) 

Reorganized Empire into two halves: East & West 
One augustus (emperor), one caesar in each half 

The caesar would succeed emperor as new augustus 
Way of avoiding succession wars that plagued Empire 
Recurring skirmishes with barbarians along borders 

303: Diocletian decreed all Christians must sacrifice to gods 
Cruelest persecution the early Church had known 

305: Diocletian retired as emperor in East 
In West the army declared Constantine emperor in West 
 

Emperor Constantine (305 – 337) 
 
312: Constantine defeats rival at Milvian Bridge in Rome 

After seeing vision of chi rho (symbol for Christ) in sky 
313: Edict of Milan (with emperor in East) 

Persecutions would stop, churches & property returned 
Freedom of religion for all 

“For the good and security of the commonwealth”: his motives? 
380: Theodosius made Christianity official religion of Roman Empire 
Thus 313-380 is brief period of religious liberty 

322: Constantine attacks and defeats emperor in East 
As sole emperor he builds new capital in East: Constantinople 
Impact: mass conversions to Christianity 
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The New Era of the Church 
 
Constantine not only ended age of persecution 

Bestowed imperial favors on Church 
Land, gold and silver, property, church building 

Saw himself as the “common bishop”: whole Church 
Pope not yet a key player: Rome still mostly pagan 
He would convoke 1st Ecumenical Council at Nicea in 325 

 
The State intervened in the life of the Church 

It expected ideological support from Church 
Emperor tried to smooth over doctrinal conflicts 

Upset law & order of society 
Church obtained financial & legal advantages 

Relied on emperor to fight heresy, schism, & paganism 
Became imprisoned in political & cultural framework 
 

The Monastic Reaction 
 
Not all Christians were thrilled by the “new era” 

Concern that Jesus’ “narrow gate” now too wide 
How to witness to crucified Lord in new era? 

Rise of monasticism as response: circa 300 AD 
To flee comfort & temptations of society 
Into the solitude of the desert: Egypt & Syria 
Anthony in Egypt: solitary life 
Pachomius: communal life 
 

The Schismatic Reaction: Donatism 
 
Donatist controversy (began in 312) 

Diocletian persecution (303) was very severe in North Africa 
Many Christians insisted on greater rigor toward the lapsed 

Especially toward traditores: those who handed over sa 
311: Caecilian was elected bishop of Carthage 

Rigorists said he was ordained by a traditore bishop: invalid 
They elected a rival bishop: Donatus 

Pope Miltiades calls synod at Rome (313): Caecilian legitimate bishop 
Donatists appealed to Constantine: first Christian appeal to State 

Constantine ruled in favor of Caecilian 
Only churches in communion with him would be supported 

 
Theological issue: validity of sacraments and minister 

Concern for a “pure” Church 
The larger Church responds: synod of Arles (314 AD) 

Validity of sacraments does not depend on “worthiness” of minister 
Donatists opposed compromise with “the world” 

Empire resorted to force to squelch this disorder 
Donatists hung on until Moslem invasions (7th century) 

 

The Arian Controversy 
 
Lots of theological debates in early Church: Christian leaders had to win debate by solid argument & holy life 

By 200 AD bishops began gathering in local synods 
To discuss matters of doctrine, Christian morality, discipline, practice 
Yet persecution prevented more public gatherings: not universal 

All this changed when Constantine favored Christianity 
He wanted a unified faith to unify his empire: cement 
Church leaders appeal to power of state to enforce decisions 

Theological debate often eclipsed by political intrigue 
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Roots of the Arian controversy 
No developed “doctrine” of Christ or Trinity in the NT 

Tertullian (circa 200) was first to use word “Trinity” (Latin Trinitas) 
“Triadic” experience of God 

Jesus reveals God as Abba (Father) 
Jesus as Christ, Son of God, Lord 
Outpouring of Spirit: from the Father through the Christ 

Expressed in worship 
2 Cor. 13: “Grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, the love of God, and fellowship of the Holy Spirit be with you” 

If Father, Son, & Spirit are all divine, how are they not 3 gods? 
Christianity caught between Jewish monotheism and pagan polytheism 

 
Arius of Alexandria (256-336 AD): brilliant presbyter 

Clashed with his bishop, Alexander, on issue of Christ’s divinity 
Jesus was truly the Word made flesh; but this Word was not fully divine 

To say the Word was fully God would deny monotheism: two gods 
Arius said the Word was the first of all creatures: pre-eminent 

And even that God created the world through the Word 
Alexander argued the Word existed eternally with the Father 

John 1: “The Word was with God and the Word was God” 
To deny divinity of Word is to deny divinity of Jesus 

Bishops lined up on both sides of the issue: major dispute 
 

The Council of Nicea (325 AD) 
 
Convoked by Emperor Constantine: royal palace in Nicea 

First ecumenical council: worldwide (300 bishops, 10 from West) 
Constantine gave opening speech and attended all the sessions 

Decision to compose a creed to express the faith 
Based on structure of earlier baptismal creeds: Father, Son, Spirit 
“One Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, only-begotten of Father” 
Son/Word not “made” by Father, but “begotten”: eternally, not in time 

“True God from true God, consubstantial with the Father” 
“And in the Holy Spirit”: very brief statement 
Ends with solemn “anathema” of Arianism 

 
The twenty “canons” of Nicea: legal rulings on various matters 

Qualifications and conduct of clergy, election of bishops 
Yearly synods to be held in each diocese 
Metropolitan status of Alexandria, Rome, Antioch, Jerusalem: patriarchs 

Precedent set for councils: doctrine & discipline (canons) 
Results of the Council of Nicea: Arius exiled 

Precedent of civil sentence added to ecclesiastical sentence 
Ulfilas brought Christianity to Germanic tribes on border: Arian 

Soon the other Germanic tribes converted to Arian Christianity 
When barbarians broke into the western Roman Empire in the 5th century, Arianism resurfaced as a problem 

 
Athanasius (293-373 AD): bishop of Alexandria 

Fought hard to defend the truth of Nicea against the Arians 
Only the true God can save us from sin, yet only by taking upon himself all that it means to be human 
 

1st Council of Constantinople (381 AD) 
 
The 2nd “Ecumenical” Council 

Reaffirmed creed of Nicea: developed teaching on Holy Spirit 
“Proceeds from Father, worshipped & glorified with the Father & Son” 
Filioque (“and the Son”) would be added in late 5th century Spain 

Cause of later tensions between East and West 
381: Emperor Theodosius issues famous imperial decree 

Nicene Christianity as official State religion of Roman Empire 
Illegal to be pagan or Arian: end of religious freedom (since 313) 
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The Imperial Church: 313 – 476 
 
Union of Church and Roman Empire 

Era of great theologian-bishops: Doctors of Church 
East: Athanasius, Basil, Gregory Nazianzus, John Chrysostom 
West: Ambrose, Jerome, Augustine, Pope Gregory the Great 

Augustine died (430) as the Vandals were conquering N. Africa 
Last glimmer of a dying age (Classical World): verge of Middle Ages 
 

Christological Controversies 
 
Nicea I (325) & Constantinople I (381): Trinitarian doctrine 

How Father, Son, and Spirit can be one God: in three Persons 
Nicea I (325) strongly affirmed the full divinity of the Son 
Constantinople I (381) affirmed full divinity of Holy Spirit: Trinity 

Also condemned Appolinarius of Laodicea for his views on Christology: how the divine and human come 
together in Jesus Christ? 

Christ is human body animated by Divine soul/spirit 
Christ has no human soul or reason: these higher faculties are divine 
But how can Christ be truly human without human intellect and will? 

 
Two “schools” of Christology: Alexandria and Antioch 

Alexandria: Logos-sarx (Word-flesh) Christology 
Tendency to emphasize Christ’s full divinity at expense of his humanity 

Eternal Word put on human “flesh” (sarx): like outer clothing 
Only “seemed” to suffer, hunger, undergo human passions 

Antioch: Logos-anthropos (Word-man) Christology 
Tendency to emphasize Christ’s full humanity: distinction from divinity 

Lk 2: “Jesus grew in wisdom, age, and grace” 
Eternal word united full human nature (anthropos) to himself 
Divine does not overwhelm the human in Jesus: exist side by side 

Yet danger of separating divinity & humanity of Christ: two persons 
 

Western Christology: tended to be more conservative 
Satisfied with Tertullian’s formulation:  

In Christ, two natures (divine & human) united in one person (divine) 
Played important balancing role in Christological disputes of 5th century 

Soteriological concern: salvation 
Only God can save us from our human predicament of sin and death 

Thus the Savior must be truly God: against Arius 
But God must be fully human in order to save all aspects of our humanity 

Incarnation: God didn’t just “dabble” in humanity; fully immersed 
“That which is not assumed is not redeemed” 
 

The Council of Ephesus (431 AD) 
 
Nestorius: patriarch of Constantinople (428-431) 

Declared that Mary should not be called Theotokos 
Theotokos (“God-bearer”, Mother of God) ancient devotional title for Mary 
Nestorius rejected this developing tradition: preferred Christotokos 
He wanted to protect distinction of divinity & humanity in Christ 

Alexandrians saw this as dividing the Savior into two beings 
Council of Ephesus (431): unseemly power struggles 

Convoked by Emperor Theodosius II 
Declared Nestorius a heretic & deposed him from his see: exiled 

 
The first permanent “schism” in the Church 

The Assyrian Church of the East (“Nestorian”) 
Church had spread outside of Roman Empire to Mesopotamia: 4th century 

Influenced by Antiochene theology 
In their Syriac language they tended to speak of two “persons” in Christ 
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They rejected Ephesus and its support of title Theotokos for Mary 
By 600 AD they sent missionaries to India: established Syro-Malabar Church in SW India (tradition of ancient 
foundation by St. Thomas) 

When Portuguese arrived circa 1500 they allied themselves with Rome 
In Assyria, Church of East was treated well after Arab conquest in 651 
1500’s: some joined Uniate Patriarchate under Rome (Chaldean Church) 
Today about 30,000 members of Assyrian Church of the East remain 

In Syria, Iraq, & Iran 
 

The Council of Chalcedon (451 AD) 
 
444: Eutyches became abbot of monastery in Constantinople 

He was a staunch anti-Nestorian: went to the opposite extreme 
Christ was from two natures before hypostatic union, but one after 
“Monophysite” = “one nature” 

Patriarch Flavian of Constantinople condemned him 
Eutyches seemed to imply that the divine “swallowed up” human in Christ 

 
The Council of Chalcedon (451) 

Pope Leo appeals to Empress Pulcheria to call new Council 
Convoked 4th Ecumenical Council: to meet in city of Chalcedon 
500 bishops attended: all from East except 2 from Africa & 2 papal legates 

Papal legate dominated the discussion: Leo’s “Tome” was read 
Clear exposition of Christ as one Divine person in two natures 
The natures are not mixed (against Eutyches & Dioscorus), nor are they separated (against Nestorius) 
Clear rejection of monophysite understanding of Christ 
The council fathers acclaimed: “Peter has spoken through Leo!” 
Clear victory for papal prestige in the East 

28 disciplinary canons added: deal with details of church life 
Canon 28: attempts to place Constantinople alongside Rome as equal 
This canon was not accepted by Leo’s legates 

 
The 2nd permanent schism in the Church 

The Monophysite Churches: Oriental Orthodox 
Continued division in East after Chalcedon: some areas did not accept the Definition of Chalcedon 
Strong monophysite leanings in Egypt, East Syria, and Armenia 

Where extreme Alexandrian teaching was strong 
Combined with resentment towards imperial government 

Emperors couldn’t afford to alienate these key areas 
Yet also couldn’t afford to alienate Chalcedonians & West 
Tried theological compromise without rejection of Chalcedon 

 
Monophysite schism may have a lot to do with language 

According to their understanding of the term “nature” they felt that Chalcedon’s teaching on Christ’s two 
natures leads to Nestorianism 

Eventually theological & political grievances combined 
Formation of separate hierarchies: territorial 
Armenians, Copts (Egypt), Ethiopians, and Syrian Orthodox 
In last 100 years there has been much dialogue between Eastern Orthodox and these Oriental Orthodox 
Also between them and the Catholic Church 

 

 


