
     Arianism and Councils 

1. What is Arianism? 

 

a. Originated in Alexandria Egypt, with a popular pastor/elder named Arius, who claimed that 

“there was a time the Son was not” in order to explain the godhead, meaning Christ was less 

than fully God.     

b. He was immediately opposed by Saint Alexander of Alexandria, who was bishop, and 

ordered Arius to stop preaching heresy, and wrote letters to his fellow bishops of the east 

warning of the new teaching.   Arius had initially responded to Alexander’s lecture that all of 

God’s attributes were shared by the Son.  Undaunted by his censure, Arius kept preaching 

and started whipping up the crowds on the streets. 

c. In 318, Alexander called a Synod of local bishops (about 100), where Arius was officially 

removed from the ministry.  Arius refused to submit and ran to Turkey where he had an 

influential supporter, Eusebius of Nicomedia, a cousin to Emperor Constantine.   

d. Eusebius and Arius started a propaganda campaign, writing letters, songs, graffiti, 

pamphlets etc…which alarmed the leaders of the church throughout Christendom.  

Eventually, this caught the attention of Constantine, who viewed Christian unity as 

tantamount for the success of the Empire.   

 

2.   Council of Nicea (325) 

 

a. Over 300 bishops attended, accompanied by deacons, elders, seminarians etc…with the 

total number being around 1800.   

b. Attendees came from everywhere (Spain, France, Egypt, Persia, Austria, Syria etc…), 

including outside the Empire (present day Georgia). The bishop of Rome sent 

representatives as well.     

c. Many of those there bore the marks of persecution, missing eyes, limbs, and other physical 

ailments.  “An army of martyrs” as one historian put it.   

d. Eusebius of Nicomedia was asked to present the Arian case and was opposed by Alexander.  

Eusebius was confident that a good statement would persuade everyone of the truth of 

Arianism.  Instead, the Bishops covered their ears and shouted him down in response, with 

Satin Nicholas slapping him, and other bishops tearing up his speech as profaning the name 

of Christ.  As they couldn’t believe how much Arianism had departed the apostolic faith, 

they decided to formally write a statement of faith.  The emperor and his theological advisor 

(Hosius of Spain), calmed the group down and started the official talks for a statement of 

faith.  The Nicene Creed was born.  

e. Those who refused to sign the statement of the Christian faith were to be removed from 

their posts as misleading their flocks.  The council agreed that the term “of one substance” 

best described how Christ was fully God , while still maintain his personhood.  Only two out 

of the 318 refused to sign.   



f. Alexander would die in 328, and be succeeded by his “personal secretary” and protégé, 

Saint Athanasius.   

3. Athanasius Defends the Faith 

 

a. Constantine would later become very frustrated that the issue would not just disappear, and 

at certain points starts restoring Arians.   

b. Athanasius opposes him very strongly, causing him to be exiled at least 5 times during his 

life, mostly by Constantine’s successors who sympathized with the Arians.  

c. His works “On the Incarnation of the Word” and “Orations Against the Arians” argue 

strongly for the divinity of Christ and orthodox theology, and can still be read today.   

d. Athanasius is the first that we have a complete record of making a list of all 27 books as 

accepted and organized the same way we have them today.   

e. He is honored on the LCMS calendar on May 2.   

f. He died after 45 years of being leader of the church of Alexandria, but didn’t live to see the 

final factory of the orthodox faith.   

 

4.  Council of Constantinople (381) 

 

a. Effectively ends the Arian controversy, and expands and refines the Nicene Creed to include 

the Holy Spirit as fully God (against the Macedonians).  This is the version Christendom still 

confesses today.   

b. Major defenders of the faith during this era include Gregory of Nazianzus, Gregory of Nyssa, 

Basil the Great, Ambrose, Hilary of Poitiers, and many others.  All of these are honored on 

the Roman Catholic, Eastern Orthodox, Anglican, and Lutheran calendars.   

c. Also rejected Apollinarism (Christ did not have a human mind) and Eutychianism (that 

Christ’s humanity was absorbed by his divinity).   

d. This council also elevated the See of Constantinople to that of Patriarch and after Rome 

(along with Jerusalem, Antioch, and Alexandria).   

e. Arianism basically dies, only to be resurrected in the modern era with groups such as the 

Jehovah’s Witnesses, and some would also include the LDS, although since the Father was 

also created at some point in LDS theology and has a body they are more than just Arian.   

    


