
Ephesus and Chalcedon 

1. Who is Christ? 

a. After Nicea and Constantinople, the main focus of Christian controversy centered around 

the person of Christ (Christology).   

b. In particular, many in the church started asking how exactly the Son could be both fully God 

and fully man, and how those natures related to each other.   

c. Since Christendom was still united for the most part, councils would eventually be called to 

solve the problems, while affirming previous councils (like Nicea and Constantinople).   

 

2.  Ephesus (431)  

a. The main issue here is what is known as “Nestorianism.” 

b. The Great Defender of the orthodox faith at this council is Cyril of Alexandria (On the LCMS 

calendar on June 27th).   

c. Nestorius was bishop of Constantinople, who taught that the Virgin Mary gave birth to 

Christ (Christokotos = “Christ-bearer”) as opposed to God (Theokotos = “God-bearer”).  This 

was because he found it objectionable that Mary could give birth to the eternal Word.  Like 

many in the Antioch tradition, he emphasized Christ’s humanity, but took it too far.  This is 

also where the term “Mother of God” originates.  It has more to do with Christ than with 

Mary initially.   

d. Cyril noted that if Nestorius was correct, Christ’s two natures would be divided, since Mary 

would be only giving birth to the human nature, and the divine nature seems to be detached 

from the human, which is problematic in regards to the incarnation.  Even some of 

Nestorius’ sympathizers were pressuring him to accept the “Theokotos” title.      

e. Nestorius’ position would also lead to two different persons existing in one body.   

f. Cyril appealed to his fellow-bishop in Rome (Celestine I) asking for help in defeating the 

heresy.  Perceiving that he was about to be universally condemned, Nestorius asked the 

Byzantine Emperor to call for a council, which was attended by over 250 bishops.   

g. The Council at Ephesus (with the support of Western leaders, including Roman 

representatives, and the local laypeople of the church), condemned Nestorius and his 

followers, and affirmed Nicea.  Nestorius was sent into retirement still obstinately insisting 

he was orthodox.   

h. Because the church in Persia was under pressure from the Persian government as an ancient 

enemy of Rome/Byzantium, the local church there separated from the orthodox church and 

became Nestorian, a “mini-schism” that would not be completely healed until the 1990’s 

when the “Assyrian Church of the East” established communion with Rome.  In other words, 

it was politically expedient for the Persian church to “thumb its nose” at the universal 

church.  

i. For bonus (albeit difficult) reading, read Anthony McGuckin’s work “St. Cyril of Alexandria 

and the Christological Controversy.”   This council is considered the 3rd of 7th “ecumenical” 

or “universal” councils accepted by Christians everywhere.      



3. Council of Chalcedon (451)   

a. Vestiges of previous problems are still hanging around.  St. Cyril of Jerusalem accused John 

of Antioch of still holding to Nestorianism, John accused Cyril of holding to Apollinarism.  As 

major church leaders this created a problem, but was resolved in 433, but their followers 

and other bishops needed some time.  Other “Antiochan” bishops took some time before 

recognizing Ephesus and ending communion with Nestorius.   

b. Eutychainism was also around to some extent, and some of the issues raised at Ephesus 

needed clarification, such as the relation of the two natures of Christ after they had been 

united, and what sort of union had taken place. 

c. Council called by Emperor Marcian, and over 370 bishops attended, plus other delegates 

and support staff.   

d. The “Tome of Leo” a letter by the orthodox Bishop of Rome describing the orthodox faith of 

the west was read aloud, causing the bishops to state that “This is the faith of the fathers, 

this is the faith of the Apostles. So we all believe, thus the orthodox believe. Anathema to 

him who does not thus believe. Peter has spoken thus through Leo. So taught the Apostles. 

Piously and truly did Leo teach, so taught Cyril. Everlasting be the memory of Cyril. Leo and 

Cyril taught the same thing, anathema to him who does not so believe. This is the true faith. 

Those of us who are orthodox thus believe. This is the faith of the fathers.”  - Acts of the 

Council of Chalcedon.   

e. After affirming Nicea, Constantinople, and Ephesus as true councils, the assembled 

members composed a “definition” or “creed” of Chalcedon, which is accepted by orthodox 

Christians today as the best statement of the faith regarding the person of Christ and his 

relation to both his Divinity and Humanity: 

 

 “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 [rational] soul and body; 

consubstantial [co-essential] with the Father according to the Godhead, and 

consubstantial with us according to the Manhood; in all things like unto us, without sin; 

begotten before all ages of the Father according to the Godhead, and in these latter 

days, for us and for our salvation, born of the Virgin Mary, the Mother of God, according 

to the Manhood; one and the same Christ, Son, Lord, only begotten, to be acknowledged 

in two natures, inconfusedly, unchangeably, indivisibly, inseparably;  the distinction 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 (hypostasis), 

not parted or divided into two persons, but one and the same Son, and only begotten 

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.” 


