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Constantine (c.272-337) 

• Son of a “Caesar” in the West, and a beloved 
and successful general in Britain and France.   

• His father Constantius was not pleased with 
the persecution of Christians.   

• Constantine succeeds his father as a western 
claimant to the throne, and the death of 
Diocletian starts a series of civil wars.   

• Eventually Constantine becomes the de facto 
ruler of the West, but faces a rebel named 
Maxentius. 



Constantine (c.272-337) 

• Before a major battle at the Milvian Bridge 
(312), in which he is outnumbered 2 to 1, 
Constantine receives a vision.   

• There are different accounts, but all agree he 
saw a Christian symbol, and heard a voice 
saying something like “by this, conquer.” 

• He puts this symbol on the banners (called 
labrum) and shields of his troops.   

• This was most likely the “Chi-Rho,” the first 
two letters of “Christ” in Greek, an ancient 
symbol present in the very early church.    





Constantine (c.272-337) 

• Constantine wins a smashing victory, and 
Maxentius drowns.   

• Constantine enters Rome to popular acclaim, 
and declared the “Augustus.”  By this point, 
the entire West is under the rule of 
Constantine.   

• The East is ruled by Licinius, and together 
they issue the “Edict of Milan” which 
tolerates Christianity officially for the first 
time.   



Constantine (c.272-337) 

• Constantine’s mother (St. Helena) had 
influenced him in his youth towards the 
Christian faith, and it seems he gradually 
became more and more Christian as he aged.   

• After Licinius reneges on their treaties, he 
defeats him in Greece and Turkey multiple 
times, and becomes the sole Emperor. 

• He puts off baptism until death, and is 
actually baptized by a heretical bishop 
(family member)! 



Constantine the Great (c.272-337) 







What is Arianism? 

• Originated in Alexandria Egypt (c.318), 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.  

• The head of the Alexandrian church, Alexander, 
immediately opposes him, orders him to stop 
teaching heresy, and warns his colleagues of the 
new heresies.  

• Arius refuses, and starts whipping up popular 
support.   

 



What is Arianism? 

• 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.  

• Eusebius and Arius started a propaganda 
campaign, writing letters, songs, graffiti, 
pamphlets etc…sometimes inciting violence. 

 



What is Arianism? 

• This 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.  

• Because of his stress on the unity of the Empire, 
Constantine calls an ecumenical council, to be 
attended by Christians everywhere to settle the 
dispute.   

• Because he was renovating his new capital of 
Constantinople (Byanztium), they meet at the 
imperial resort at Nicaea… 

 





Council of Nicaea (325) 
• Attended by over 300 bishops, plus 

secretaries, elders, deacons, students 
etc…bringing up the total to around 1800. 

• True universal Christianity is represented, 
with attendees from Turkey, Egypt, France, 
Spain, Greece, Austria, Syria, Northern Africa 
etc… 

• The Bishop of Rome sends representatives, 
and even places outside of the Empire 
(Georgia) have a presence.     

 

 



Council of Nicaea (325) 
• Many bore the marks of persecution, missing 

limbs and eyes, having limps, a variety of 
sicknesses etc…having gone through the 
persecutions of Diocletian and Maxamian.  

• One historian says that it was if “an army of 
martyrs” had descended.   

• Constantine spares no expense, allowing 
them to travel by imperial post, and giving 
them luxurious living quarters, great food, 
and places of honor, for the entire journey 
there and back.   

 



Council of Nicaea (325) 
• Constantine presides in state, but defers to 

the wisdom of the bishops, and of course 
doesn’t really have a say in the matter (do 
you really think the army of martyrs was 
afraid of him?)   

• Eusebius of Nicomedia allowed to present 
the Arian case, since Arius not a bishop.   

• He is opposed by Alexander, and his young 
protégé, Athanasius.   

• Apparently, the Arians assumed a simple 
presentation of the case would convince 
everyone… 



Council of Nicaea (325) 
• Instead, the Bishops nearly riot.  One bishop 

tears up Eusebius’ speech.  Many yell and 
start covering their ears at the blasphemy. St. 
Nicholas (yes, that one) slaps Arius physically. 

• The church decides that Arianism is worse 
than any of them thought, so they decide to 
craft an official statement of faith to state 
what is believed by everyone.   

• In order to solve the controversy, Hosius of 
Cordoba (Spain) and Constantine use the 
term “homoousios,” meaning “one 
substance.”     



Council of Nicaea (325) 
• Those teaching this radical departure from 

the Apostolic faith are removed from their 
posts.   

• In the end, only 2 of 318 or so refuse to sign 
the Creed.   

• This is ratified universally by the churches 
everywhere, including Rome, Milan, and 
others who have only reps present.   

• Unfortunately, the issue doesn’t go away, and 
Arius and Eusebius of Nicomedia start a sort 
of “guerilla war” in the church.   

 





Council of Nicaea, Sistine Chapel 



Athanasius Defends the Faith 

• Present at the council of Nicaea as the 
personal secretary and bishop-in-waiting to 
Alexander.   

• Becomes bishop of Alexandria in 328 

• Technically Bishop for 45 years! 

• Dogged defender of the faith, which brings 
him into conflict with the imperial 
authorities… 



Athanasius Defends the Faith 

• Because Constantine is frustrated by the lack 
of unity after Nicaea, he starts trying to 
restore Arians, including Arius himself.   

• Athanasius refuses to comply, and is exiled by 
Constantine.   

• Athanasius would be exiled 5 times, or 17 
years of his pastoral rule, even spending a 
few weeks in his father’s tomb!   

• Athanasius in a “Festal Letter” lists all 27 
books of the N.T., which was approved 
universally in the church.   

 



Athanasius Defends the Faith 

• Writes several works, the treatise called “On 
the Incarnation of the Word,” a series of 
writings called “Against the Arians,” and 
numerous letters and other works… 

• While eventually restored in his late age, he 
never lives long enough to see the final 
victory at the Council of Constantinople in 
381.  

• One of the most universally admired of all 
church fathers, in both the Eastern and 
Western Churches….hugely influential.     

 



St. Athanasius (c.297-373) 
Western Date: May 2 







Council of Constantinople (381) 

• Called by the orthodox Christian Emperor 
Theodosius, to settle the Arian controversy once 
and for all.   

• Recognized by all orthodox Christians.   

• While dealing with Arianism again, also deals 
with two other heresies… 

• Macedonianism: Denied the Divine nature of 
the Holy Spirit 

• Apollinarism: Says the Christ has a divine mind 
and human body, not the full natures of both.    

 



Council of Constantinople (381) 

• Accepts and Revises the Nicene Creed, giving 
us the version that we still confess to this 
day.   

• In addition to rejecting the heresies of 
Arianism, Apollinarism, and Macedonianism, 
the Bishop of Constantinople is raised to the 
same rank as Rome, Antioch, Alexandria, and 
Jerusalem (but all only get one vote like all 
bishops, this is about honor and influence.   

• This becomes known as the Pentarchy.   

 



Council of Constantinople (381) 

• Major figures here include Gregory the 
Theologian, Basil the Great, Gregory of 
Nyssa, Ambrose, Hilary of Poitiers, and many 
others.   

• All of these are on the calendars of virtually 
every church that has calendars (R.C., E.O., 
Lutherans, Anglicans, etc…)   

• The Nicene Creed IS the living, breathing, 
historic faith of the church.   

 



The 7 Ecumenical Councils (4+3) 

• Nicaea (325) 

• Constantinople I (381) 

• Ephesus (431) 

• Chalcedon (451) 

 

• Constantinople II (553) 

• Constantinople III (681) 

• Nicaea II (787)   
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