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Doctrine of Christ as Reflected in the First Six Ecumenical Councils

As the church began to grow and develop from its infancy toward maturity there were doctrinal challenges that began to present themselves. Although there were many issues of great significance the primary question surrounded the doctrine of Christ, His deity and humanity.  As time progressed and doctrinal differences began to appear the church followed in the footsteps of the church in Acts, which when faced with the dilemma of whether or not Gentile Christians had to follow various aspects of the Mosaic Law, the leaders of the church convened in Jerusalem, discussed the situation, came to a conclusion and then sent the final results to the churches throughout the world.   This precedent set the stage for numerous ecumenical councils that would guide the church through the turbulent waters of heresy. 

Because the church was under persecution and was not officially recognized by the state they were unable to have an official gathering to discuss the “Christological Controversies” that were brewing over the first few centuries in the church. In the early third century Monarchianism, which was committed to monotheism, began to refute the belief that the Father and the Son were two different figures which lead to the idea that they were two separate gods.  Others, such as the Adoptionist Monarchians, taught that Jesus was a man who was adopted as the Son of God, but this stripped Jesus of His deity. Sabellianism also appeared which fostered the idea that at the crucifixion of Jesus the Father Himself was on the cross.
  As these ideas surfaced, it all came to a head when the teachings of Arius came to light.  Author John Newman sums up his teaching stating, “The fundamental tenet of Arianism was, that the Son of God was a creature, not born of the Father, but, in the scientific language of the times, made ‘out of nothing.’”
  His teaching emphasized that there was a time when Christ did not exist, that He came into being at a specific point of time and that “there was when He was not.”
  Another aspect of Arius’ teaching compares the authority and position of the Father and the Son, “. . . any talk about Father and Son as coeternal ignored the hierarchy involved in the vary language of Father and Son.  Arius saw the Son as being distinct from and inferior to the Father . . . .”
  

With unrest in the West from the Donatists and the church in the East divided over the doctrine of Christ as presented by Arius, the Roman Emperor Constantine called for a council of the bishops hoping to resolve this crisis.  In 325 approximately 318 bishops gathered in the city of Nicaea and they debated the Arian position for an entire month.  Arius and his position was defeated and the Nicene Creed was born and all the bishops signed it accept for Arius and two other bishops, they were banished.  


The Nicene Creed debunked the heresy, clearly stating the church’s position concerning the Son of God and His relationship with the Father. The Creed is as follows:


We believe in one God the Father, the Almighty, Maker of all things visible and invisible.


And in one Lord, Jesus Christ, the only-begotten begotten Son of God, begotten of the Father, that is, of the essence of the Father, God from God, Light of Light, very God of very God, begotten, not made,  being of one essence with the Father, by whom all things in heaven and on earth were made, who for us men and for our salvation came down and became flesh; he became man, he suffered, and on the third day he rose again, he ascended into heaven, and he shall come to judge the living and the dead;

And in the Holy Spirit.
 

Even though this council went to great lengths to address the problem and constructed a concrete creed stating a firm position on the deity of Christ, this issue did not die, but lived on to cause further division and strife in the future of the church. Evidence of this ongoing problem is seen in that future emperors were noted as being either Nicene or Arian.

Fifty-six years after Nicaea, the Roman Emperor of the East, Theodosius I, who was a Nicene, convened the second General Council which is called, The First Council  of Constantinople. Theodosius I pictured himself “in the mold of Constantine: defender of the faith.”
  Although there were four major issues that were the primary matters for gathering, two of them had direct implications on the doctrine of Christ.  The first issue was one in which they revisited the Nicene Creed because the Arian position was still prevalent.  The bishops who gathered reconfirmed the Nicene Creed and according to author James North, “This virtually marks the end of Arianism in the East.”


The other Christological issue that was addressed at this council was Apollinarianism.  It seems that with most doctrinal issues it is difficult to maintain a balance, where the Arians went to the left concerning the deity of Christ, Apollinarius, an anti-Arian, went to the other extreme taking away from the humanity of Christ. Apollinarius teaches that Christ was not subject to change therefore He did not have a human will or soul.
  He argued that “Two perfect beings with all their attributes cannot be one.”
  Apollinarianism led to the false doctrine that made the incarnation incomplete, it denied the fact that Jesus was tempted like we are tempted, and that what Christ did not assume he could not redeem. The Council at Constantinople condemned this teaching as heresy. 

Imbalance rears it head again as the church faced the next doctrinal challenge of Nestorianism which disavowed the deity of Christ in his infancy and believed that at some point in time later in His life Jesus became God.  Nestorius, the bishop of Constantinople, disliked the term Theotokos (“God Bearer”) because it comes close to calling Mary the mother of God.  He preferred to call Mary Christotokos (Christ Bearer) which only attributes to her bearing the human Jesus. Bellitto mentions that Cyril of Alexanderia argued that Nestorianism split Jesus in half, denying that the human and divine Jesus were one and the same person.
 

Emperor Theodosius II called for a third council which would be the most confusing gathering yet. After meeting in Ephesus in 431 the bishops condemn Nestorianism calling its founder a “new Judas.”
  Cyril, who oversaw the meeting, started it before the bishops from the East had arrived and most of these bishops backed Nestorius, this created major problems when they did arrive.  The most important result of this meeting was the defining of Jesus’ true nature, the hypostatic union of Christ, as both divine and human having two natures in one.  In spite of the fact that it was condemned, Nestorianism continued and began to spread to Persia and India and they are there yet today.  

The pendulum continues to swing back and forth in the church on the deity and humanity of Christ as teachers to the right and then left keep arising and influencing this significant doctrine.  The fourth gathering is called the Council of Chalcedon in 451, where over 500 bishops under Pope Leo the Great and the Emperor Marcian gathered to examine the latest wind of doctrine, Monophysitism.  The main proponent of this teaching that proclaimed Christ had only one nature was Eutyches.  This doctrine was a cousin to Apollonarianism but used the terminology “one nature” instead of “one soul.”  Again the humanity of Christ was on trial.  North hits the nail on the head when he states, “Part of the problem through all four of these councils was that they were good at condemning heresy but weak in actually explaining the correct doctrines concerning the nature of Christ.”
 The problem was resolved with a short letter from Leo, which was not read at the previous council, which stated that Jesus was 100% God, 100% man and there is no problems between these positions.
 This Council and the Creed that resulted was vital to Christian doctrine for they laid the foundation for the doctrine of the Trinity and for this ongoing dispute over the nature of Christ

Just over a century after Chalcedon, heresy was running rampant and the Roman 
Emperor in Constantinople, Justinian I, decided it was time for another General Council, the Second Council at Constantinople which convened in 553.

The main purpose of this council was to condemn the writings of three men which are grouped together and called the “Three Chapters.”  These writers were being accused of “being sympathetic with Nestorianism, of opposing Cyril’s teaching, and of favoring monophysitism by clinging to the idea Jesus had one nature, with the divine overpowering the human.”
  This council condemned the “Three Chapters” and reconfirmed what was accomplished at the previous council in Chalcedon, clarifying the church’s teaching on Jesus’ two natures united hypostatically in his one person.


In 681, 117 years after the Second Council of Constantinople, the Emperor Constantine IV decided it was time to call another General Council, the heresy of the time was Monothelitesism which falsely taught that Christ only had a Divine will, rather than a Divine and human will. It denied the perfect harmony of the two wills within the one Divine Person.  Constantinople III was like the previous councils, it was comprised of mainly easterners but the west exerted significant influence.  This council condemned Monothelitesism and was “following the tradition recognized at Nicaea I in 325 and supported through the next four general councils.


Although these councils dealt with various issues as they met, no issue was more significant than defining the issue of Christ’s nature and protecting the church from the false doctrine that continued to surface and resurface over the centuries.  As each council made its decision there are two variables that appear to be present throughout, they are, consistency in the decisions and remaining balanced on the position in spite of political and religious pressures.  The Christological foundation was laid and the end result was not only the condemning of heretics, but at last an explanation that is clear and acceptable, Jesus is 100% God and 100% man.
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