
Special Topics in the 
History of Christianity:

The Council of Nicaea and the Great Christian Creeds



Prologue
“The period of the early church was actually one of the most befuddled 

and contested in Christianity’s history. Almost everything was in flux and the 
notion of a single Christian truth had already proven itself to be chimerical. 
Men like Ignatius of Antioch might have yearned for a constant, regnant 
orthodoxy but, as Christians from Antioch to Rome to Ephesus were proving 
every day, it simply didn’t exist. Christianity did not fall, fully formed, from 
the sky, and a cohesive, affable Christian commonwealth was, and would 
remain, a distant prospect. Dreams of concord had to be invented, and they 
were hammered out on the anvil of heresy.”

-- Jonathon Wright, Heretics: The Creation of the Christianity from 
the Gnostics to the Modern Church 



Arius (256-336 C.E.)
Libyan priest in Alexandria, Egypt

Arius taught that Jesus Christ was not divine by 
nature, but was a creation of God the Father at the 
beginning of time (“the firstborn of all creation”) 
who had been promoted to divine status.



Athanasius (296-373)
Deacon (later Archbishop) in Alexandria, Egypt

Attended Nicaea as assistant to Bishop Alexander of 
Alexandria.

Taught that Jesus Christ was of the same nature as 
God the Father.



Marcellus  (d. 374 C.E.)
Bishop of Ancyra

Taught that Jesus Christ was of a similar nature to, 
but not the same nature as, God the Father.

Opponent of Arius and on-again/off-again ally of 
Athanasius.



Constantine (272-337)
Emperor of Rome (reigned 306-337)

Convened the first ecumenical council of the Christian 
Church in 325 C.E.  





Theodosius (347-395 C.E.)

Emperor of Rome (reigned 379-395)

Last emperor to rule over both the Western and 
Eastern halves of the Roman Empire. He 
established Nicene Christianity as the official 
religion of the Empire and proscribed pagan 
rituals. 



First Council of Constantinople (381 C.E.)

● Denied admission to 36 bishops who 
rejected the Nicene Creed

● Resolved debates over the episcopacy 
of Constantinople, and established the 
Bishop of Constantinople as “second in 
honor” after Rome

● Condemned a number of anti-Nicene 
heresies, including Arianism

● Affirmed the divinity of the Holy Spirit



The Niceno-Constantinopolitan Creed
● Relationship to Council of Constantinople is unclear: it was not an unofficial act of the Council, but 

may have been stated by the bishops there. 

● May be an expansion of the original Nicene Creed, but more likely an expansion of a traditional 
creed similar but not identical to the one promulgated at Nicaea. 

● Described by the Council of Chalcedon as “the creed ... of the 150 saintly fathers assembled in 
Constantinople.”

● Added article on the Holy Spirit: “the Lord, the giver of life, who proceeds from the Father, who 
with the Father and the Son is worshiped and glorified, who has spoken through the Prophets.”

● Added concluding article: “in one holy catholic and apostolic Church; we acknowledge one baptism 
for the remission of sins; we look for the resurrection of the dead, and the life of the world to come.”

● Made slight additions and revisions to other articles of the Creed. 



The Filioque
● In the late 6th century, some Latin Churches added the 

words "and from the Son" (Filioque) to the 
description of the procession of the Holy Spirit. 

● This was incorporated into the liturgical practice of 
Rome in 1014, but was rejected by Eastern 
Christianity.

● The term has been an ongoing source of conflict 
between Eastern Christianity and Western 
Christianity, contributing, in major part, to the 
East–West Schism of 1054 and proving to be an 
obstacle to attempts to reunify the two sides.

● Both advocates and critics of the filioque argue that 
their version is necessary to ensure the equality of the 
Holy Spirit with the other members of the Trinity.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Latin_Church


The Apostles’ Creed
● First mentioned c. 390 C.E. "Let them give credit to the 

Creed of the Apostles, which the Roman Church has 
always kept and preserved undefiled"; this version bears 
significant differences from the modern version of the 
Creed.

● Tradition already existed in the 4th century C.E. that the 
Creed was written by the Twelve, each of the apostles 
writing one of the Creed’s twelve articles.

● Evolved from earlier, simpler texts based on the 
baptismal formula in Mt 28 (the Great Commission); this 
earlier text may have existed in written form as early as 
the 3rd or late 2nd centuries C.E. and may have been 
used as the basis for the Nicene Creed in 325 C.E.

● Modern version of the Apostles’ Creed first appeared c. 
710 C.E. 



● Also known as Pseudo-Athanasian Creed or 
Quicunque Vult (from the Latin for the opening 
words, "Whosoever wishes")

● Most likely written in Latin in the late 5th or early 
6th century C.E.--at least 100 years after 
Athanasius!

● Draws on terminology of Augustine of Hippo’s On 
the Trinity (415 C.E.)

● In use by Christian churches since 6th century 
C.E. 

● First creed in which the equality of the three 
persons of the Trinity is explicitly stated.

● Found in the “Historical Documents” section of 
the BCP 1979 (p. 864)

The “Athanasian” Creed



The “Athanasian” Creed
Whosoever will be saved, before all things it is necessary that he hold the Catholic Faith.
Which Faith except everyone do keep whole and undefiled, without doubt he shall perish
 everlastingly.
And the Catholic Faith is this: That we worship one God in Trinity, and Trinity in Unity,
 neither confounding the Persons, nor dividing the Substance.
For there is one Person of the Father, another of the Son, and another of the Holy Ghost.
But the Godhead of the Father, of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost, is all one, the Glory
 equal, the Majesty co-eternal.
Such as the Father is, such is the Son, and such is the Holy Ghost.
The Father uncreate, the Son uncreate, and the Holy Ghost uncreate.
The Father incomprehensible, the Son incomprehensible, and the Holy Ghost
 incomprehensible.
The Father eternal, the Son eternal, and the Holy Ghost eternal.
And yet they are not three eternals, but one eternal.
As also there are not three incomprehensibles, nor three uncreated, but one uncreated, and
 one incomprehensible.
So likewise the Father is Almighty, the Son Almighty, and the Holy Ghost Almighty.
And yet they are not three Almighties, but one Almighty.
So the Father is God, the Son is God, and the Holy Ghost is God.
And yet they are not three Gods, but one God.
So likewise the Father is Lord, the Son Lord, and the Holy Ghost Lord.
And yet not three Lords, but one Lord.
For like as we are compelled by the Christian verity to acknowledge every Person by
  himself to be both God and Lord,
So are we forbidden by the Catholic Religion, to say, There be three Gods, or three Lords.
The Father is made of none, neither created, nor begotten.
The Son is of the Father alone, not made, nor created, but begotten.
The Holy Ghost is of the Father and of the Son, neither made, nor created, nor begotten,
  but proceeding.

So there is one Father, not three Fathers; one Son, not three Sons; one Holy Ghost, not three
  Holy Ghosts.
And in this Trinity none is afore, or after other; none is greater, or less than another;
But the whole three Persons are co-eternal together and co-equal.
So that in all things, as is aforesaid, the Unity in Trinity and the Trinity in Unity is to be
  worshipped.
He therefore that will be saved must think thus of the Trinity.
Furthermore, it is necessary to everlasting salvation that he also believe rightly the
  Incarnation of our Lord Jesus Christ.
For the right Faith is, that we believe and confess, that our Lord Jesus Christ, the Son of
  God, is God and Man;
God, of the substance of the Father, begotten before the worlds; and Man of the substance
  of his Mother, born in the world;
Perfect God and perfect Man, of a reasonable soul and human flesh subsisting.
Equal to the Father, as touching his Godhead; and inferior to the Father, as touching his
  manhood;
Who, although he be God and Man, yet he is not two, but one Christ;
One, not by conversion of the Godhead into flesh but by taking of the Manhood into God;
One altogether; not by confusion of Substance, but by unity of Person.
For as the reasonable soul and flesh is one man, so God and Man is one Christ;
Who suffered for our salvation, descended into hell, rose again the third day from the dead.
He ascended into heaven, he sitteth at the right hand of the Father, God Almighty, from
  whence he will come to judge the quick and the dead.
At whose coming all men will rise again with their bodies and shall give account for their
  own works.
And they that have done good shall go into life everlasting; and they that have done evil into
  everlasting fire.
This is the Catholic Faith, which except a man believe faithfully, he cannot be saved.



VIII. Of the Creeds.

The Nicene Creed, and that which is commonly 
called the Apostles' Creed, ought thoroughly to be 
received and believed: for they may be proved by 
most certain warrants of Holy Scripture.

The original Article given Royal 
assent in 1571 and reaffirmed in 
1662, was entitled "Of the Three 
Creeds; and began as follows, "The 
Three Creeds, Nicene Creed, 
Athanasius's Creed, and that which is 
commonly called the Apostles' Creed 
..."

XXI. Of the Authority of General Councils.

[The Twenty-first of the former Articles is omitted; because it is 
partly of a local and civil nature, and is provided for, as to the 
remaining parts of it, in other Articles.]

The original 1571, 1662 text of this Article, omitted in the version 
of 1801, reads as follows: 

"General Councils may not be gathered together without the 
commandment and will of Princes. And when they be gathered together, 
(forasmuch as they be an assembly of men, whereof all be not governed 
with the Spirit and Word of God,) they may err, and sometimes have 
erred, even in things pertaining unto God. Wherefore things ordained by 
them as necessary to salvation have neither strength nor authority, unless 
it may be declared that they be taken out of holy Scripture."

The Articles of Religion 
(Church of England, 1571; Episcopal Church, 1801)



The Return of “Arianism” in 
Restorationist Protestantism

While the precise nature and degree of similarity with classical Arianism can be 
debated, the following Christian traditions deny the equality and consubstantiality 
of the Son with the Father. However, most of these traditions share an alternate 
origin in the 18th and 19th century Protestant Restorationist movement.

● Jehovah’s Witnesses

● Latter-Day Saints (Mormons)

● Seventh-Day Adventists

● Iglesia Ni Cristo

● Christian Unitarians

● Christadelphians

● The New Church (Swedenborgians)

● Christian Science



Chicago-Lambeth Quadrilateral
(U.S. House of Bishops, 1886; Lambeth Conference, 1888)

That, in the opinion of this Conference, the following Articles supply a basis on which approach may be by 
God's blessing made towards Home Reunion:

(a) The Holy Scriptures of the Old and New Testaments, as "containing all things necessary to salvation," and as 
being the rule and ultimate standard of faith.

(b) The Apostles' Creed, as the Baptismal Symbol; and the Nicene Creed, as the sufficient statement of the 
Christian faith.

(c) The two Sacraments ordained by Christ Himself--Baptism and the Supper of the Lord--ministered with 
unfailing use of Christ's words of Institution, and of the elements ordained by Him.

(d) The Historic Episcopate, locally adapted in the methods of its administration to the varying needs of the 
nations and peoples called of God into the Unity of His Church.



The Lambeth Conference of 1988 recommended that the filioque be dropped from the Nicene 
Creed in Anglican churches. The 1994 General Convention of the Episcopal Church resolved 
to delete the phrase from the Nicene Creed in the next edition of the Prayer Book:

Resolved, That this 71st General Convention, following the resolution of the 68th General Convention, 
and responding to Resolution 19 of the joint meeting of the Primates of the Anglican Communion and the 
Anglican Consultative Council (Capetown 1993), hereby reaffirm its intention to remove the words "and 
the Son" from the third paragraph of the Nicene Creed at the next revision of the Book of Common Prayer.

The historic Agreed Statement 
between Anglican and Oriental 
Orthodox theologians on the 
Procession and Work of the Holy 
Spirit was signed in October 2017 
after lengthy discussions by members 
of the Anglican Oriental-Orthodox 
International Commission (AOOIC).



Questions for Discussion
1. How are the ways that Christians resolved disagreements in the time of Ecumenical 

Councils similar to or different from the way we do today? 
2. What do the Creeds mean to you? How do they (if they do) affect the way you think 

about God?
3. What do you think about the role of the Roman Emperor in deciding Christian 

doctrine? What does it say about the relationship between ecclesiastical and secular 
power in the modern age? (Remember the Church of England is still an established 
church, run by the Queen!)

4. How should the Episcopal Church engage with other denominations with whom we 
may have serious disagreements?

5. How do you understand the Trinity, and the relationship(s) between Father, Son, and 
Holy Spirit?


