i - THE NICENE COUNCIL OF 325AD
Conditions for Convening the Council

The waves of persecution against the Church eased after three centuries due to the “Milano Proclamation” of religious tolerance during the reign of Emperor Constantine in 313AD, by which the Roman Empire officially recognized the Christian religion.  

A need occurred for convening an Ecumenical Council:

1) To resolve administrative issues regarding bishoprics, and determine a unified date for celebrating the Resurrection Feast.

2) To examine the Arian heresy (the ensuing reason), since this heresy was threatening to split the empire.

Emperor Constantine summoned the Ecumenical Council, fearing the ensuing split in the empire due to the Arian heresy.  In 325AD, three hundred and eighteen bishops convened at Nicea, as Saint Athanasius revealed in a letter, being an eyewitness and one of the members of the council
.  Initially sixteen bishops supported Arius, and twenty-two supported Pope Alexander, the remainder not as yet taking a decision.  By the end of the council, only two bishops (along with their priests) continued supporting Arius; Secundus and Theonas refused to sign the faith of the council
.  (At the time of Saint Epiphanius, the signatures of the 318 present at Nicea were extant
.)  This conversion was due to Saint Athanasius’ explanation of the faith and his responses to Arius’ exaggerations.  Through it we see the magnificence of the Alexandrine defense at the Council.  The Council did not reach a verdict carelessly, but only through great effort.

As we mentioned, Pope Alexander had convened a local council in 318 AD where he anathematized Arius with his teachings, and divested him of his priestly rank.  Arius left Egypt for Palestine and Asia Minor, to his friend Eusebius, bishop of Nicomedia, where he circulated his teachings as poetic selections in a book titled Thalia meaning ‘Banquet’.  He taught these medleys for his followers in order to teach them to the people as songs.

Eusebius was deceived by Arius and convened two local councils, in 322 and 323AD, where a verdict was taken to annul the anathematization of Pope Alexander XIX against Arius, thus facilitating the return of Arius to Alexandria to spread his poison there once more.  Pope Alexander expelled him again, so he returned to his previous location.

With the aid of Eusebius the matter reached the Emperor, who sent Hosius, Bishop of Spain, to Pope Alexander.  When Hosius had verified the truth of the matter, he suggested the convening of an Ecumenical Council to scrutinize this deception.

Arius and His Heresy

Arius began teaching his heresy while a deacon during the epoch of Pope Peter the Seal of Martyrs, the seventeenth Pope in the succession of Alexandrine Popes.  Pope Peter attempted restoring Arius from his erroneous beliefs, but when he refused, the Pope excommunicated him with his flawed teachings, thus preventing him from fulfilling his diaconal services and teachings.

Pope Peter saw during his imprisonment a vision of our Lord Jesus Christ standing with his robe torn. He asked Him, “Who tore your robe my Lord?”  He answered that it was “Arius”, so Pope Peter understood, based on this heavenly vision, that even if Arius alleged repentance it would be deceptive, and result in splitting the church.  Pope Peter summoned his disciples Archillius (Achillas) and Alexander, and cautioned them against Arius and against exonerating him, no matter how much he alleged repentance.  After Pope Peter obtained the crown of martyrdom, his disciple Archillius was enthroned, and Arius connived to allege repentance from his erroneous teachings.  This scheme duped the Pope who exonerated him and promoted him to the rank of priest (having been excommunicated as a consecrated deacon by Pope Peter the Seal of Martyrs).  This inspired one of the church fathers to say it was through God’s mercy that Archillius did not remain enthroned for more than six months, otherwise Arianism would have prevailed.

With the death of Pope Archillius, his companion Pope Alexander acquired the Alexandrine throne as the nineteenth Patriarch in the succession of Saint Mark.  Pope Alexander initiated using the phrase o`moou,sion tou/ Patri,to signify the equality of the Son to the Father in Essence.  Saint Athanasius the Apostolic wrote this same expression in the Creed of Faith, and defended it throughout his life.

Saint Athanasius did not invent a new expression, but trained under his teacher and mentor Pope Alexander, who in turn inherited “the faith which was once for all delivered to the saints” (Jud 1: 3), from Pope Peter the Seal of Martyrs.  When the deacon Athanasius stood at the Nicene Council to refute Arius, he felt the paternal strength and support, that Pope Alexander encompassed him with, flowing in him.

Pope Alexander, considered a major theologian in our church history, wrote books against Arianism, and was the first to convene an Alexandrine council (attended by one hundred bishops) to condemn and anathematize Arius.  A mighty debater like Athanasius was essential in the struggle to respond to Arius’ exploitation of verses.  The mentor and the disciple were together at the Council.  The disciple was so exceptional and extremely prominent at the council, to the extent of influencing the entire Christian world, in spite of persecution that befell him, receiving the appellation “The Apostolic” after becoming Patriarch.

Saint Athanasius united two forces: firstly, he inherited the faith; and secondly, he was an exceptional debater.  He presented the faith of his forebears, the patriarchs, especially Pope Alexander, in an exquisite convincing package.  The mighty words of Athanasius fell upon Arius and his followers like a solid rock.  Everyone worshipped, glorifying God for using this youth, and the Emperor praised him saying, “You are the champion of the church of God.”

If you read the writings of Pope Alexander, you would find that they contain the same teachings Athanasius exhorted, yet Athanasius expanded greatly as he responded copiously to Arius’ incomprehension and misuse of verses.

Saint Athansius endured great pains from exile.  During his exile he preached Christianity in Europe, and won many pagan souls to the Christian faith, yet did not attempt joining them to his diocese, that is to the Alexandrine church
.  He preached in Europe, yet did not ask the converts to join his Alexandrine See, and did not establish a bishopric inside the Roman See.

At that time the faith of the Roman and Alexandrine Sees was strongly unified, despite the universal church experiencing periods of weakness.  During a certain epoch Athanasius alone remained firm in the true faith; a time occurred when almost the whole world would have succumbed to Arianism, if not for Athanasius.  At one point the Emperor exiled the Roman Pontiff, replacing him with another who would endorse the Arian creed of faith.  When the Pope was returned to his See from imprisonment, he agreed to sign the Arian creed of faith, which he had previously refused to endorse.  This is the interval during which Athanasius and his Egyptian bishops were the only ones firm in the true faith, therefore it is not surprising that Isaiah the prophet wrote, “Blessed is Egypt my people” (Is 19: 25).  Meanwhile, at other times, the Roman See upheld the Alexandrine Patriarch, like the Popes contemporary to Pope Athanasius who supported him.

Christianity was universally dismayed, and yielded before the Arian force, with only the Alexandrine See remaining firm, epitomized in the exiled Alexandrine Pope and his Egyptian bishops.  Therefore we are constrained to follow in our fathers’ footsteps.

Arius’ Heretical Beliefs Presented and Confronted

Influenced by certain ancient Greek philosophies (such as Platonism) Arius denied the divinity of our Lord Jesus Christ.  He considered the Logos a God, yet a created God and not from the essence of the Father; an intercessory mediator between the true God (the Father) and the created world, since it is not fitting for God to associate with the creation, being superior to a direct relationship with humanity.  How can God create the world, or matter, while He is removed from it?  For this reason He used the Logos – a being inferior to God – as a tool for creating the world.  He philosophized the expression, “All things were made through Him” (Jn 1:3) saying that this inferior mediator cannot be equal to God in essence and eternity.

Regarding the phrase, “And He is before all things” (Col 1:17), Arius philosophized that the expression “all things” does not include the Logos, but is intended for all else, since, in his viewpoint, time began with creation.

We respond that in the same epistle, our teacher Saint Paul writes that our Lord Jesus Christ is, “The firstborn over all creation” (Col 1:15), and reviewing the most articulate Greek linguistic references we find:

The translation of the term (, which was translated as “firstborn” in the expression “The firstborn over all creation = ( ((” is an inaccurate translation.  The term ( consists of two components: the verb  which means “to give birth”, and (.  (is the superlative degree from 
 which means, “before, superior, preeminent”, to time, space, place, order, and importance
.  Therefore the lexical meaning of the expression becomes: existing before all creation – superior to all creation – preeminent over all creation
.  This meaning is the sense that the unified church, the holy books, and the Fathers agree upon.

In the book of the Revelation the following was mentioned that the Son is, “The beginning of the creation of God” (Rev 3:14), which is also a wrong translation. The correct translation would be “the first cause of creation, the origin of creation, or the one who surpasses all creation”
.  The term  (Archy) means, “Origin, head, cause, or of which existence begins
”.  Other meanings include, “leadership, authority, sovereignty, or rule”.  When referring to individuals however, it does not indicate time, but preeminence, leadership, or superiority
.  The intended meaning in this verse therefore is “The origin or cause of all creation”.  Looking at (Col 1:15), or (Col 1: 17), the appropriate meaning would be, “The origin of God’s creation”.  Often the origin is the beginning. For example, we can say that the source of the Nile is its origin.

Arius considered the Son the first creation, is by  nature subject to change, and liable to sin along with the rest of creation.  He proclaimed that since the Son is ‘born’ ( (Genetos), and the Father is the only one ‘unborn’ ( (Agenetos), then the Father alone is God, being superior to the Son since the Son is born and the Father is not born.  Since the Son is born there is a beginning to His existence, and there was a time when He was not, therefore the Son’s origin was out of nothingness.

Arius stated that God was not always Father, there was a time when He was not Father.  The Logos has not always been. He was created form nothing, consequently there was time when He was not. The Son is not of the same essence as the Father. He is a stranger to the Divine Essence, and differs from it. He does not know God perfectly, and does not even know His own nature perfectly.  He was created for us, so that God might create us by Him as His instrument.  His would not have existed had He not been called into existence by God through love for us.

He further denied the divinity of the Holy Spirit, denying the Holy Trinity, and thus adhering to the ‘subordination’ theory solicited by Origen.

Arius employed erroneous interpretations to several Biblical verses presented to authenticate Christ’s humanity, and His redemptive act for humanity’s salvation.  In many of these verses our Lord Jesus Christ wanted to confirm that He does not work independent from the Father.

Our Lord Jesus Christ’s statement concerning Himself, “I am He who lives, and was dead” (Rev 1: 18) Arius refuses to apply to God.  He references the writing of our teacher Saint Paul to his disciple Timothy concerning the Father, “He who is the blessed and only Potentate, the King of kings and Lord of lords, who alone has immortality, dwelling in unapproachable light” (1 Tim 6: 15 – 16), to claim that the Father is the only one who alone has immortality.  Then, how can Christ say of Himself, “I am He who lives, and was dead”, and be God?

In response we counter argue that when Christ died, He died according to the flesh; even His human spirit did not die.  In his first epistle, our teacher Saint Peter writes of Christ, “Being put to death in the flesh but made alive by the Spirit, by whom also He went and preached to the spirits in prison” (1 Pt 3: 18 – 19).  “He who went” is the Logos, and since the Logos went, then He did not die according to His divinity.  Neither did the human spirit die, because while He was united to the divinity, He went to Hades through the cross.

Arius employed the verses that refer to Jesus Christ’s humanity and applied them to His divinity; this is the danger!  He used other verses, like the following, in the same manner: “But of that day and hour no one knows, not even the angels of heaven, but My Father only” (Mt 24: 36), applying them to the divinity of Christ.

Saint Athanasius responded to the Arian use of these verses in his Four Discourses Against the Arians – Contra Arianos, published in the Nicene and Post Nicene Fathers, along with On the Incarnation (written while still a deacon, prior to entering the struggle against Arianism).

Arius was not alone in proclaiming these innovations, Eunomius the Arian also adopted them, to whom Saint Gregory of Nazianzus the Theologian responded in Five Theological Orations in defense of the Holy Trinity.  These are some of the greatest and most powerful writings of Saint Gregory the Theologian; actually of the father’s writings, they are the most potent in explaining the Trinitarian doctrine.  At first glance it appears complex, but the cause is the difficulty of the struggle against the heretics (such as Arius) who use deceptive philosophical methods that require potent responses to silence such innovators.  The struggle was at times in Alexandria between Pope Alexander and Arius, and at times at Constantinople between Saint Gregory the Theologian and Arius’ disciples, such as Eunomius.

Agenetos  (andGenetos  (
Arius’ focus was on the Son.  Arians claim that the Father is superior to the Son (and the Holy Spirit, since the Holy Spirit proceeds, while the Father does not proceed. Their claim regarding the generation of the Son also applies to the procession of the Holy Spirit).  Arius claims that it is impossible for the Son to be equal to the Father in essence since the Father’s essence was not born (, while the essence of the Son was begotten (.

Here we find a concealed deception: since generation and non-generation are not attributes of the Essence, but hypostatic attributes.  Arius was confused between hypostatic attributes and essential attributes.  He turned a hypostatic attribute into a divine essential attribute, thus separating the Son’s essence from the Father’s essence.  He considered the Father’s existence independent, but the Son’s existence depends on the Father, that is he considered the Son’s existence of a different type.  The Father’s existence originates from and is owned by Him.  Theologians state that He Himself owns the cause for His existence.  According to Arius’ viewpoint, the Son does not own in Himself the cause for His existence, since His existence comes from and is dependent upon the Father.  In this manner Arius established two essences:

1) An essence that owns the cause for existing

2) An essence that does not own the cause for existing and is considered resultant (being born, created, or has a purpose), therefore it is impossible for these two essences to be equal.

In response we state that generation and non-generation are not essential attributes, but are hypostatic attributes.

Fatherhood:



A hypostatic attribute specific to the Father in the Trinity.

Sonship (generation):


A hypostatic attribute specific to the Son in the Trinity.

Procession from the Father:
A hypostatic attribute specific to the Holy Spirit in the Trinity.

The problem that the Arians stir is that the Son’s existence extends from the Father through eternal generation before all ages.  Arians argue that the very act of generation means the preeminence of the Father over the Son, since the Son’s existence and essence extends from the Father.  Here the Father is superior, being considered the origin.

We respond: Is it only because the Father’s essence does not extend its existence from another hypostasis, that we consider Him to be superior in essence to the Son and the Holy Spirit?  Extremely simplified: If the Son’s existence and essence extends through generation from the Father before all ages, then it is impossible for the Father to be the true God without the Son and the Holy Spirit.

To illustrate we ask: is a wise person greater than wisdom.  The question in itself is flawed since a wise is not considered wise without the wisdom emanating from him, although he is the source of this wisdom.  Wisdom is embedded in his nature and essence, therefore the difference between wisdom and the wise is not in the essence of wisdom.  The difference is: who is the source and who is the fountain”?

Distinction between the three hypostasis according to the hypostatic attributes:

The Father:

The origin and source

The Son:

Born of the Father

The Holy Spirit:
Proceeds from the Father

Saint Athanasius employed the illustration of the well (spring) and the river (fountain) in describing the relationship between the Father and the Son.  He said that the well and the river are of the same water.  The spring generates and the fountain is generated, yet a water spring does not generate oil, or mercury, or any other liquid.  Therefore we do not see any conflict between the well and the fountain, as it is impossible for a sweet water spring to bear a bitter or salt-water fountain.  Saint James spoke of this, “Does a spring send forth fresh water and bitter from the same opening?  Can a fig tree, my brethren, bear olives, or a grapevine bear figs?  Thus no spring yields both salt water and fresh” (Jam 3: 11 – 12).

Saint Athanasius said: “But just as a river, produced from  a well, is not separate, and yet there are in fact two visible objects and two names, For neither is the Father the Son, nor the Son the Father. For the Father is Father of the Son, and the Son, Son of the Father, For like as the well is not a river, nor the river a well, but both are one and the same water which is conveyed in a channel from the well to the river, so the Father's deity passes into the Son without flow and without division.  For the Lord says, 'I came out from the Father and am come' (John 16: 28). But He is ever with the Father, for He is in the bosom of the Father, nor was ever the bosom of the Father void of the deity of the Son.”
.  Saint John the evangelist says, “No one has seen God at any time. The only begotten Son, who is in the bosom of the Father, He has declared Him” (Jn 1: 18).  The Son was always in the bosom of the Father, even while the Son incarnated, being sent by the Father into the world, saying, “I came forth from the Father” (Jn 16:28).

Saint Athanasius the Apostolic indicates that the Father is the spring of wisdom and life, and the Son is wisdom and life.  This teaching is quoted of follows: “If God be, and be called, the Fountain of  wisdom and life-as He says by Jeremiah, 'they have forsaken Me the Fountain of living waters;' (Jer 2:13) and again, 'A glorious high throne from the beginning, is the place of our sanctuary; O Lord, the Hope of Israel, all that forsake Thee shall be ashamed, and they that depart from Me shall be written in the earth, because they have forsaken the Lord, the Fountain of living waters;'(Jer 17:12,13) and in the book of Baruch it is written, 'Thou hast forsaken the Fountain of wisdom,' (Bar 3:12) - this implies that life and wisdom are not foreign to the essence of the Fountain, but are proper to it, nor were at any time without existence, but were always. Now the Son is all this, who says, 'I am the Life,' (Jn 14:6)… 'I Wisdom dwell with prudence.' is it not then irreligious to say 'Once the Son was not?' for it is all one with saying, Once the Fountain was dry, destitute of Life and Wisdom.' But a fountain it would then cease to be; for what begetteth not from itself, is not a fountain.”
 Furthermore, “Christ the power of God and the wisdom of God” (1 Cor 1:24).

If the spring does not generate, it ceases to be a spring; if we delete the Son, then we delete the Father.  Saint Athanasius said, “for what begetteth not from itself, is not a fountain”.  Arius assumed that the Father is superior because He alone gives birth, yet could there be a father without a son?

Defending the Son’s divinity, in his Five Theological Orations against Eunomius the Arian, Saint Gregory the theologian wrote, “Ask me again and again I will answer you, when was the Son begotten? when the Father was not begotten”
.  By this he intends to embarrass the Arians: they deny the eternal paternity of the Father when they deny the Son’s eternity.  Saint Gregory said that the Fatherhood of the Father could not be an accidental or acquired attribute.  It never occurred that the Father was not father, likewise, we can never deny the generation of the Son from Him, without a beginning, before all ages, by nature and not by will.  The Son was naturally born from the Father.  It did not occur that the Father existed, then consider at one point why He was not a Father, and therefore bore the Son.

To illustrate: A mind without thought is not considered a mind.  If the mind has no beginning, then thought has no beginning.  The mind generates and the thought is generated, and the mind initiates the thought, however the mind does not precede the thought in existence.  

As we previously mentioned that a wise is not considered wise without wisdom, no power is able to sever wisdom from the wise.  If the wise gives existence to wisdom, then wisdom gives the wise his value and true nature.  If he loses wisdom, he loses his value, being, and essential character.

A flame is not considered fire unless heat emanates from it, if a flame loses its heat it ceases to be called fire.  What is the preference then?  If the flame is the origin of heat, it is considered a fire by the heat.  If it loses heat, it loses its being, and value.  How can one ask, “Which is greater, the flame or the heat emanating from it”?  No flame exists without heat, and no heat exists apart from a flame (it’s source).

In conclusion we say that the difference between the Father and the Son is not in essence, being, or existence, but is solely in the condition or mode of existence.  Does your existence change if you are seated in a room on a chair, or in a rapid train?  The difference is in the condition of existence and not in existence.

Every father generates a son of his own essence and nature.  Although in case of normal beings the father bears a son equal to him in essence, but the Son becomes an independent separate being.  For the Trinity, generation is beyond time; there is no beginning, or predecessor and successor, as in the case of the mind generating a thought.  Since the Father is the source of wisdom, and the Son is wisdom, then separating one from the other is impossible.  There is no separation in the Trinity; generation is similar to the generation of the fountain from the spring, the mind from the thought, or the ray from the light.

In his defense against Eunomius, Saint Gregory the theologian explained the following: how can you claim that the paternal and filial attributes change the essence between the Father and the Son?  Is it possible for man to give birth to a deer or monkey?  The father bears a being equal to him in essence.  Fatherhood is an attribute linked to the hypostasis and not to the essence, since it is a hypostatic attribute, and not an attribute of essence.

Equal in Essence or One in Essence:

We return to explain this point using the following diagram:

  a








b  c

If we have a golden triangle composed of gold, then its three angels will also be of gold, that is of one gold, which is the essence.  A is gold, B is gold, and C is gold.  The gold of A is equal to that of B and of C, although there is only one gold, and not more.  Therefore A is one with and equal to B in essence.

“One in essence” because the essence is not divided, and “Equal” because its share of gold is not less.  If we add a gram of gold to a kilogram of gold, the two would be one in essence although they are not equal.  Therefore the phrase “one with the Father in essence” is not sufficient, especially since it does not give the impression that there is one hypostasis called the Father, and another called the Son.  Saint Athanasius was guarding against the Sabellian heresy, which believed in one hypostasis.

Sabellius stated that God was called the Father when He created us, the Son when He saved us, and the Holy Spirit when He sanctified us.  The Father, is the Son, is the Holy Spirit: one hypostasis bearing three names.  Thus the concept of the Trinity vanishes. He believed in the incarnation and redemption, yet he did not truly believe that the Son is the Son and the Father is the Father. He cancelled the authenticity of the Son, considering Him simply a name and not a reality.

Can we say in the previous illustration that A is B?  Certainly not, since if A merges with B then the triangle become a line.  If A, B, and C merge, then the triangle becomes a dot of zero space; therefore the gold becomes zero, therefore the essence and distinction will be lost.  Similarly, if we apply the same condition to the Trinity:                  

                  

The Father






Oneness of Essence, and Distinction of the Hypostaseis:

The Father:

God according to Essence, and the origin according to Hypostasis 

The Son:

God according to Essence, and the generated according to Hypostasis 

The Holy Spirit:
God according to Essence, and the proceeded according to Hypostasis

God has One Essence in three Hypostaseis equal in Essence.

The Hypostaseis share all the attributes in the one divine essence, and are characteristically distinct in the hypostasis.

The Father: The origin or source in the Trinity, the origin of the essence, and the origin of being in relation to the other two hypostaseis.

The Son: Born from the Father, not an attribute but a hypostasis with true existence, inseparable from the Father as He is the Word of God.

The Holy Spirit: Proceeds from the Father, not an attribute but a hypostasis with true existence, inseparable from the Father as He is the Spirit of God. 
There is a great danger in considering the hypostaseis attributes of God, as though the essence is specific to the Father alone.  Thereby we banish the essence from the Son and the Holy Spirit, or banish their existence. Thus they become attributes to a single divine hypostasis that is the Father.  This is Sabellian heresy.

The Key to Christianity is “God is Love” (1 Jn 4: 8, 16):

Who did God love prior to creating the world, angels, and humans?  If God loved Himself, then He is egocentric, God forbid.  There is a need for the existence of a beloved, as our Lord Jesus Christ said in His cry to the Father before crucifixion, “For You loved Me before the foundation of the world” (Jn 17: 24).  In the existence of the Son, we can eternally describe God as having love, and not that love is a recent or current phenomenon to God.  Fatherhood and love coincide; where Fatherhood exists there is love between the Father and the Son.

Love is not perfected without the existence of the third hypostaseis, because love toward the self is selfishness and not love.  Love directed at the other, of whom there is no equal (isolated in a sole other) is exclusive love, rejecting inclusion, and therefore deficient love.  Ideal love is one that is directed at another and all others – inclusive love.  This certifies the importance of the existence of the third hypostaseis for the perfection of love.

Creation’s existence, at any time or space, enters into the range of this everlasting love, as this love triangle is without limits or measurements.  This eternal perfect love inclines toward creation wherever and whenever it exists.  As our Lord Jesus Christ said to the Father, “That the love with which You loved Me may be in them, and I in them” (Jn 17:26).  Perfect love is the love between the three hypostaseis: the greatest love in existence.

One may inquire, “Why were there not four or five hypostaseis”?  We respond that any deficiency in God goes against His divine perfection, also any unnecessary surplus goes against His divine perfection.

The area of this triangle is unlimited as the love between the three hypostaseis is unlimited.  This love triangle expands to contain all creation.  All beings that fall within the space of this triangle are enveloped in love; so, there is no need for a fourth or fifth.

If the triangle were a dot or a line, its distance would be zero as we mentioned, even if its length was infinite.  Once it became a triangle it obtained space.  If the space is unlimited then it contains all creation.  The issue is not in need of a square or a pentagon; to have an area, range, or space  a triangle is sufficient.

Illustrative example: If you purchase a straight line from Melbourne to Sydney, having no width, then you have purchased no land.  You can only purchase land if it contains length and width.  If the line had a width of zero, regardless of whether its length is infinite, it equals zero.
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