Preliminary Introduction to the Council of Ephesus

Nestorius:

The Arians continued attacking the orthodox doctrine after the council of Constantinople. In Antioch an illustrious preacher surfaced. Born in Caesarean Syria, he came to Antioch at an early age, and joined the Monastery of Euprepius. From there he was ordained deacon, and thereafter priest in the Antiochene Cathedral. Because he attained popularity as a defender against Arianism, he was chosen bishop of Constantinople on April 10, 428AD; the people of Constantinople hoped to find in him a successor to John Chrysostom. Coming from the school of Theodore of Mopsuestia, this new patriarch was named Nestorius, in succession to the patriarch of Constantinople who departed on December 24, 427AD.

In his first sermon, which they title the Throne Address, he addressed Emperor Theodosius the Younger with these words: “Give me, O Emperor, the earth cleansed from heretics, and I will for that give thee heaven; help me to make war against heretics, and I will help thee in the war against the Persians”.

The Arians attacked the orthodox teaching with the following: they said that it is considered blasphemy to attribute death, suffering, and birth from woman to God.

The Heretical Thoughts of Nestorius:

Nestorius wanted to fight Arianism (which rejects the divinity of the Son and His equality with the Father in glory, honor, and Lordship), so he pursued the defense for the Logos, the only begotten Son of God, born of the Father before all ages. He said that the Logos is exactly like the Father: He does not die, does not suffer, and is superior to union with matter (according to his personal understanding); therefore He chose a man from his mother’s womb, came and dwelt in him, and made him a means of saving humanity.

He thought he had gained victory over the Arians by confirming the divinity of the only begotten Son, and separating the divine nature of the Logos from the human nature of Jesus Christ. He said that the only begotten Son (The monogenes) did not die and was not born from a woman, but, the one who was born of her is the man Jesus of Nazareth, in whom the Logos dwelt from the moment of his conception in his mother’s womb, through the work of the Holy Spirit and without human seed.

He considered Christ to have inherited the original sin, as a man, and that he offered himself as a sacrifice for himself and for the whole world. Furthermore, the Logos dwelt in him, accompanied him from the womb, and gave him His honor, His title, His authority, His image, and His will. Thus giving him authority to perform all the miracles he performed, and to use the title Son of God (as a matter of honor), although he is not true God.

He said the one born of man is man and not God, and each nature gives birth to its own kind. He said the Logos accompanied Jesus of Nazareth in his sufferings and strengthened him to bear crucifixion, using him as an instrument for the salvation of humanity.

He explained the phrase, “God, Your God, has anointed You” (Heb 1:9), as: the only begotten Son is the One who anointed Jesus of Nazareth -because He is the God of Jesus; Jesus is the servant of God the Word; and God the Word has anointed him by the Holy Spirit. Nestorius said, “Never will I call a child, two or three months old, God.”

He refused to call the Virgin, the Mother of God, echoing his teachers Diodore of Tarsus and Theodore of Mopsuestia that she is the mother of the man (Anthropotokos). He attempted a new plot of plea-bargaining to cover over the shame of his heresy when he found that the struggle between the champions of Theotokos and the champions of Anthropotokos was fierce; he said we must call the Virgin, the mother of Christ (Christotokos). He said the title Theotokos is specific only to the heavenly Father in His birth to the Son before all ages, so he calls the Father Theotokos.

From Origin’s heresy, Nestorius borrowed the idea that the human spirit is the medium or mediator between the divinity and humanity -because God is removed from conjoining with matter. This way (according to Nestorius), God the Word conjoined with the man Jesus without union between the two natures, but a union of image and external form; He conjoined with him through Jesus’ human spirit. Therefore, when Jesus gave up his spirit on the cross, God the Word would have completely departed from the body of Jesus: no union, not even conjunction, but simply a body that has no relationship with the divinity on any level.

Similar to his teachers, Nestorius considered that God the Word dwelt in the person of a man, therefore Christ becomes from two natures. He called the union occurring between them prosopic union
, i.e., the union of persons in image, honor, and authority. He said I unite the honor and worship, yet I separated the natures. He also said, because of the honor of the God who dwells in the human, he worships the man with the God.

He added fuel to the fire because he did not resolve the problem of Arianism (which denied the divinity of the Lord Jesus Christ), but added to the denial of the divinity of Jesus Christ blasphemy and sharing worship with God. He presented Jesus as a prophet and demanded his equal worship with God; thus he presented a distorted image of Christianity, easily accused of radicalism.

In his attack on the orthodox faith he said in his fourth letter to Proclus: “The life-giving Godhead they call mortal, and dare to draw down the Logos to the level of the fables of the theatre, as though He (as a child) was wrapped in swaddling-clothes and afterwards died... Pilate did not kill the Godhead, but the garment of the Godhead; and it was not the Logos which was wrapped in a linen cloth by Joseph of Arimathea and buried... He did not die who gives life, for who would then raise Him who died?... In order to make satisfaction for men, Christ assumed the person of the guilty nature (of humanity)... And this man I worship along with the Godhead as the instrumentum of the goodness of the Lord,... as the living purple garment of the King... That which was formed in the womb of Mary is not God Himself... but because God dwells in Him whom He has assumed, therefore also He who is assumed is called God because of Him who assumes Him.  And it is not God who has suffered, but God was conjoined with the crucified flesh... We will therefore call the holy Virgin qeodo,coj (the vessel of God), but not qeoto,koj (God-bearer), for only God the Father is the qeoto,koj but we will honour that nature which is the garment of God along with Him who makes use of this garment, we will separate the natures and unite the honour, we will acknowledge a double person
 and worship it as one”.

Response to the Thoughts of Nestorius:

The entire problem this heretic stirred up could be easily answered by St. Cyril the Great’s explanation that God the Word took a full human nature without sin, making it one with His divinity in His own person, i.e., it was personalized in Him (God the Word) and all the characteristics belonging to the human nature (except sin alone) became His in His incarnation; He Himself remained God the Word. If He suffered, He suffers in His own body; if He died by the separation of His human spirit from His human body, He dies according to His humanity or dies bodily and not according to His divinity –because the divinity is not affected by this death. We do not ascribe death to the divinity, i.e., to the divine nature. 

There is a difference between ascribing death to God the Word, as He is Himself the Person who incarnated, and ascribing death to the divine nature of God the Word. As St. Cyril the Great said, whatever is ascribed to God the Word’s own body is ascribed to Him. We say that God the Word died, i.e., died according to the body; we would never say that the divinity of God the Word died –this distinguishes the primary difference between what we do teach of Him and what Nestorius ascribes to us.

We say that God the Word was born of the Virgin “Who in truth gave birth to God the Word”, but we do not say that the divinity of God the Word took to Himself a beginning from Virgin Mary. We say that God the Word took flesh in her womb and was born of her according to the flesh, or according to His human nature without change to His divinity; “He did not cease to be divine, He came and became Man, for He is true God, He came and saved us” (from the Thursday Theotokia of the Midnight Praises).

Illustration: 

If we assume the presence of a person named George who was hit, we say George’s body was hit. What was hit? George’s body. Who was hit? George. Likewise, we say that God the Word took flesh, which became His own body; so we say God the Word’s body was hit. So, what was hit? The body of God the Word. Who was hit? God the Word -and not the divinity of God the Word.

If we return once more to George, this George has a body and a spirit, and still he is one person, yet if we ask what was hit the response will be unanimously that George’s body is what was hit, because his spirit did not feel the hit. But, if we ask who was hit, we say George, i.e., his person is what was hit. A child, not yet seven years old, could understand this response, yet the patriarch of Constantine could not.

What was crucified? The body of the Lord Jesus Christ was crucified. Who was crucified? Jesus Christ was crucified. When we say that God the Word incarnated and appeared in the flesh, then who is the one who was born of the Virgin? God the Word is the one who was born of the Virgin. What was born of the Virgin? The body of God the Word, united with the divinity. So, all that is said of the body of God the Word we mean of the body united with the divinity.
St. Cyril the Pillar of Faith tried several times to explain and clarify this issue to Nestorius with no avail. He told him that whatever is ascribed to the body of God the Word is ascribed to God the Word. He also said that anyone who says that the divinity changed, or that He took His beginning from the Virgin, or that the divinity suffered, is out of his mind. He also said that we say He who was born of the Virgin is God the Word, therefore we must call her the Mother of God, considering that He who was born of her is none other; because “Jesus Christ is the same yesterday, today, and forever” (Heb 13:8).

From eternity He is Jesus Christ the Son of God, and in the Creed of Faith (which Nestorius even confessed) we say, “We believe in one Lord, Jesus Christ, the only begotten Son of God, begotten of the Father before all ages”. So, was Jesus of Nazareth born of the Father before all ages? To answer we say that He who was born of the Virgin is Himself the one born of the Father before all ages. From here Pope Cyril the Pillar of Faith came up with his golden standard: God the Word has two births: the first from the Father before all ages according to the divinity, and the second from the Virgin in the fullness of time according to the humanity.

How does Nestorius accept the Nicene-Constantinopolitan Creed of Faith (Nicea 325AD: Constantinople 381AD: Nestorius’ excommunicated 431AD)? He was not enthroned as Patriarch except after reciting the Nicene-Constantinopolitan Creed of Faith.

� Socrat.  Hist.  Eccl.  vii.29.


� Socrates, l.c; Schrockh in his Kirchengesh (Bd. 18, S. 235), quoted by C.J. Hefele, A History of the Councils of the Church, Vol. III, p. 44, AMS Press 1972, reprinted from the edition of 1883 Edinburgh. 


� The Greek term proswpon (prosopon) means person: composed of (pro,j) = toward, and (w.,y) = face i.e., toward  his face; so, when we say ‘glance toward him’ we mean ‘look at him’. The relationship between one person and the other is that he is directed toward the other, forming a relationship with him, such as the relationship of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit.


� By the term a double person he means two persons: the person of God the Word and the person of the sinful human nature, which is Jesus. Each person having his own personal will, to the extent that each one of the persons is completely independent in essence from the other; therefore God is no longer the savior.


� In Marius Merc. l.c. pp. 789-801, quoted by C.J. Hefele, A History of the Councils of the Church, AMS Press 1972, reprinted from the edition of 1883 Edinburgh, Vol. III, p. 16.





