Nestorianism

We will make use of the letters of St. Cyril the Great, the Patriarch of Alexandria, in our study of Nestorianism.

In writing to Acacius, bishop of Melitene, Saint Cyril the Great says in letter number 40 (of his correspondences), in paragraph 10:

Accordingly, Nestorius is found to have completely taken away the birth according to the flesh of the only begotten Son of God, for he denies that he was born of a woman, according to the Scriptures. For he speaks thus… “Nowhere does the divine Scripture say that God was born of the Virgin, the Mother of Christ [Christotokos], but instead that Jesus Christ, the Son and Lord, was born. Since he all but clearly shouts it, how would anyone doubt that, by saying these things, he divides the one Son into two sons, and one of them, taken separately, he says is Son and Christ and Lord, the Word begotten of God the Father; but the other, in turn taken separately he says is Son and Christ and Lord, who was born of the Holy Virgin”.

In the same letter, in paragraph 12, he says:

In truth, he said, when preaching in church, “For this reason also Christ is named God the Word, because he has and uninterrupted conjoining to the Christ.” And again, “Accordingly, let us safeguard the unconfused conjoining of natures, for let us admit God in man and because of this divine conjoining let us reverence the man worshiped together with almighty God.”

Paragraph 13:

You see, therefore, how discordant his reasoning is, for he is filled to the brim with irreverence. He says that the Word of God is named Christ separately and has an uninterrupted conjoining with the Christ. Therefore, does he not say most clearly that there are two christs? Does he not confess that he reveres a man, I do not know how, who is adored along with God?

Paragraph 16:

For he [Nestorius] pretends to confess that the Word, while being God, was incarnate and became man; but, not having known the meaning of the Incarnation, he names two natures but separates them from one another, putting God apart and likewise man in turn [separately], conjoined to God by an external relationship only according to the equality of honor or at least sovereign power. For he says as follows, “God [God the Word] is inseparable from the one [the Man Jesus of Nazareth] who is visible, because of this, I do not separate the honor of the one not separated; I separate the natures; but I unite the adoration.”

· It is obvious that Nestorius taught of two Persons united in one person in Jesus Christ, therefore he rejected the term ‘Theotokos’ in describing the birth of God incarnate from the Virgin Saint Mary. He considered that the only one born of her is a human (nothing else) conjoined with the Logos, the Son of God. Samples from his quotations follow:

1 -     “Two are the prosopa, the prosopon of he who has clothed and the prosopon of he who is clothed.” 

2 -
“Therefore the image of God is the perfect expression of God to men. The image of God, understood in this sense, can be thought of as the divine prosopon. God dwells in Christ and perfectly reveals himself to men through him. Yet the two prosopa are really one image of God.”
 

3 - 
“We must not forget that the two natures involve with him two distinct hypostaseis and two persons (prosopons) united together by simple loan and exchange.”

The three quotations above are cited from a book called Bazar of Heraclides. Some theologians use this book to absolve Nestorius and justify his teachings by the claim that he wrote this book in his exile after the Council of Chalcedon.

Benefit to Studying Nestorianism:

· Potential debates with the Assyrians (the Nestorians) in some ecumenical societies. This is due to the unrelenting petition of the Assyrian Church to join the Middle East Council of Churches (MECC), despite their petition being declined in the October 10, 1998 session.

· Understanding the letters of St. Cyril.

· Dialogues with the Byzantine Churches.

· Differentiating between Nestorianism and anti-Nestorians.

· Emphasizing the danger of Nestorianism, especially since it continues to threaten the world to this day, being supported by the contemporary liberal theological school.

Nestorianism or Nestorius’ (Patriarch of Constantinople) Teachings Excommunicated by the Ecumenical Council of Ephesus (431AD):

1) Rejecting the doctrine of union of natures ( / Kata Physein) - i.e., rejecting the union between the divinity and humanity.

2) Considering the relationship between the divinity and humanity merely conjoining ( / Sunafia) and not union (( / Enosis).

3) Considering the Logos the Son of God, and Jesus the son of Virgin Mary. Teaching of two Sons and two hypostaseis (the Son of God – the Son of Man).

4) Considering the man Jesus to have been chosen by the Word, and God the Word graced him with His honor and titles, therefore we worship him with Him in one worship.

5) He rejects calling St. Mary ‘the Mother of God’, calling her instead ‘the mother of Jesus’… He rejects Theotokos and calls Christotokos (the mother of the man Christ).


Here he means the second Christ, and not the first Christ, as he teaches of two Christs!

6) God is not the Savior: Consequently Salvation loses it’s value, effectiveness, and limitlessness!!

Regarding this we ask, ‘If Jesus Christ was not Himself God the Word, then what is the value of crucifying Jesus Christ?’ St. Paul said, “Jesus Christ is the same yesterday, today, and forever” (Heb 13:8). The Lord said in the book of Isaiah, “I, even I, am the LORD, and besides Me there is no savior” (Is 43:11).

7) Rejecting Hypostatic Union:

· This is because Nestorius made Christ into two separate distinctive Hypostases. So, as he rejected unity according to nature (( / Enosis Physychy), he likewise rejected the unity according to hypostasis ( / Kat Hypostasin), considering the Word to have taken a human person and conjoined to him externally (according to the external person or image). In his view, this is the image of God who united with the image of the human Jesus Christ, in whom the Word dwelt, uniting him with His glory, and christening him with His title.

· St. Cyril’s teachings say that there is no human person with whom the hypostasis of the Word united, and that the Word of God according to His divinity does not suffer, yet the Son of God suffered in the body, or according to the body.

-He came in His person, i.e., the sufferings of the flesh are His personal sufferings, thus   He attributed to His person suffering and death.

-His entry into glory means that His body is glorified with Divine glory.

-The Lord Christ concealed His glory until the time of Resurrection, and thereafter until Ascension.

-Thus the Lord Christ entered from glory to glory.

St. Athanasius said in his letter to Epictetus that the incarnate Word of God is  passible and impassible at the same time. He further added in the same letter that the Word came in His own Person”.

He wrote in the ninth chapter of Incarnation of the Word:

· “While it was impossible for the Word to suffer death, being immortal, and Son of the Father; to this end He takes to Himself a body capable of death, that it, by partaking of the Word Who is above all, might be worthy to die in the stead of all”.

· In uniting with the unlimited Word of God, the limited body was dying in the stead of all … the Word of God transferred to Himself (to the body) value or worthiness. What is specific to the body we attribute to the Word of God, for instance His birth and Passion. We attribute limitlessness to the sacrifice on the cross, because this is the fitting value of this sacrifice of the Word. The one incarnate nature of God the Word brings together the attributes of the two natures without mixing. Characteristics of the two natures do not collapse because of the union, yet all these attributes are attributed to the one incarnate Word of God because of the union of the two natures.
-It is an indescribable incomprehensible union, yet it is a true inseparable union.

· In the Syrian Fraction we say: His divinity in no way parted either from His soul or from His body… thus we believe, thus we confess, and thus we affirm… One is Emmanuel who cannot be divided after the union, or separated  into two natures.
Of the Nestorian Teachings:                                                   

(Some of Nestorius’ teachings)

illustration for the teaching of Nestorius





                                                           divinity                                          divinity

· Rejecting the unity of natures.

· God is detached from incarnation.

· God is detached from union or joining
     human spirit                                          spirit
        with matter.                                                    (conjoin mediator)
· Divinity conjoins only to the human spirit 

       (as a mediator), but not to the human body                body                                             body
       of Christ. Thus, conjunction with the body 

       is through a mediator.                                                                                                   

       Separation between the two natures. Unity of honor only.

· The Man and God are worshipped together because God 

        the Word gave the man Christ His titles.

· God the Word, knowing by His foreknowledge that Jesus would be a saint, chose him and graced him with His divine titles, uniting him with Him in honor. He accompanied him in the womb, the birth, the crucifixion, then empowered him and raised him from the dead, i.e., Christ the Word accompanies Christ the Man.
It is apparent from the saying mentioned by St. Cyril of him, that Nestorius taught of two sons and two Christs: one being God the Word, and the other a human. Nestorian heresy resulted in two dangerous issues:

First: Jesus of Nazareth is degraded to the level of a prophet or saintly human endowed with the hypostasis of the Word, after He chose him through His foreknowledge, and empowered him. St. Cyril rejected this teaching, which later caused repercussions in the seventh century.

Second: Shared worship with God, in that a human is worshipped together with God, as a result of God giving this Man equal glory to His glory.

This set the course for later rejecting Christianity.

· Many groups of people accepted the first point as possible, meanwhile rejecting the second point as sharing with God and blasphemy. This way Nestorius presented the worst image of Christianity: leading to the simultaneous rejection of the truths within it and accepting what is not.

· Thus Nestorius presented Christianity in an easily refutable and rejectable picture.

· Nestorian teachings further lead to the idea that when the spirit parted from the body on the cross, the divinity (conjoined to the spirit only) departed completely from the body. Thus it becomes a body in no way conjoined with the divinity.

· So, he fully separated the divinity from the body in the event of the Lord Christ’s death.

· He did not suffice to separate the natures in the union but also separated even the conjunction!

� Bazar of Heraclides (LH 193), quoted by Bernard Dupuy, OP, ‘The Christology of Nestorius’ published in Pro Oriente, Syriac Dialogue, First Non-Official Consultation on Dialogue within the Syriac Tradition, Hofburg Marschallstiege II A-1010 Vienna, June 1994, p. 113.
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