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THE ARIAN CONTROVERSY 
BETWEEN THE COU!TCILS OF NICAEA AND CONSTAlTTINOPlll. 

(A.D.325-381) 

' In the year 318, a controversy had arisen betw.een 

Alexander,bishop of Alexandria, and the presbyter Arius. 

Arius maintained that the Son was created out of nothing 

and therefore different in essence from the Father; that 

He wa s the Logos, Wisdom, Son of God, not in and of Him­

self but only by the grace of God; that He was created 

b efore everything else and that through Him the· universe 

was crea ted and administered; and finally that the Logos 

b ecame the soul of t he historical Ch·rist. J.J In order to 

set t le t his controversy, Emperor Constantine had called 

t he Firs t Ecumenical Oo'Ll?)cil at Nicaea in Asia Minor in 

t he year 325. At this council Arianism had been explicit­

ly condemned, Arius and his two followers,Theonae and 

Secundus, banished to Ill yria, and his writings publicly 

burned and interdicted _.~J · 

However, this was not the end of Arianism, and to 

sh ow t h e spread and development of Arianism since the 

Council of Nicaea shall be the aim and purpose of this 

thesis. 

I .From 32·5 to 337. 

At the Council of Nicaea a new party, called the 

Semi-Ariane, had originated, who maintained that the Son 
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was not identical in assence but of similar essence 

(homoiousian) with the Father. This party,however, 

had been constrained to affix their signatures to 

the Nicene Creed, which contained the doctrine of 

consubstantiality (homo-ousian). Soon after the 

closing of the Nicene Council, the semi-Arians began 

to assail t he Nicene Creed, and finally through the 

influence of Eusebius of Nicomedia and of Constantia, 

the sister of Constantine, they secured the recall of 

Arius and hi s companions about the year 330.9 

Athanasius, through whose influence Arianism 

had b een rej ected at Nicaea, had in the meantime become 

Archb ishop of Alexandria, succeeding Alexander in June 

328 ~ After Arius had returned, he ,in a personal inter­

view ~ith the emperor, declared his belief that the Son 

was b orn of t he Father before all ages, and that, as 

t he lVord, He had made all things both in heaven and 

earth., Upon hearing this, the emperor at once ordered 

Athanasius, now bishop of Alexandria, to receive Arius 

into the communion of the church, at the same time 

threatening him with deposition, if he should fail to 

do so. Atha.Qasius, nevertheless, refused to reinstate 

him, and a series of tumults again followed. 

The Eusebians centered their first attack upon 

Eustathius, oishop of Antioch, who had refused to receive 

some Arianizers among the clergy. He was deposed by a 

synod convened at Antioch in 331 on account of his ad-

~~.;/~) j Srj,1T,o/.,7; .s.«:..-r.,,; ~-r;,,_,,,~,,'L" 
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herence to the faith of . the Nicene Council and because 

he had accused Eusebius, Paulinus, bishop of Tyre, and 

Patrophilus, bishop of Sqythopolis, of favoring Arianism. 

He was also charged with disrespect to St. Helena, the 

emperor's mother, Sabellianism, and seduction. He was 

banished to 'rhrace or Illyricum, where he died between 

356 and 360. The Cappadocian Euphronius succeeded 

Eustathius, who in turn was succeeded by Flacillus l332-

342), both of whom were infected with Arianism. !) 

Eusebius had in the meantime arranged with the 

Meletiane~ a sect in Egypt dissenting on questions of 

supreme rule and church government, _for their assistance 

on any occa.ei on when he might wish for it. The Ueletians 

soon adopted the same views concerning God which were 

held b y Arius. Soon after this three Meletian bishops, 

induced by Eusebius, accused Athanasius of taxing Egypt 

tp provide linen vestments for use in the church, of 

sending a purse of gold to a rebel, named Philumenus, 

for conspiring against the empire, of sacrilege, and of 

murdering Arsenius, a Meletian bishop, whose hand they 

. "' claimed to show.~ All four charges were carefully 

examined by the emperor and found untrue. The emperor, 

moreover, infor~ed the Meletians that their plots would 

henceforth not be dealt with according to the ecclesi­

astical but according to the civil laws. 

The Eusebians, l1owever, vrere only silenced for a 

short time, for they soon renewed their attack upon Atha­
~ 7T, rr J ~ r. If j ~r, '&.'f 
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nasius and prevailed upon Constantine to 00~1vene a synod 

at Caesarea in Palestine, which he 4id in 334,!' Athanasius, 

fearing injustice on part of the Eusebians and also of 

Eusebius, bishop of Caesarea, refused to attend. Another 

synod was convened .at Tyre-4n A~st,335, and the emperor 

forced Athanasius to attend. More than 150 bishops were 

present; these, ho\Vever·, were divided into three factions. 

The strong Arian element was represented by Eusebius of 

~acomedi a , .:Tarci s sus of ·}reronias in Cilicia, Maris of 

Chalcedon, Theognis of Nies.ea, Patrophilus of Scythopolis, 

Georg e of La odicea in Syria, Ursacius of Singidunum (Belgrade), 

and Va lene of Mursa . These became the leaders of Arianism 

in t he West in the next reign. The center party was headed 

by Eusebius of Caesarea. And finally th~re was Athanasius, , -

w~o was supported by Marcellus o(Ancyra, Ma.ximus of Jerusalem, 

and Alex ander of Thessalonica. Athanasius was outnumbered 

t •;-o to one , and t herefore, received no fair chance, although 

Count nionysius had been sent ~y Constantine as protector. 

According to Athanasius (Apol. c. Arianos) Flacillus, bishop 

of Antioch, presided at this meeting, the proceedings of 

which were disorderly. Others have it that this synod 

was conducted by the historian Eusebius. Before this synod 

Athanasius was accused of having broken a vase used in the 

celebration of the mysteries,. of having thrown down the 

episcopal chair, of having deposed Callinicus, bishop of the 

Catholic Church at Pelusium, of having committed the bishopric 

of Pelusiupi to J.!ark, a deposed presbyter, and of a number of ----
other calumnies. When the Eusebians again charged him with 

the kill ing of Arsenius, Ath.anasius produced Arsenius alive 
j'lttd. H;"f; ~ el..:i7 J.-c. r;,,,,-
~T. , •. &,e.,.-r;i,I • • "IT.'&S' 
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· with both hands attached to hie body and ask~d them to show 

him the place where the third hand had been cut off. Athanaaius 

tells ue that his opponents could not even effect anything 

with the Eueebiane as judges and •he Meletians ~s accusers. 

After several see·eione of the synod, which were conducted 

in a disorderly manner, the accusers cried aloud that 

Athanaeius ought to be deposed a,' sorcerer and a ruffian. 

The officers that had been appointed by the emperor to 

maintai n order in the synod thereupon compelled Athanasius 

to leave the judgment-hall eecretly,leet he be torn to 

pieces by the mob . Athanasius, realizing that his life 

wa s in danger in Tyre, fled to ConstB.!ltinople./ · 

In Septemb er 335 1 the Mareotic Commis~ion1consisting 

of s i x Arians,Theognis, Maris, Ursacius, Valene, Yscedonius, 

and Theodore of Her~clea in Thrace, was appointed; these 

were to go to t he Mareotie, whlch is in the neighborhood 

of Alexandria 1to investigate the charges brough;1against 1 

Athanasius. On the return of the commieeion to Tyre, 

Athanasius wa e condemned, deposed from the. see of Alexandria, 

and •prohibited from ever returning to that city.~ 

While the bishops were still ·aseembied at Tyre., the 

e~peror invited them to come to Jerusalem for the consecration 

of the temple erected 'by him at Golgatha (in Jerusalem; this ; - ~ 
took place September 13,:135. After the cor,secrati.on of· the 

temple, the synod wae reconvened at Jerusalem, and Arius and 

his adherant·s were readmitted into communion9in obedience to 

the wishes of the emperor, who was fully satisfied respecting 

9 J,, tr: sr . ~ ...-- . . . :r:; ":)-!'l:T, a.I, i Jn. -r,,:, i 1~-... '1 
iJ f,!;,,U-n; '' I; 3?. ", 1-') s.,,, ~ ,, , 17,., ...... iv..1tt.: • ~ G) H.u.. ~'3 . 
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the faith of Arius and Euzoius. Letters were at once 

addressed to ail bishops of Egypt nottfying them that 

Arius, who had formerly been misrepresented, had been 

received into communion a.gain. In this letter, they did 

not directly state that Athanasius had been deposed; 

they merely said that all envy was now banished,and 
' 

that the affairs of the church were established in peace. 

Athanasius, who had secretly left the Council of 

Tyre, had come to t he emperor at Constantinople for 

protection. The emperor, being informed of the disorderly 

proc eedings a t Tyre, at once summoned the bishops to 

appea r b efore him at Constantinople, so that he might . 

r eceive an exact account of their transaetions.(For 

compl ete letter see Socrates, Eccles. Hist. B.I. ch.34 

or Soz omen II.28} . . However, most of the bishops, being 

convinced of t he unjust proceedings of the Council of Tyre 

r eturned t o their own cities. Only the leaders, Theognis, 

Maris, Patrophilus, Ursacius, and Valene went oo Con-
aJ 

stant inople, where they met February 5,336 (J,:ansi II,1167} • . 
At Constantinople they did not dare to revive the old 

calumnies agai nst Athanasius, but they brought new charges, 

namely that he had threatened to prohibit· the sending of 

the corn which was usually conveyed from Alexandrra to 
a) 

Constantinople. The emperor, being deceived and exci~ed 

to indignation against Athanasius, cut short the altercation 

by banishing Athanasius unheard (Apol. 87) ta Treves in 

Gaul.,&It has been surmised that the emperor banished 

Athanasius to establish the unity of the church, for Atha-
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caused by Eudoxius, arose at Aaexa.nUria , which again forced 

Athanaaius i nto concealment for a period of tour months/ But 

after this t he empe1·or ordered t hat Athana.sius should preside 

ovel' the churches uniaol ested, which he did from this time on 

until his dea.t h . 

Upon t he dea.th of Eudoxius at Constantinople I the 

Homoousi ans elected Evagrius , who adhered to t he ~icene 

f ait , bi sho of Const antinople. But when the emperor 

Val ene hear d of hi s bei ng ordained by Eustat hius, he exiled 

both.~ Af t er t his (371), the Homoousians uere again per­

secuted ver y sever el y . They sent a commissior1 of eighty 

ecclesL:1.stice to t he emper or v,i th a complai nt I but the 

emperor order ed them t o embar k a ship, as t heµgh they had 

been exiled I and t hen had t he ship set on fire in mid sea. �~� 
Soon aft er a f ami ne ar ose t hroughout all Phrygia, so that 

rnany peo, 1e were obli ged to leave the country. But this 

did not aff ect t he emperor i n t he least, for he went to 

Antioch in Syri a and continued persecuting the Homoousians. 

Before hi s Death, Atha.nasius once more attacked the 

vi ews of Apollinari s , which he had set forth at t he Council 

of Al exandr ia. i n 362. In his book "Contra Apollinarium" he 

writ es conser ning Christ: "Out Lord's hun1an nature cannot be 

co-essential with the Godhead. But ~he comP.letenes of his 

human nature must be mainta.ined from such passages as 'was 

troubled in spirit' and 'now is my soul troubled•. Our 

red'empti on was incomplete, if he had not both body and soul. 
�~� 

Human nature in its entirety was his, only sin being excluded.• 

Having so to speak dwelt in peace the last seven years of his 

j IH.°iP: e 
.a) .i,a,. "f,i,13 3,c, 71,ir 
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life, he died in the year 373 1 after he had governed the 

church for a period of forty-six years amid the greatest 

perils. 

Peter, a. devout man I succeeded Athanasius as bishop 

of Alexandr i a . The church es of Alexandria a nd Egypt at 

l a r ge had not b een molested during the latter part of Atha­

nasius' s life, but with t h e accession of Peter persecutions 

b egan anew i n this part of the country. Euzoius 1 the Arian 

bi shop of Ant ioch , b egged permission of the emperor to 

ordain Lucius , an Arian, a s bishop of Alexandria; this he 

di d ,impris oning Peter. Thus t he Arians gained a new foothold 

in Egypt , fo r a l l t h ose f avoring the Homoousianr doctrine 

were dri v e11 0 1.1t of the country. After the death of Athanasi us, 

Basil of Ca esa r ea and Gregory of Nazianzen became the chief 

exponents oft h e orth odox faith, while Bunomius was·the ma.in 

champion of t he Arians . o/ 

Af ter the dea th of Valentinian, Va lene again persecuted 

t he Homoousians ver y s everely.~ About this time the Goths 

beyond t he Danube were engagee in a civil war, and Valene 

a s si s t ed one of t he parties,defeating the otherfTo show 

t heir gr atitude to t h e Roman emperor, the victorious pa.rty•· 

emb raced Christianity, which meant Arianism at this time.-? 

Ulfilas, t he translator of the Bible, who was the bishop of 

t he Gothe a t this time, therefore was an Arian. Soon after 

Valene had to protect hie own empire against t he Goths, and 

t herefore had to cease from persecutions. Since Valene had 

left Antioch and gone to Constantinople, the Homoousians in 

t he East took new courage and reinstated Peter as bishop of 
V. l(',,JJ.. '11",'JlPfj S~c. "i7,t-• ~ ~ "7 U1 
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Ale..~andria in place of Lusius. The Goths ~con threatened 

Co~stantinople itself, whither Valene had gone when he left 

Antioch. The Goths were driven back, but while pursuing 

them, Valene fell in battle at Adrianople, August 9,378, 

and with him fell Arianism. 9 

Gratian , who had succeeded Valentinia.n in the West, 

reca lled all orthodox bishops and expelled the heretics. He 

took Th·eodosius as his i mperial colleague. A minority of the 

Macedonians again rejected the word consubstantial of the 

Kic ene Creed and withdrew from the orthodox party.~ Upon the 

return of Heletius to Antioch, he found Paulinus in possession 

of t he see , and ,therefore, he went t ·o Constantinople to confer 

v1i t h Gregory of Nazianzeb, who was now bishop of Constantinople.~ 

In t he summer of 380, Gregory delivered five theological 

orations a t Constantinople. The first oration was directed 

against t he Eunomians; the second ruled reason out of ·theology; 

the third and fourth treated the Person of Christ ("Christian 

monotheism is belief in a God v1ho is one but in three persons"): 

and the fifth was concerning the Holy Spirit.'!/ Theodosius, 

who profess ed t he Homoousian faith'?ordered the Arian bishop 

of Constantinople either to assent to the Homoousian faith or 

to leave t he city. Demophilus would not assent and therefore 

had to leave.~ Th.us the Homoousian party was in possession 

of t he churches tfi the East· onee more as well as in the West, 

In ·order to establish t h e Nicene Creed, Theodosius 

convened the second Oecumenical Council at Constantinople 

' in May 381.Y The Homoousian party was ~epresented by {50 
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Jerusa lem, and J,Aeletius of Antioch . The :Macedonians were 

at firs t repres ented by t hirty-six bishops, but they would 

not assent to the Homoousian doctrine and/ther efore departed. 

Gregory having returned to Nazianzen, Necta rius was elected 

bish op of Const antinople.~ 

After a f ew business affairs had been attended to, they 

agai n c onf i rmed t he icene Creed. In Canon I. they proclaimed 

anew t h e f a i th of iicaea and a nathematized all heretics: the 

Aria ns , s emi-Arians , Macedoni ans; Marcellians, Photinians, 

a nd Apolli narians l!J The see of Constantinople was given an 

honor a ry pr eeminenc e after t he bishop of Rome.?> At t h e close 

of t h e counci l on July 30, 381, Theodosius commanded t hat all 

churches b e handed over to those bishops, who believed in 

t he equal di vi ni ty of t he Father, the Son, and the Holy Ghost.~ 

Thus er1decl t h i s counc;i.l which meant so much to the Christian 

Chur ch . Th e rel a t i on of Christ to the Father involved t he 

gener a l question whether Christianity is truly divine, the 

hi ghest and absolute revelation of God. The wh ole of Christi­

ani ty , all r eality of redemption, everything which makes 
I 

Ch r i sti anity t he perfect s alvation, would be utt·erly null 

and/neani ngless, if He, who was to ·reconcile God unto man, · 

wa.e not·.:Himself absolute God. - . Arianism, which substitued 

a created demig od f or t he tr~1y divine Redeemer, was based on 

huma n rea son, while Athanasianism was based on divine revelation. 

While Ariani sm became divided into factions, the Nicene faith 

remained true to itself under all outward changes. 4J 

Arianism was now virtually abolished in the ROIIIID empire, 

but it continued to 
i d',C',, ~, j ~1i, ,.., 

~~.,n; ~ r,-,.,7 

s~read among the German nations through 
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miss ionary efforts. Bishop Ulfilas had been the means of 

converting the West Gothe to Arian Christianity, and they 

adhered to it until the synod of Toledo in 589. The East 

Goths, the Vandals, the Burgundians, the Suevi in Spain, 

and t he Long oba rds also adopted Arianism; but in all 

instances t h e Nicene aoctrine ultimately prevailed, most 

slowly among the Longobards, who retained the Arian Creed 

unti l t lie middle of the seventh century. These barbarians, 

however , held Arianism through accident rather than from 

conviction, for t h ey scarc ely knew the differance between 

it and t he orthodox doctrine. The Arian controversy has 

never e~cc i ted any great in'Cereet in modern times; yet among 

Englishmen , J"ohn }Hi lton was at least a semi-Arian. It was 

f or a t ime r evived by the writings of the learned Dr. 

Samuel Cla r ke (167 5-1729) and also by William Whiston 

(1667-175t). More recently, a part of the Arian doctrine, 

t he deni a l of the eternal Sonship, was introduced in the 

Wesleyan •eth odist church by Dr. Adam Clarke (1762-1832) 

and a fe·w followers; but it was soon suppressed by the con­

ference. Pure Arianism has gradually lapsed into Unitarianism.'.) 
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