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Introduction

The question must have puzzled his disciples. Why would such a question be posed,
especially to them? After reporting the various views of the day, it was finally the bold fisherman
who replied, “You are the Christ” (Mark 8:29)
God” (Matt. 16: 16 }inspiredEshoose atjCGaesarraePhileppi wascle®@and r i t
concise, it remained open to debate in the centuries that followed until a general consensus was
gradually formed in the apostolic period. Yet, even today, this question looms over each soul. Its

answer is inescapable.

But why is this topic of importance today? To the modern Christian, the hypostatic union
of Christ, that he is 100% man and 100% God, is accepted as an antimony. Yet, it must be
pointed out as M. J. Sawyer statedvethat Scrip
framework that has been wolTafallgunderstand dur i ng t he

Christology today, one must have a grasp of early Christology.

This paper centers on the core of this dev

century Chalcedonian Council (A.D. 451) when the dogma of Christology came to rest. It

'M.J.Sawyer, The Survi vor 6s (G@andRapigs, Mi: Zondervar 20060pgl§3.
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therefore follows the study of the person of Christ and leaves the work of Christ for other studies

that took place in later times.

Where then is the most appropriate point at which to begin examining the development of
Christology, and when did it depart from its initial view? Richard N. Longenecker points to the
early church’s conviction, that Jesus is the

for its early Christology, and it was from there that the point of departure most likely occurred.?

It is clear that early Christians of the first and early second centuries had no difficulty
wor shipping Jesus as “Lord,” Son of God,” or
imperial legate in Bithynia, reflects in his letter to Emperor Trajan (reigned A.D. 98-117) as he
described Christians who gathered before dawn
regularly assembled on a certain day before daybreak. They recited a hymn antiphonally to

Christ as *(their) God.."

Early Christian Views of Christ

But Jews who held rigidly to their shemacould not accept the deity of Jesus since to
them God has al ways been “one” (Deut wWw: 4). Op

begun here. How could Jesus be God when this would suggest that there are two Gods?

The Docetists of the early church rationalized that Jesus could not have been human, and

could not accept the suffering of a human Jesus as being real. They insisted that he only appeared

Z Richard N. Longenecker, The Christology of Early Jewish Christianifyancouver: Regent College
Publishing, 1970) p. 151.

*The Proceedings Against the ChristiansHistory®l iny th
Primitive Christianity (Nashville, TN: Abingdon Press, 1973) pp. 168-169.
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to suffer, to weep, to thirst, to hunger, and
that it was actwually Simon the Cyrene, who he
Christ?TsheplDoaxe.t i ¢ spec@rwhoicastino’shadove and cauld not be

touched or felt. Though no formal ecclesiastical council examined this view of Jesus, opposition

i's suggested in John’'s first letter (1 John 1

In contrast, the early century Ebionites were in opposition to Docetism. Their name is
derived from the Hebrew Ebyonimp “t he poor ones,” which was a
Jesus. They called themselves the Poor Ones because they regarded a vow of poverty as a
meritoi ous met hod of prepar at i°TtheaEbibnites accéptedeesus Ki ngd o
as Messiah but rejected his sonship. To them he was simply a human like everyone else but
became supernaturally empowered when the Holy Spirit descended upon him at his baptism by
John. This is sometimes called the “Roger Ban
who was the first person to break the four-minute mile, Jesus became the first human to fulfill
the Mosaic Law perfectly.® The Ebionites taught that Jesus penetrated the mental and
psychological barriers of those who felt that it was impossible for a human to keep the Law.
Unfortunately, this view gives the Christian

harder . "

't was 1 n Jwodsusisidentified & thed dgos,tartd was in the beginning
with God, and was God (John 1:1-2). Some, like early second century apologists Justin Martyr

(c. 100-c. 165) and Irenaeus (c. 130-c. 200), identified the Logos with Jesus while others holding

% C. FitzSimmons Allison, The Cruelty of Heres§Harrisburg, PA: Moorehouse Publishing, 1994) p. 29.
® Wikipedia, The Free EncyclopedRetrieved February 13, 2006, < http://en.wikipedia.org>.
® Allison, p. 31.



toa Hell enistic view, interpreted this term th
G o d This was particularly true of the early Gnostics who assigned the Logos role of Christ to

that of an emanation from God. As such he was not coequal, consubstantial, or coeternal with

God. It was in the late first century that the apologist, Irenaeus, vehemently opposed such a view

of Christ in hifs “Against Heresies."’

Differing from the Gnostics, but like them in having many diverse views, Monarchians of
the second and third centuries attempted to maintain monotheism, that God is one, by denying
the hypostasis of God the Son. From this grew two schools of thought, Adoptionism also called
“Dynamic Monarchiani sm,” and Miwodgestproponent, The f
Paul of Samosata (c. 200-c. 275), taught that Jesus was another prophet but one who became
filled with the Holy Spirit at his baptism an
that God is indeed one being but he manifested himself in three modes, one of which was Jesus

Christ. Sabellius (fl. 215), a Christian priest and theologian, was most noted for this view.

Accordingtotheself-accl ai med “ Apostle of Christ,” the
210-c. 275) taught that Christ * s body was an il lusion. I n this
early church perhaps due to heavy influences of Zoroastrianism and Gnosticism. Mani felt that
his authority for such a view came from the perception that he was either the Holy Spirit

(Paraclete) promised by Jesus, or that the Paraclete spoke directly through him.®

" Kenneth Scott Latourette, A History of Christianity, Beginnings to 150@ol. 1, Rev. ed. (New York, NY:
Harper Collins Publishers, 1953) pp. 142-3.

® Irenaeus, Irenaeus Against HeresigBook 1, Chapter 11, Item 1. (Rio, WI: Ages Master Christian
Library, Version 8).

° Latourette, pp. 95-6.



Christology of the second century found itself immersed in the controversies of the

relationship between the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. It was the great legal mind of Tertullian (c.

160-c . 225) that began the “unpacking” of
Monarchians, Tertullian believed in the monarchiaor oneness of God, and used the Latin term
substantiao label it. He declared that God is one but exists in three personae, the Father, Son,
and Holy Spirit, each operating in the economy of the Godhead. However, his view of the Logos,
or Reason of God, led him to believe that the Son was subordinate to the Father. Latourette
describes how Tertullian, using the Gospel of John where it states the Word became Incarnate,
saw Jesus as having two natures, the divine and the human. To him the two natures did not fuse
but became a new form much like the merging of gold and silver into a new metal, electrum or a

kind of tertium quid(a third something).*

Somewhat in parallel with Tertullian in Carthage was a growing school of thought in
Alexandria, a stronghold of the Catholic Church and Gnosticism. The two primaries in
Alexandria were Origen, also called Origenes Adamantius (c. 185-c. 254), and Titus Flavius
Clement (c. 150-c. 215). A contemporary of Tertullian, Clement posited that God is knowable
only through the Logos, and that while he affirmed that Jesus is the Logos, he also reasoned that
Jesus manifested himself only in human form at his own choice. His view of Christ leaned

toward the human side while downplaying the divine side of Jesus.

Like Tertullian, Origen accepted the distinction between the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit,

agreeing that they constituted a unity, but he taught that humans derive their existence from the

10 atourette, p. 146.

t

he



Father, their rational nature from the Son, and their holiness from the Holy Spirit."* He taught

that all living souls existed from eternity before they took on physical bodies, and also taught

docti ne which has become known today as “Uni ver
who have fallen away from God would be fully
that it had a great influence in his period. From this grew two main schools of thought: one

stressed the equality of Christ with the Father, and the other that Christ was created by the

Father. It was later in the fourth and fifth centuries that his views became repugnant to the

Catholic Church.

Nicean Christology and Arianism

It was the second stream of thought that influenced the Libyan theologian, Arius, who
|l ived and taught in Alexandria where he devel
Controversy.” To Arius, “the Son “landthattee begi nn

Son is not a part of God.** Arius based his Christological perception on both Scripture and

Hel l eni stic philosophy. | nterpreting Proverbs
works,” as referring to Chrriistt,wags itulkse sfuir mg ts ec
and therefore was inferior to the demétdser . He
and, as such was “made” or “created.” His rol

world; not, however, the mediator between God and humankind, uniting both in his person.** His

thinking was also greatly influenced by Neo-Platonism resulting in somewhat of a reductionist

1 atourette, p. 150.

“The basis for Arius’ thinking that the Son was cre
found in John 1:14, 18; 3:16, 18; Heb. 11:17; and 1 John 4:9.

3 Latourette, p. 153.
1 Jacques Dupuis, S.J., Who Do You Say | Ah{Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1994) p. 83-4.
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view of Christ who was not truly God or equal with God, but not truly man either. Even though
the flesh (sarX) and the Word (logo9 had united in Christ, it did not produce a complete
humanity. To this is ascribed the Logos-sarx perspective of Arius which grew into such a

controversy within the Christian Church that it was unmatched until the Reformation.

The dispute, which grew from this controversy, began to be a threat to Emperor
Constantine's struggle to unite the Empire. W
of Milan (c. 313), the Catholic Church was the strongest institution in the Mediterranean world,;
and any division within this powerful institution would mean division within the Empire.

Because of this, Constantine personally stepped in and officiated the formal ecumenical council

held at Nicea in A.D. 325, being neither a philosopher nor a theologian.

Avrius and his supporters presented their position, but it generated a strong and violent
reaction from the Orthodox attendees. Opposing the Arians at this council were Athanasius (c.
297-373), Bishop of Alexandria, and his teacher, Alexander of Alexandria (c. 273-328), arguing
that the Son derives his substance from the Father and, therefore, shares the same substance

(homoousiaoksas the Father.

After gaining a deeper perspective of Ariu
eventually moved toward the Athanasian argument. It was he who proposed the initial Nicean
Creed,” that the Son was consubstantial with the Father (homoousiog which was eventually

accepted as orthodox teaching:

1> Sawyer, pp. 500-501.



“And i n one Lor d-bepotten Bosof @oH, begoket , t he onl vy
of the Father before all worlds, God of God, Light of Light, very God of God,

begotten, not made, being®of one substance

Christology at the Council in Constantinople—AD 381

The acceptance and reaffirmation of the Nicene Creed by the Catholic Church did not
bring peace. The relation of the divine and the human aspects of Jesus Christ had not been
clearly definitized. Though most within the church accepted the Creed, some wording such as
“the only beguotetregn G9a@n odf GGald..nhei ng of one sub

Fat her .came down from heaven..and was made man

From this there emerged two streams of thought. The Alexandrian view emphasized the
divine component of Christ, almost to the exclusion of the human, while the Antiochan view
pointed to his humanity such that there was a clear distinction between the divine and human

elements. The later view began to formulate a Jesus who was in some way two separate beings.

From this ambiguity, Apollinarius (c. 310-391), Bishop of Laodicea, a younger friend of
Athanasius, argued that Christ, in his incarnation, took on a human body and soul but not a
human mind or spirit. His rationale was based on the view that to have a human spirit (rational
mind) is to have a free will, and to have a free will leads to sin. Christ, therefore, must have
operated exclusively by a divine mind. By this he reduced the humanity of Christ leaving the
divine fully intact. Without full humanity in Christ, salvation was not possible; but Apollinarius

felt that his view was consistent with the Nicene Creed.

““ The Nicene Cr e eAhlntrodustoryto Biblicel DoctirenSystematic TheoldGyand
Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1994) p. 1169.



Arius, who had been condemned at Nicea and sent into exile in Illyria, was permitted to
return to Alexandria in 334 through the political influence of Eusebius of Nicodemia and by
Constantius, son of Constantine, who favored
until it was successfully opposed by the Cappadocians (Basil the Great, Gregory of Nazianzus,

and Gregory of Nyssa)."

Opposition to Apollinarius also came from the Cappadocians who insisted that
redemption could not take place if Christ was not fully human. Those of the Antiochan school

concurred by holding that the divine and human natures were both complete in Jesus.

The views of Apollinarius were subsequently condemned by various synods in Rome in
374, 376, 382, and in 381 by the Council at Constantinople, also known as the Second
Ecumenical Council.” At this council, the Nicene Creed was reaffirmed and the views of Arius

and Apollinarius were anathematized.

Christology of the Ephesian Council/Nestorianism—AD 431

The anathema against Apollinarius did not resolve the Christological issues. Strong
convictions held by those in Alexandria and Antioch were not sated by the conclusions of the

Second Ecumenical Council of Constantinople.

Nestorius (c. 386-451), Patriarch of Constantinople, began preaching against the title

TheotokogGod-bearing, or Mother of God) commonly used of the Virgin Mary, and instead

used the title Christotokos meani ngChMos het oFt was his inten

7 Sawyer, p. 478.
18 |_atourette, p. 166.



reduction of a mixing of the human and divine natures of Christ and to maintain their clear
distinctions.*® Nestorius was not reticent to promote his views and circulated them widely and

even dealt harshly with any opposing monks.

N e s t oChristotgkdsaroused the interests of the Bishop of Alexandria, Cyril, who
partly moved by ambition for leadership in the Catholic Church, welcomed an opportunity to
oppose Nestorius. Cyril took the position of Theotokos and began an argumentative series of
letters between himself and Nestorius. Both men attempted to resolve the harsh battle by
appealing to their fellow bishop, Celestine of Rome, who landed on the side of Cyril. In 430, a
synod was held in Rome and Nestorius was given the choice to recant his Christotokosor be
excommunicated. The dispute grew to such a point that in 431 the Third Ecumenical Council

was assembled, this time in Ephesus where Mary, and the Theotokogormula, were venerated.

Dupuis points out that as with the Council at Nicea, the Council of Ephesus drew its
attention to the divinity of Christ but from
divinity from below: |Is Jesus Christ truly th
viewed from above: In what sense and in what manner has the Son of God become human in

Jesus? Ephesus was primarily concerned with the Son of God, not with the man Jesus.”

The Nestorius-Cyril dispute was compounded at Ephesus when Cyril and his supporters
arrivedf i rst, and without waiting for Nestorius’
headship. Nestorius refused to present himself and was subsequently condemned and exiled to

Egypt living in great physical and mental duress.

9 Sawyer, p. 518.
% Dupuis, p. 87.
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The Council at Ephesus produced no definitized dogmatic statement. It was only in
Cyril’ s Second Letter to Nestorius, which the

in 431, leaving the distinction between the divine and human natures of Christ unresolved.

Chalcedonian Christology/Eutychianism—AD 451

While Cyril was alive the Theotokogormula was preserved, but the peace that existed
was more like a truce. Upon his death, the tension reignited. The flames were fanned by an
elderly, but poorly trained, monk living in Constantinople by the name of Eutyches (c. 378-452),
who did not accept the conclusions of the Ephesian Council. Eutyches pressed the view that
Christ is from (eK) two natures, but not in (en) two natures after the process of union. He
rationalized that the two natures of Christ fused into one, which was more than human but less
than divine, becoming a third nature or tertium quid( “ t hi r d $§ I thiehe Was leagny ) .

toward the Docetic heresy which deprived Christ of his humanity.

The views of Eutyches were condemned by Flavian at a synod in 448, and he was
subsequently removed from his priestly office. Eutyches then presented his case to the Emperor
and to many fellow bishops, as was the practice in the Catholic Church. Flavian also wrote to
fellowbishops and submitted his appeal directly to
responded with his Tomein support of Flavian reaffirming that in Christ Jesus there was neither
manhood without true Godhead nor true Godhead without true manhood, that in Christ two full
and complete natures came together in one per

either nature and substance.

21 Sawyer, p. 163.
22 |_atourette, p. 170-171.
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Dioscursus, who was the successor to Cyril at Alexandria, fell in favor with Eutyches,
and once again the Catholic Church found itself embroiled in another Christological dispute. In
an attempt to bring the issue to rest, the Emperor convened a council at Ephesus in 449 where
Dioscursus presided and eventually dominated. Leo did not attend this council but chose to be
represented by two legates carrying his Tome. A reading of the Tomewas denied and Eutyches
was exonerated. Dioscursus responded by excommunicating Leo and placing an Alexandrian

priest in his seat. For this d.elason, this cou

Leo did not rest. In 451 another council was convened by the authority of the Emperor,
not in Rome as Leo wanted, but held instead in Chalcedon. This became known as the Fourth
Ecumenical Council, with hundreds of bishops in attendance, and with Leo again choosing to be
represented by his legates. This time his Tomewas read and approved, and Eutyches was

subsequently condemned.

Conclusions

Where then did Christology land at the conclusion of these first four ecumenical
councils? Careful examination of the distortions in early Christology reveal a strong tendency to
mix Scripture with Hellenistic philosophies and man-made speculations. These syncretistic
views tended to produce a Christological reductionism that sought to define Jesus as either only
divine or only human, and various aberrations of the two. This affected not only early

Christology but also Christ’s incarnation and

It would be hoped that a clear understanding of the person of Christ was established by

451, but in fact, the final creed coming out of Chalcedon was apophatic, one of negation, rather

12



than cataphatic, one of assertion.? While this may have left a crack open in the door of continued

Christology, it established clear limits for on-going dialog.

Even Martin Luther, without rejecting the Chalcedonian Christology, questioned its full

impact on faith:

“Christ has two natures. I n what way doe
nature man and God, that is for himself ..T
that Christ is one person who is man and God—which is of no use to anybody;
that means that that person is Christ, that is to say, that for us he went out of

God and came into the world:®» from this f

% Sawyer, p. 163.
2 Dupuis, p. 94.
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