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7 Things You Should Know About the Nicene Council 
 

1. The Nicene Creed is also known as the “Nicene-Constantinopolitan Creed.”1 
 

What a mouthful! The creed’s name hints about its history. Representatives of different church 
traditions met on two occasions (called church councils) to write a definitive statement on what 
the Bible teaches about God’s nature. The first Council of Nicaea convened in 325 AD and 
produced the original Nicene Creed. A second council—the first Council of Constantinople—
gathered in 381 AD and produced the expanded version that many churches recite today. It’s 
the revised version that most reference and refer to as the Nicene Creed. 
 
The Creed of Nicaea 325 A.D.2 
We believe in one God, the Father almighty, maker of all things visible and invisible; And in one 

Lord, Jesus Christ, the Son of God, begotten from the Father, only-begotten, that is, from the 

substance of the Father, God from God, light from light, true God from true God, begotten not 

made, of one substance [homo-ousios] with the Father, through whom all things came into being, 

things in heaven and things on earth, Who because of us men and because of our salvation 

came down, and became incarnate and became man, and suffered, and rose again on the third 

day, and ascended to the heavens, and will come to judge the living and dead, And in the Holy 

Spirit.  

 

But as for those who say, There was when he was not, and, Before being born he was not, and 

that he came into existence out of nothing, or who assert that the Son of God is of a different 

substance or essence, or created, or is subject to alteration or change - these the Catholic and 

Apostolic Church anathematizes. 

 

The Nicene Creed (Niceno-Constantinopolitan Creed) 381 A.D.3 

We believe in one God, the Father, the Almighty, maker of heaven and earth, of all that is, seen 

and unseen. We believe in one Lord, Jesus Christ, the only Son of God, eternally begotten of 

the Father, God from God, Light from Light, true God from true God, begotten, not made, of one 

Being with the Father; through him all things were made. For us and for our salvation he came 

down from heaven, was incarnate from the Holy Spirit and the Virgin Mary and was made man. 

For our sake he was crucified under Pontius Pilate; he suffered death and was buried. On the 

third day he rose again in accordance with the Scriptures; he ascended into heaven and is 

seated at the right hand of the Father. He will come again in glory to judge the living and the 

dead, and his kingdom will have no end. We believe in the Holy Spirit, the Lord, the giver of life, 

who proceeds from the Father and the Son, who with the Father and the Son is worshipped and 

glorified, who has spoken through the prophets. We believe in one holy catholic and apostolic 

Church. We acknowledge one baptism for the forgiveness of sins. We look for the resurrection 

of the dead, and the life of the world to come. Amen. 
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2. The Credo Family 

 

The Nicene Creed finds its roots within the family of creeds previously established. This family 

resemblance is seen in its predecessors – The Apostle’s Creed, The Old Roman Creed, and the 

“Rule of Faith” (see Lesson 2 of Creeds, Councils, and Confessions – The Apostles Creed). 

 

3. An Overview of the Council of Nicaea 

 

The Council of Nicaea was called by the emperor, Constantine, in the early summer of 325 A.D. 

due to the religious tension that threatened the peace and unity of his realm. The emperor funded 

the entire operation, paying for travel and accommodations, along with providing protection for 

all the bishops to stay until the conclusion of the council which lasted two months.   

 

The council discussed many issues that affected the church in a variety of ways, but the notable 

headliner was the theological issue: Who is God? Because God is one (monotheism), how 

should we think of Jesus Christ? Was Jesus truly one with God the Father or was he less than 

the Father? Does he share the same attributes as the Father or is he merely similar? Is Jesus 

co-equal with God the Father in every respect or was he the best of all creation? 

 

Apart from the Deity of Christ, the council also discussed topics like: a) readmitting those to the 

church who lapsed during times of persecution, b) the process of ordination of bishops and 

presbyters, and c) loss of church office for extreme asceticism (i.e. self-castration). Despite a 

commonly held belief, this council did not determine what books made up the complete canon 

of Scripture. 

 

4. Key Concepts/Terms to Consider4 

 

Orthodoxy – A compound Greek word “orthos” (right, true, or straight) and “doxa” (glory or 

worship; think or opinion) is accurately used to mean right worship or right thinking, and is the 

standard for determining truth from error (heresy). 

Heresy – A refusal to acknowledge or accept the truth. It’s a denial of the major tenants of the 

faith held to be orthodox. All heresy is false teaching, but not all false teaching is heresy. 

Mystery – The Bible often wants us to believe two things and hold them in tension. We can be 

honest about the tension, not resisting the tension or dismissing it. We can embrace the tension 

without trying to figure out every detail or explain it away.  

Modalism5 – Belief that reduced the Father, Son and Holy Spirit to three modes or aspects of 

God – implying that the Father was the one who suffered on the cross.  

Homoi-ousios – From the Greek “homoi” meaning of similar or like substance/nature, but not 

the same nature. 

Homo-ousios – From the Greek “homo” meaning one or the same substance or nature. 
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5. Key Contenders in the Theological Ring 

 

Arius –  

 He was an elder (presbyter) in Alexandria. 

 His bishop, Alexander, preached a sermon entitled “The Great Mystery of the Trinity in 

Unity” in 318 which infuriated Arius into denying the deity of the Son. 

 Arius thought he detected the old heresy of modalism in Alexander which fueled his 

opposition of the bishop and escalated their conflict to a theological war between their 

followers.  

 A synod of one hundred (+) bishops condemned Arius and his teaching about Christ as 

heresy and deposed him of his position as presbyter in 318. He was forced to leave 

Alexandria, but found refuge with an important bishop, Eusebius of Nicomedia. 

 This union launched a letter-writing campaign to rally bishops to their position who had 

not attended the Alexandrian synod. 

 Arius was afraid that God’s unity and simplicity would be compromised if Jesus was truly 

God. 

 

Athanasius –  

 Alexander of Alexandria discipled and ordained Athanasius. 

 Tenaciously memorized the Scriptures. Gregory of Nazianzus said, “Athanasius 

meditated on every book of the Old and New Testament with a depth which no one else 

has ever reach with even one of them.” 

 While the bishop, Alexander was in the spotlight due to his position, most scholars think 

Athanasius to be the significant theological brains behind the operation. 

 Athanasius vehemently contended for a triune God and went toe-to-toe with Arius 

throughout this theological “war.” 

 He held the position that Jesus is co-equal (the Father is not “above” Jesus in any way), 

co-substantial (Jesus is fully and truly God), and co-eternal (Jesus is just as eternal as 

the Father). 

 

6. The Arian Controversy  

 

In order to understand and clearly explain the mystery of God, Arius focused on the humanity of 

Jesus to the exclusion of his Deity. Misunderstanding the nature of Jesus as both human and 

divine resulted in confusing the relationship between God the Father and Jesus the Son. A 

consequence of rejecting the Deity of Jesus directly impacted their view of salvation. 

 

Arian Teaching and Arguments:  

 The Father is greater than the Son who, in turn, is greater than the Spirit. Neither the Son 

nor the Spirit could be God since there is only one God.6 

 

 Believed the Son is “homoi-ousios” (of a similar nature, but not the same nature) as the 

Father.7 
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 “The Son was not always; for, whereas all things were made out of nothing, and all 

existing creatures and works were made, so the Word of God Himself was made out of 

nothing, and once He was not, and He was not before His origination, but He as others 

had an origin of creation.”8 – Arius 

  

 “…the Logos (or Son of God) was a creature and not equal with the Father. He said that 

a key difference between the Son and the Father was that the latter was eternal and 

immutable, whereas the former – the Logos – was created before the world and was 

capable of changing and suffering.”9 

 

 “…our salvation is at stake and if Alexander’s view prevailed, then Jesus Christ could not 

have been truly human (since humanity and divinity are so separate by nature) and 

therefore his accomplishment of salvation for us could not be a true victory that we could 

emulate. For Arius and his followers salvation meant freely following Christ’s example of 

submission to God. If Jesus did not choose to follow God’s will in a human way, then his 

example is of no use to us.”10 

 

1) Do heretics typically see themselves as the villain formulating their sinister plan to take over 

the world? 2) What source do most heretics claim as their authority?  

 

Defending Arian theology from Scripture: 

Arius sincerely believed the Bible proved his position of defending the humanity of Jesus, 

clarifying the origin of his creation, relationship with God the Father, and accomplishment in 

salvation. Some passages he employed to defend his teachings are as follows: 

 

 Proverbs 8:22-23 claims that God created “wisdom”  1 Corinthians 1:24 and 30 calls 

Jesus the “wisdom of God” and “wisdom from God” – THEREFORE, Jesus was created. 

 Misunderstanding Jesus when he speaks regarding his humanity and relationship to the 

Father: 

o John 5:19ff - …the Son can do nothing of his own accord, but only what he sees 

the Father doing. For whatever the Father does, that the Son does likewise. 

o John 5:30ff – I can do nothing on my own. As I hear, I judge, and my judgment is 

just, because I seek not my own will but the will of him who sent me. 

o John 6:38 – For I have come down from heaven, not to do my own will but the will 

of him who sent me. 

o John 14:28 - …for the Father is greater than I. 

 Misunderstanding of “begotten”: 

o John 1:14 – And the Word became flesh and dwelt among us, and we have seen 

his glory, glory as of the only [begotten] Son from the Father, full of grace and truth.  

o John 3:16 – For God so loved the world, that he gave his only [begotten] Son, that 

whoever believes in him should not perish but have eternal life. 

o 1 John 4:9 – In this the love of God was made manifest among us, that God sent 

his only [begotten] Son to be the propitiation for our sins. 
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7. The Council of Nicaea (The Main Event) 

 

Although Arius and Athanasius went to verbal blows over the doctrine of the Trinity, and 

specifically on the identity and relationship of Jesus (the Son), neither were allowed to actually 

sit on the council because they were not bishops. In order for their voice to be heard, they each 

needed a bishop to represent their theological position. 

 Arius was represented by two popular eastern bishops – Eusebius of Nicomedia and 

Theognis of Nicaea. 

 Athanasius was represented by the bishop Alexander of Alexandria. 

 

“According to one account, soon after the council opened someone called for a reading of the 

Arian position so that all could know exactly what was to be debated. Bishop Eusebius of 

Nicomedia stood before the council and read a clear and blatant denial of the deity of the Son 

of God, emphasizing that he is a creature and not equal with the Father in any sense.  

 

Before Eusebius finished reading it, some of the bishops were holding their hands over their 

ears and shouting for someone to stop the blasphemies. One bishop near Eusebius stepped 

forward and grabbed the manuscript out of his hands, threw it to the floor and stomped on it. A 

riot broke out among the bishops and was stopped only by the emperor’s command.”11  

 

The council wrestled significantly with how to write a clear and succinct (but thorough) defense 

of ORTHODOX TRINITARIANISM. One important result of the council was to determine that it 

can be appropriate to use language that is not in the Bible to clarify the Bible.  

 

Since Arius seemed to be a master at manipulating and twisting the text of Scripture, the council 

needed a definition that he couldn’t distort or bend to his heretical theories. Hence, the use of 

homo-ousios – same nature or substance. Arius argued strongly against using extrabiblical 

terms to define biblical concepts.  

 

The Creed of Nicaea (with condemnations) was the result of the council (see no. 1) to clarify 

Orthodox Trinitarianism and declare Arianism heretical. Some important takeaways:12 

 There is one, and only one, God who eternally exists as three distinct persons. 

 Substance is what the members of the Trinity have in common. It is right to say that God 

is one God, one nature, one being, one substance, or one essence. 

 Person is what makes the members of the Trinity distinct. It is right to say that God is 

three persons, not merely personalities or functions.  

 Jesus is as much the one God as the Father is. 

 It was the first ecumenical council that would become binding on all churches. 

 It set a pattern of universal excommunication, heresy, and anathemas. 

 It set a pattern of who is and is not orthodox. 

Unfortunately, the battle with Arianism would not end at the Council of Nicaea. Arianism became 

very popular and widespread for the next 60-80 years. Arianism would continue to be a bane to 

the church from then on out – even today. 
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9 Things You Should Know About Athanasius 
 

1. The Early Life of Athanasius  

 

Athanasius was born in Alexandria, one of the most prominent cities in the Roman Empire, in 

298 A.D. The church in Alexandria was one of the five main ecclesiastical sees (churches) of 

the early church – along with Rome, Constantinople, Antioch, and Jerusalem. The Bishop of 

Alexandria had control over all the Egyptian Church.13 

 

The Bishop Alexander of Alexandria served as a prominent father figure in the life of Athanasius, 

discipling him and ordaining him as a deacon. As such, Athanasius was front-and-center in the 

theological controversy of Arianism, serving his mentor at the Council of Nicaea at age 27.14 

 

Three years after the council, Alexander died and Athanasius was elected the Bishop of 

Alexandria at age 30. This election to the office was controversial, but “[n]o doubt many 

detractors despised his youth and questioned whether the ‘Black Dwarf’ – as he had come to be 

known – could cut it as a patriarch of the church at such a tender young age. Soon, however, 

even his enemies had to admire his great acumen, wisdom and courage.”15 

 

2. The Theology of Athanasius16 

As a prolific writer, Athanasius left us more than a glimpse into his theology, but below is merely 

an overview: 

 God created humanity for fellowship – out of love, not necessity.  

“For what profit would there be for those who were made, if they did not know their own 

Maker?” Athanasius, On the Incarnation 

 Sin is turning away from fellowship with God to the things of death and corruption. 

Humanity has forever lost fellowship with God and with it, life. 

“For God has not only created us from nothing, but also granted us by the grace of the 

Word (the Son) to live a life according to God. But human beings, turning away from things 

eternal and by the council of the devil turning us towards the things of corruption, were 

themselves the cause of corruption in death…” Athanasius, On the Incarnation 

 Salvation – God comes down and restores fellowship. He condescends to man, we don’t 

rise up to God. 

“We believe in one God, the Father almighty…And in one Lord Jesus Christ, the only Son 

of God, begotten from the Father before all ages, God from God, Light from Light, true 

God from true God, begotten, not made; of the same essence as the Father. Through him 

all things were made. For us and for our salvation he came down…” – Creed of Nicaea 

 He believed and defended what has come to be understood as the orthodox view of 
trinitarianism.  

 He wrote the first treatise defending the full deity of the Holy Spirit in 358–359. His 
close friend Serapion of Thmuis, a town in the Nile Delta, told him about the 
Binitarianism of certain individuals in his church who confessed Christ as fully God 
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but argued that the Holy Spirit was to be included among the angelic beings. 
Athanasius’s three letters to Serapion were the first of a number of important defenses 
of the Spirit’s deity written over the next thirty-five years or so.17 

 One of his letters contains the earliest complete list of New Testament books we've 
ever found. Athanasius’s Easter Letter of 367 contains the first known list of the books 
of the New Testament that corresponds exactly to the modern listing of the New 
Testament canon. Along with the Old Testament, Athanasius declared such books to 
be the “fountains of salvation, that they who thirst may be satisfied with the living 
words they contain. In these alone is proclaimed the doctrine of godliness.”18 

 

3. “Athanasius Against the World” (“Athanasius contra mundum”) 

 

The title comes from Athanasius’s lifelong battle to explain and defend the deity of Christ when 

it seemed that the whole world was abandoning orthodoxy. Athanasius stood steadfast against 

this overwhelming defection from orthodoxy, even though the dawn of triumph appeared only at 

the end of his life.19 

 

The Council of Nicaea, although condemning Arianism, unfortunately did not solve the 

controversy. Athanasius was exiled on 5 occasions totaling 17 of his 46 years while Bishop of 

Alexandria. These exiles were primarily tied to the theological sympathies of the presiding 

emperor. 

 

Exile Overview:  

 

Council of  1st Exile 2nd Exile 3rd Exile 4th Exile 5th Exile Died 

Nicaea (Gaul)  (Rome) (Egypt) (Egypt) (Egypt) May 2 

325 328 335-337 339-346 356-361 362-363 365-366 373 

 Bishop of Alexandria 

 

4. The First Exile (335-337 AD)20 

Eusebius of Nicomedia (the Arian bishop) convinces Constantine to recall Arius from exile. When 

the emperor demands Athanasius to reinstate Arius as a priest, Athanasius refuses. This 

defiance of the emperor, along with fabricated charges* from his enemies, would find Athanasius 

in Gaul (Germany) for his first exile. Upon Constantine’s death, his empire is divided between 

his two sons:  

 Constans (West) favors Athanasius and the Nicene faith 

 Constantius (East) favors Arianism 

*Charges against Athanasius: 1) He was too young to be elected as bishop, 2) He bribed 

people to get elected, 3) He threatened to withhold all of Egypt’s grain, 4) He orchestrated the 

murder of Bishop Arsenius – even cut off his hands! (prosecution even brought in two mummified 

hands as proof) 

Defense: Athanasius found Arsenius hiding in Tyre and brought him to the council disguised 

with a bag over his head and dressed in long sleeve to hide his hands. Imagine Athanasius 

calling his first witness…removes the bag and exposes his hands – “Where is his third hand?” 
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5. The Second Exile (339-346 AD)21 

 

Just two years after his first exile, Athanasius finds himself at a council called by Constantius 

where only Arians were allowed to attend. This kangaroo court brought accusations that 

Athanasius used funds intended for widows for his own purposes. Constantius deposed 

Athanasius and put Gregory of Cappadocia, an Arian bishop, in his place. 

 

Not surprisingly, Arianism spreads like wildfire during this time period. But, Athanasius refuses 

to go quietly into the night. As a prolific writer, he continues to defend the trinitarian position of 

the Godhead, expose holes in Arius’ theological arguments, and pastorally cares for the church. 

 

Athanasius writes Orations Against the Arians where he takes all of Arius’ favorite passages and 

shows how he’s misinterpreting the Bible. One example of this is Philippians 2:8-9 –  

“And being found in human form, he humbled himself by becoming obedient to the point of 

death, even death on a cross. Therefore God has highly exalted him and bestowed on him 

the name that is above every name,…” 

 

Arius read that Jesus was “humbled” and then “exalted” and concludes this teaches that Jesus 

is less than God. Athanasius states, “This is not a riddle but a divine mystery! ‘In the beginning 

was the Word and the Word was with God and the Word was God’ (Jn. 1:1); but, later, for our 

sake, ‘the Word became flesh’ (Jn. 1:14). And to refer to him now as ‘highly exalted’ is not to 

signify that the essence of the Word is exalted. For he always was and is ‘equal to God’ (Phil. 

2:6; Jn. 5:18); but the exaltation pertains to his humanity. These things were not said of him 

before but when the Word became flesh, so that it may be evident that ‘humbled’ and ‘exalted’ 

are spoken of the humanity.” 

 

Athanasius’ Easter Letters from Exile: 

“Let us make a joyful sound, along with the saints, and let no one neglect his duty. Especially at 

this time, let us consider as nothing the afflictions or the tribulations which the party of Eusebius 

has caused us because of their jealousy…But, as God’s faithful servants, we know that he is our 

salvation in times of trouble – for our Lord gave us this promise when he said ‘Blessed are you 

when people insult you and persecute you and utter every kind of evil against you falsely 

because of me. Rejoice and be very glad, for your reward is great in heaven” (Mt. 5:11-

12)…therefore, the more we are cornered in by our enemies, the more free we should be.” 

 

Gregory, the Arian bishop, dies. Constantius allows Athanasius to return to Alexandria and 

reinstates him as bishop. The next decade in Alexandria would be the longest period of 

uninterrupted pastoring in his 46 years of ministry. 

 

6. The Third Exile (356-361 AD)22 
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The emperor, Constans, dies leaving the empire in the control of Constantius (the Arian 

sympathizer). This may be considered one of the darkest periods for the church. Constantius 

calls several councils – all denouncing the Council of Nicaea.  

 

Contantius sent imperial forces to arrest (or kill) Athanasius, but he somehow escapes and flees 

to the deserts of Egypt. This begins his third exile. Constantius replaces Athanasius with another 

Arian bishop, George of Cappadocia.  

 

“The emperor wanted peace, and uniformity was its path.”23 Constantius calls a council and 

forces both western and eastern bishops to sign a pre-written Arian creed. The emperor keeps 

both groups isolated from each other while pressuring them to adopt this creed. Neither group 

would sign the document. Constantius would not be denied. He refused to let either group leave 

until the creed was singed. The standoff lasted for months and months before both groups finally 

conceded. St. Jerome lamented, “The whole world groaned and was astonished to find itself 

Arian.” 

 

Alas, Athanasius continues his prolific writing while in the deserts of Egypt. Among his writings, 

he defends the Council of Nicaea, writes against heretics, defends the Son’s equality with the 

Father, and even anticipates future controversies in his writings on the Holy Spirit’s equality 

within the Trinity, as well as, the Son’s humanity. Athanasius contra mundum! 

 

7. The Fourth Exile (362-363 AD)24 

 

Constantius dies and Julian the Apostate takes over as emperor. Julian allows all the exiled 

bishops to return hoping for a fight that would ultimately ruin the church. 

 

During this brief period Athanasius calls a Council in Alexandria due to confusion over 

terminology. Words matter. Theology matters. Theological wording matters. There were three 

camps at war within the church: 1) Old Nicaeans (Athanasius/homoousios = same substance) 

2) New Nicaeans (homoios kat’ ousian = exactly similar substance) 3) Arians (homoiousios = 

similar substance). 

 

Athanasius pulls the old and new Nicaeans together and shows them that they’re saying the 

same thing and helps them to become united. It went something like this: Sit down and listen 

to each other. 

 Old Nicaeans – What do you mean by homoousios? Explain your understanding to the 

other group. New Nicaeans, don’t interrupt; shut up and listen.  

 New Nicaeans – What do you mean by homoios kat’ ousian? Explain your understanding 

to the other group. Old Nicaeans, stop. Don’t interrupt. Shut up and listen. 

 

After explanation and listening to each other, Athanasius helped them understand that they are 

saying the same thing. The groups agreed on terminology and unified around truth. Problem 

solved.  
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However, only 8 months after his return from exile, Julian the Apostate sends Athanasius into 

exile again. 

 

8. The Fifth Exile (365-366 AD)25 

 

Athanasius’ fourth exile only lasted for a year. Emperor Julian dies and is replaced by Emperor 

Jovian who favors Athanasius, allowing him to return from exile. Unfortunately, Jovian dies a 

year later and is succeeded by Emperor Valens – an Arian sympathizer. Ugh! 

 

Valens re-exiled the Nicene bishops and sent armed forces to arrest Athanasius. He fled into 

exile for the fifth time. It was his last and shortest exile (only a few month).  

 

9. Athanasius’ Final Years (366-373 AD) 
 

Athanasius’ finals years were relatively peaceful. Throughout his 46 years of ministry as a 

bishop, he fought valiantly for the glorious doctrine of the Trinity. Through his stubbornness and 

tenacity on account of biblical truth and orthodoxy, coupled with his prolific writings and 

willingness to stand “against the world,” the church has a better understanding of the Triune God 

of Scripture. 

 

It had been a custom for the Bishop of Alexandria, Egypt to send out a yearly circular letter to 

the churches in Egypt informing them on the date of Easter. The letter could also address other 

concerns of the church. In this particular Easter letter [367 AD], Athanasius acknowledged that 

the present twenty-seven books of the New Testament were the only authoritative writings that 

God had given in the New Testament era. These writings, combined with the Old Testament, 

made up God’s Word to humanity. This is the first time, which we are aware of, where the twenty-

seven present New Testament books were listed together as God’s authoritative “New” 

Testament. However, as we have plainly seen, this does not mean it was the first time the church 

recognized a canon of Scripture existed.26 
 

Athanasius died on May 2, 373 AD – 8 years later, at the Council of Constantinople (381 AD), 

the Nicene Orthodoxy was finally victorious and Athanasius would be looked upon as the 

standard of Orthodoxy.27 
 

How do I explain the Trinity to my kids? There are no simple analogies to unpack or explain 

the Trinity, for there is nothing like God. Be honest about the tension that exists and celebrate 

the mystery that we have a God who is knowable but inexhaustible. 

 

 Can we believe even amidst tension, mystery, and paradox? 

 How do we respond when the Bible doesn’t answer all the questions we want it to? 

 What do we do with those aspects within the biblical text that we can’t fully explain, 

reconcile, or verifiably prove? 

 What is faith? 
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