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Heresies and the Church Councils that Dealt with them 

“But who do you say I am?” 

Matthew 16:15 He said to them, “But who do you say that I am?” 16 Simon Peter replied, “You are the 

Christ, the Son of the living God.” 17 And Jesus answered him, “Blessed are you, Simon Bar-Jonah! For 

flesh and blood has not revealed this to you, but my Father who is in heaven…. 21 From that time 

Jesus began to show his disciples that he must go to Jerusalem and suffer many things from the elders 

and chief priests and scribes, and be killed, and on the third day be raised. 22 And Peter took him 

aside and began to rebuke him, saying, “Far be it from you, Lord! This shall never happen to you.” 
23 But he turned and said to Peter, “Get behind me, Satan! You are a hindrance to me. For you are not 

setting your mind on the things of God, but on the things of man.”  

“… shall we look for another?” 

Luke 7:18 The disciples of John reported all these things to him. And John, 19 calling two of his disciples 

to him, sent them to the Lord, saying, “Are you the one who is to come, or shall we look for another?” 
20 And when the men had come to him, they said, “John the Baptist has sent us to you, saying, ‘Are you 

the one who is to come, or shall we look for another?’ ” 21 In that hour he healed many people of 

diseases and plagues and evil spirits, and on many who were blind he bestowed sight. 22 And he 

answered them, “Go and tell John what you have seen and heard: the blind receive their sight, the 

lame walk, lepers are cleansed, and the deaf hear, the dead are raised up, the poor have good news 

preached to them. 23 And blessed is the one who is not offended by me.”  

“This is a hard saying” 

John 6:53 So Jesus said to them, “Truly, truly, I say to you, unless you eat the flesh of the Son of Man 

and drink his blood, you have no life in you. 54 Whoever feeds on my flesh and drinks my blood has 

eternal life, and I will raise him up on the last day. 55 For my flesh is true food, and my blood is true 

drink. 56 Whoever feeds on my flesh and drinks my blood abides in me, and I in him. 57 As the living 

Father sent me, and I live because of the Father, so whoever feeds on me, he also will live because of 

me. 58 This is the bread that came down from heaven, not like the bread the fathers ate, and died. 

Whoever feeds on this bread will live forever.” 59 Jesus said these things in the synagogue, as he taught 

at Capernaum.  60 When many of his disciples heard it, they said, “This is a hard saying; who can listen 

to it?”… 66 After this many of his disciples turned back and no longer walked with him.  
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“This is the spirit of the antichrist. 

1 John 4:1 Beloved, do not believe every spirit, but test the spirits to see whether they are from God, 

for many false prophets have gone out into the world. 2 By this you know the Spirit of God: every spirit 

that confesses that Jesus Christ has come in the flesh is from God, 3 and every spirit that does not 

confess Jesus is not from God. This is the spirit of the antichrist, which you heard was coming and 

now is in the world already.  

The unfortunate use of the word “ begotten” 

 

John 3:16 (KJV 1900)    For God so loved the world, that he gave his only begotten Son, that whosoever 

believeth in him should not perish, but have everlasting life.  

Matthew 1:1–2 (KJV 1900) THE book of the generation of Jesus Christ, the son of David, the son of 

Abraham. 2 Abraham begat Isaac; and Isaac begat Jacob; and Jacob begat Judas and his brethren;  

Meaning of Only Begotten Son 

The Greek word for “only begotten” in John 3:16 is monogenes. It is a compound word made of two 

other Greek words, monos meaning “only” and kenos meaning “kind or race.” If we combine these 

words together, we have “only kind” or “unique.” That is, Jesus is the only begotten Son. 

An example that helps us understand the meaning of monogenes is found in Hebrews 11:17-18. 

By faith Abraham, when he was tested, offered up Isaac; and he who had received the promises was 

offering up his only begotten son; it was he to whom it was said, “IN ISAAC YOUR DESCENDANTS SHALL 

BE CALLED.” Hebrews 11:17-18 (NASB) 

In order to understand the meaning of “only begotten Son” in this verse, it is important to remember 

that Abraham had eight sons: Ishmael, Issac  and the six other sons by Keturah who were: Zimran, 

Jokshan, Medan, Midian, Ishbak and Shuah. Issac was not Abraham’s first born son. He was Abraham’s 

special son (Genesis 17:19). He was the son God promised to Abraham and Sarah and the son for 

whom God had special plans. 

Next notice that Isaac is called “only begotten” in Hebrews 11:17-18. Now was Abraham’s only son 

Isaac? No! Abraham had eight sons. This helps us understand that the Greek monogenes word has 

been mistranslated and, consequently, misunderstood. Monogenes does not mean Jesus was born. 

The Greek word monogenes means “unique” or “one and only.” Some of the newer Bible translations 

such as the New Century Version, New International Version, and the New Living Translation are now 

using the correct wording. Here is the NIV’s wording, 

For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever believes in him shall not 

perish but have eternal life. John 3:16 (NIV) 

John 3:16 (ESV)  “For God so loved the world, that he gave his only Son, that whoever believes in him 

should not perish but have eternal life.  
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Was Jesus Created? 

Since monogenes means “unique one,” we should understand John 3:16 to mean that Jesus was not 

created. He was the unique Son of God the Father. Monogenes does not refer to birth, being 

conceived, or created. The message of Scripture is that Jesus has been God and will continue to be God 

eternally. Jesus is God. Yet within the trinity, God the Father declared the second person of the Trinity 

to be called the Son when He took on human flesh in order to become our Savior. 

 

https://www.neverthirsty.org/bible-qa/qa-archives/question/what-does-the- 

Hebrews 1:1–5 (ESV)  

  

1 Long ago, at many times and in many ways, God spoke to our fathers by the prophets, 2 but in these 

last days he has spoken to us by his Son, whom he appointed the heir of all things, through whom also 

he created the world. 3 He is the radiance of the glory of God and the exact imprint of his nature, and 

he upholds the universe by the word of his power. After making purification for sins, he sat down at 

the right hand of the Majesty on high, 4 having become as much superior to angels as the name he has 

inherited is more excellent than theirs.  
5 For to which of the angels did God ever say,  

  “You are my Son,  

today I have begotten you”?  

Or again,  

  “I will be to him a father,  

and he shall be to me a son”?  
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Development of Theology 

The heresies of Arianism and Adoptionism were dealt with at the Councils of Nicaea and 

Constantinople and resolved in creeds. 

The Apostles’ Creed, though not written by the apostles, is the oldest creed of the Christian church and 

is the basis for others that followed. Its most used form is: 

I believe in God the Father Almighty, Maker of heaven and earth, And in Jesus Christ his only Son our 

Lord, Who was conceived by the Holy Ghost, Born of the Virgin Mary, Suffered under Pontius Pilate, Was 

crucified, dead, and buried. He descended into hell; The third day He rose again from the dead; He 

ascended into heaven, And sitteth on the right hand of God the Father Almighty; From thence he shall 

come to judge the quick and the dead. I believe in the Holy Ghost; The Holy catholic Church, the 

Communion of Saints; The Forgiveness of sins; The Resurrection of the body, And the Life everlasting. 

Amen. 

The Creed of Nicaea 325 A.D. 

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. 

Nicene- Constantinople Creed 381 A.D. 

"We believe in one God, the Father All Governing, creator of heaven and earth, of all things visible and 

invisible;  

And in one Lord Jesus Christ, the only-begotten Son of God, begotten from the Father before all time, 

Light from Light, true God from true God, begotten not created, of the same essence as the Father, 

through Whom all things came into being, Who for us men and because of our salvation came down 

from heaven, and was incarnate by the Holy Spirit and the Virgin Mary and became human. He was 

crucified for us under Pontius Pilate, and suffered and was buried, and rose on the third day, according 

to the Scriptures, and ascended to heaven, and sits on the right hand of the Father, and will come again 

with glory to judge the living and dead. His kingdom shall have no end. 
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And in the Holy Spirit, the Lord and life-giver, Who proceeds from the Father and the Son, Who is 

worshiped and glorified together with the Father and Son, Who spoke through the prophets; and in one, 

holy, catholic, and apostolic Church.  

We confess one baptism for the remission of sins. We look forward to the resurrection of the dead and 

the life of the world to come. Amen." 

Basis for these heresies 

 
John 14:28  You heard me say to you, ‘I am going away, and I will come to you.’ If you loved me, you would 

have rejoiced, because I am going to the Father, for the Father is greater than I.  

Luke 22:39   And he came out and went, as was his custom, to the Mount of Olives, and the disciples 

followed him. 40 And when he came to the place, he said to them, “Pray that you may not enter into 

temptation.” 41 And he withdrew from them about a stone’s throw, and knelt down and prayed, 42 saying, 

“Father, if you are willing, remove this cup from me. Nevertheless, not my will, but yours, be done.” 
43 And there appeared to him an angel from heaven, strengthening him. 44 And being in agony he prayed 

more earnestly; and his sweat became like great drops of blood falling down to the ground. 45 And when 

he rose from prayer, he came to the disciples and found them sleeping for sorrow, 46 and he said to them, 

“Why are you sleeping? Rise and pray that you may not enter into temptation.”  

 

In our library we have the book, Heresies and How to Avoid Them.  At page 18 the author 

summarizes Arian’s view as follows: 

“Instead of pre-existing for all eternity with the Father, the Word had a beginning before himself going 

on to create the world and become a man. He was therefore a lesser, inferior deity, a ‘demiurge’, close 

in some ways but exterior to God himself. The Logos (the Greek word that John uses in his Gospel and 

that is translated into English as “Word”) was a creature who, precisely because he was created and 

begotten, could not fully know or comprehend the mind of God. In other words, Jesus was fully human, 

but not fully God.” 

 

 

Early Adoptionism 
 

Luke 3:15  As the people were in expectation, and all were questioning in their hearts concerning John, 

whether he might be the Christ, 16 John answered them all, saying, “I baptize you with water, but he who 

is mightier than I is coming, the strap of whose sandals I am not worthy to untie. He will baptize you with 

the Holy Spirit and fire. 17 His winnowing fork is in his hand, to clear his threshing floor and to gather the 

wheat into his barn, but the chaff he will burn with unquenchable fire.”  

18 So with many other exhortations he preached good news to the people. 19 But Herod the tetrarch, 

who had been reproved by him for Herodias, his brother’s wife, and for all the evil things that Herod had 

done, 20 added this to them all, that he locked up John in prison.  
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21 Now when all the people were baptized, and when Jesus also had been baptized and was praying, 

the heavens were opened, 22 and the Holy Spirit descended on him in bodily form, like a dove; and a 

voice came from heaven, “You are my beloved Son; with you I am well pleased.”  

 

 

Docetism – to seem to be human 
 

Early Docetism was warned of by John: 

 

2 John 7  For many deceivers have gone out into the world, those who do not confess the coming of 

Jesus Christ in the flesh. Such a one is the deceiver and the antichrist.  

 

Heresies and How to Avoid Them at page 27 explains: 

 

“ He (Apollinarius) was a friend of Athanasius, the great defender against Aruis of Christ’s divinity. 

Apollinarius thought he was simply restating traditional orthodoxy: he believed, like many before him, 

that Jesus was truly ‘flesh’, God incarnate, but with the divine Logos (Word) as his mind. He was quite 

clear that Jesus did not have a human mind, did not learn and develop morally, could not have been 

humanly ignorant…. When people talk about Docetism today they mean the tendency to underplay the 

full humanness of Jesus, in favor of his divinity.” 

 

 

Nestorianism – Jesus has split identity, with His divine nature separate from his human nature 

 

Nestorius objected to the theological term “theotokos” used to describe Mary as the God bearer or 

mother of God. Heresies and How to Avoid Them at page 37 explains: 

 

“Nestorianism is a Christological heresy, a bad misunderstanding of who Christ is, for in denying that 

Mary was the mother of God, Nestorius was effectively saying that although the two natures of Christ 

belonged to one person, there was a dividing wall between them: Mary is the mother of one half, but 

not the other.” 

 

 

Docetism, Apollinarianism and Nestorian  were dealt with at the Councils of Ephesus (431 A.D.) 

and Chalcedon (451 A.D.). 

 

Here are some passages that may help us to understand Jesus as the God man: 

 

John 1:1 In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. 2 He was 

in the beginning with God. 3 All things were made through him, and without him was not any thing made 

that was made. 4 In him was life, and the life was the light of men… 9 The true light, which gives light to 

everyone, was coming into the world…14 And the Word became flesh and dwelt among us, and we have 
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seen his glory, glory as of the only Son from the Father, full of grace and truth. 15 (John bore witness 

about him, and cried out, “This was he of whom I said, ‘He who comes after me ranks before me, because 

he was before me.’ ”) 16 For from his fullness we have all received, grace upon grace.  

Mark 3:13  And he went up on the mountain and called to him those whom he desired, and they came to 

him. 14 And he appointed twelve (whom he also named apostles) so that they might be with him and he 

might send them out to preach 15 and have authority to cast out demons. 

 

John 2:1 On the third day there was a wedding at Cana in Galilee, and the mother of Jesus was there. 

2 Jesus also was invited to the wedding with his disciples. 3 When the wine ran out, the mother of Jesus 

said to him, “They have no wine.” 4 And Jesus said to her, “Woman, what does this have to do with me? 

My hour has not yet come.” 5 His mother said to the servants, “Do whatever he tells you.”  

 

John 18:33  So Pilate entered his headquarters again and called Jesus and said to him, “Are you the King 

of the Jews?” 34 Jesus answered, “Do you say this of your own accord, or did others say it to you about 

me?” 35 Pilate answered, “Am I a Jew? Your own nation and the chief priests have delivered you over to 

me. What have you done?” 36 Jesus answered, “My kingdom is not of this world. If my kingdom were of 

this world, my servants would have been fighting, that I might not be delivered over to the Jews. But my 

kingdom is not from the world.” 37 Then Pilate said to him, “So you are a king?” Jesus answered, “You 

say that I am a king. For this purpose I was born and for this purpose I have come into the world—to 

bear witness to the truth. Everyone who is of the truth listens to my voice.” 38 Pilate said to him, “What 

is truth?”  

Canons of Council of Ephesus  

 

Eight canons were passed: 

 Canon 1–5 condemned Nestorius and Caelestius and their followers as heretics 

 Canon 6 decreed deposition from clerical office or excommunication for those who did not 

accept the Council's decrees 

 Canon 7 condemned any departure from the creed established by the First Council of 

Nicaea (325), in particular an exposition by the priest Charisius. 

 Canon 8 condemned interference by the Bishop of Antioch in affairs of the Church 

in Cyprus and decreed generally, that no bishop was to "assume control of any province 

which has not heretofore, from the very beginning, been under his own hand or that of his 

predecessors […] lest the Canons of the Fathers be transgressed".[2] 

The Council denounced Nestorius' teaching as erroneous and decreed that Jesus was one person 

(hypostasis), and not two separate persons, yet possessing both a human and divine nature. The Virgin 

Mary was to be called Theotokos, a Greek word that means "God-bearer" (the one who gave birth to 

God). 



 

8 

The Council declared it "unlawful for any man to bring forward, or to write, or to compose a different 

(ἑτέραν) Faith as a rival to that established by the holy Fathers assembled with the Holy Ghost in 

Nicæa".[2] It quoted the Nicene Creed as adopted by the First Council of Nicaea in 325, not as added to 

and modified by the First Council of Constantinople in 381.[31][32][33][34] 

 

Confession of Chalcedon 
 

The Confession of Chalcedon provides a clear statement on the two natures of Christ, human and divine 

We, then, following the holy Fathers, all with one consent, teach people to confess one and the same 

Son, our Lord Jesus Christ, the same perfect in Godhead and also perfect in manhood; truly God and truly 

man, of a reasonable [rational] soul and body; consubstantial [co-essential] with the Father according to 

the Godhead, and consubstantial with us according to the Manhood; in all things like unto us, without 

sin; begotten before all ages of the Father according to the Godhead, and in these latter days, for us and 

for our salvation, born of the Virgin Mary, the Mother of God, according to the Manhood; one and the 

same Christ, Son, Lord, only begotten, to be acknowledged in two natures, inconfusedly, unchangeably, 

indivisibly, inseparably;  the distinction of natures being by no means taken away by the union, but rather 

the property of each nature being preserved, and concurring in one Person (prosopon) and one 

Subsistence (hypostasis), not parted or divided into two persons, but one and the same Son, and only 

begotten God , the Word, the Lord Jesus Christ; as the prophets from the beginning [have declared] 

concerning Him, and the Lord Jesus Christ Himself has taught us, and the Creed of the holy Fathers has 

handed down to us. 

The full text of the definition reaffirms the decisions of the Council of Ephesus and the pre-eminence of 

the Creed of Nicea (325).[c] It also canonises as authoritative two of Cyril of Alexandria's letters and 

the Tome of Leo written against Eutyches and sent to Archbishop Flavian of Constantinople in 449. 

 
 



Heresies and the Church Councils that Dealt With Them 

Handout One 

The distribution of this article is for educational purposes only. The use of the article does not require the distributor to 

agree on its content. It is only made available to educate the recipient. Should you have any questions as to its content, 

please feel free to ask the distributor. 

The 21 Ecumenical Councils 
https://www.newadvent.org/library/almanac_14388a.htm 

We are only looking at the first four. 

 

I. FIRST COUNCIL OF NICAEA 

Year: 325 

Summary: The Council of Nicaea lasted two months and twelve days. Three hundred and eighteen 

bishops were present. Hosius, Bishop of Cordova, assisted as legate of Pope Sylvester. The Emperor 

Constantine was also present. To this council we owe the Nicene Creed, defining against Arius the true 

Divinity of the Son of God (homoousios), and the fixing of the date for keeping Easter (against the 

Quartodecimans). 

Further Reading: www.newadvent.org/cathen/11044a.htm 

II. FIRST COUNCIL OF CONSTANTINOPLE 

Year: 381 

Summary: The First General Council of Constantinople, under Pope Damasus and the Emperor 

Theodosius I, was attended by 150 bishops. It was directed against the followers of Macedonius, who 

impugned the Divinity of the Holy Ghost. To the above-mentioned Nicene Creed it added the clauses 

referring to the Holy Ghost (qui simul adoratur) and all that follows to the end. 

Further Reading: www.newadvent.org/cathen/04308a.htm 

III. COUNCIL OF EPHESUS 

Year: 431 

Summary: The Council of Ephesus, of more than 200 bishops, presided over by St. Cyril of Alexandria 

representing Pope Celestine I, defined the true personal unity of Christ, declared Mary the Mother of 

God (theotokos) against Nestorius, Bishop of Constantinople, and renewed the condemnation of 

Pelagius. 

Further Reading: www.newadvent.org/cathen/05491a.htm 

IV. COUNCIL OF CHALCEDON 

Year: 451 

Summary: The Council of Chalcedon -- 150 bishops under Pope Leo the Great and the Emperor 

Marcian -- defined the two natures (Divine and human) in Christ against Eutyches, who was 

excommunicated. 

Further Reading: www.newadvent.org/cathen/03555a.htm 

 


