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On occasion, as the times demand, there appear on the stage of church history unusual 

men, highly gifted, stalwart in the faith, not afraid to stand alone against an army of those 

arrayed against them. God puts these men on the center of the stage because the times are 

critical. The faith needs defending and the church is in danger of being defeated. Such a man was 

Luther.  Such a man was Calvin. Such a man was Gomarus at the Synod of Dordt. Such a man 

was Athanasius — with whom this present sketch has to do. 

In his defense of the faith, the name of Athanasius became almost synonymous with 

orthodoxy. In his battle against heresy he suffered untold grief. He was banished no less than five 

times. In his struggle he was strengthened only by the hand of his God. In the turmoil he (and the 

church with him) remained faithful and ultimately emerged victorious. 

The controversy was most important. It dealt with a fundamental article of the Christian 

faith: the divinity of Jesus Christ. It was in Caesarea Philippi that Jesus asked His disciples: 

‘'Whom do men say that J am?" After several answers were given by the disciples to this 

important question. Jesus put the question directly to them: "But whom do you say that 1 am?” It 

was to this that Peter, as spokesman of the rest of the disciples, said: ‘‘Thou art the Christ, the 

Son of the living God.” Jesus told Peter that this had not been revealed to him by flesh and blood 

but by God in heaven; that this truth was the Rock upon which the Church would he built: that 

built upon this Rock the gates of hell would never prevail against the Church. 

The rock was under attack in the days of Athanasius. If the rock was destroyed, the gates 

of hell would indeed prevail. So serious was the issue. 

We shall have to go through a bit of intricate doctrinal thinking to understand this. 

In our last article we discussed the brilliant, but sometimes eccentric Origen. He also had 

views on the divinity of Christ but his views were far from clear. He had taught, without 

equivocation, that Christ was the eternal Son of God. But he had, at the same time, insisted that 

Christ, the eternal Son of God was Subordinate to the Father, not equal with him. This 

subordination was due to the fact that the Son of God was really created—although His creation 

was eternal. Origen was of the opinion that only in this way was it possible to maintain three 

separate persons within the trinity. 

Here was the real crux of the controversy. Everyone appealed to Origen in support of 

their position. The orthodox appealed to Origen in support of their contention that Christ was the 

Son of God. They pointed to the fact that Origen had taught that Christ was eternal just as God is 

eternal. But the heretics also appealed to Origen, and with equal justification. They pointed out 

that Origen taught that the Son was created, that the generation of the Son was not rooted in the 

being of God as a necessary part of the triune covenant life of God; but rather that it was an act 

of God’s will. Hence, Christ was a creature and not divine. 

No wonder there was trouble. And if we are to understand the important place which 

Athanasius occupied in the history of the church we have got to understand this trouble. 

 



There was a man, Alexander by name, who was bishop of the church in Alexandria in 

Egypt where Origen had taught. As bishop of the church in Alexandria he was also metropolitan 

of the whole of Egypt, Libya and Pentapolis. He was responsible for the defense of the faith in 

this large area. 

There was an elder in the church of Alexandria Arias by name. The man was an elder of 

considerable ability, learning and piety. But He was a heretic. Around the year 320 he began to 

teach views which denied the divinity of Christ. He taught that Christ was created, that Christ 

was therefore not of the same substance as the Father, that He was therefore not eternal. Christ 

was inferior to God. It is true that He was the greatest of all men. He was as much like God as it 

is possible to be.  Yet He was not God. Arias himself put it this way: 

“We must either suppose two divine original essences without beginning, and 

independent of each other; we must substitute a Dyarchy in the place of the Monarchy; or 

we must not shrink from asserting that the Logos (Christ) had a beginning of his 

existence, that there was a moment when he did not exist.” 

Alexander, the venerable bishop of Alexandria, heard about these strange teachings of 

Arius and was not about to permit them to be taught within his churches. He called a local synod 

of the various churches under his jurisdiction which dutifully condemned, deposed and 

excommunicated Arius and his followers. Arius was forced to flee the land and the people hostile 

to him. He went to Palestine and Nicomedia where bis views were more readily accepted. 

But Alexander could not rest with this. While his immediate concern was for the 

churches in Egypt, he had a certain responsibility for the churches throughout the empire. And so 

he composed letters of warning which he sent to all the churches urging them to follow the 

example of the Egyptian church and prevent Arius from teaching his views. He succeeded in 

stirring up a terrible storm of controversy within the church with bishop opposing bishop and 

churches torn by dissension and conflict. 

At this point we must introduce another man by the name of Constantine the Great. He 

had come to the throne of the empire after the vicious reign of Diocletian. (Novels have been 

written about this emperor of the Roman empire, the best of which is probably “Constantine” by 

Frank C. Slaughter. It is worth reading.) This emperor had carefully weighed the policy of 

persecution which his predecessors had followed in their attempts to destroy the church. He saw 

readily that this policy had proved to be a complete failure. He was further aware that the Roman 

Empire was in danger of disintegrating and that it could very well be that Christianity would 

prove exactly the one force within the empire which could preserve it intact. And so he took a 

position favoring Christianity, giving toleration to the Christian religion and even bestowing 

upon it many temporal benefits. But no more than he made this policy official in the empire he 

saw these same Christians whom he was so generously favoring now turn against each other 

fighting bitterly over doctrines which he did not understand and cared less about and threatening 

the unity of the empire with their dissensions. It was all strange to him. Looking to Christianity 

as the one hope of the survival of the empire he now faced the prospect of Christianity itself 

tearing the empire to pieces. It could not be tolerated. He announced, with imperial haughtiness, 

that all controversy had to cease because the struggle was about “an unprofitable question.” But 

he did not know that the truth was more important than polities; that heresy was more dangerous 

than the destruction of any empire; that the battle being fought was more important than any 



battle waged by Rome’s legions in her conquest of the world. The controversy continued 

unabated. 

In desperation he called all the bishops together to a council meeting. It was to be 

held in Nicea in the northern part of what was then Asia Minor. 

“Hither, in the year 325, the twentieth of his reign, the emperor summoned the 

bishops of the empire by a letter of invitation, putting at their service the public 

conveyances, and liberally defraying from the public treasury the expenses of their 

residence in Nicea and of their return. Each bishop was to bring with him two presbyters 

and three servants. They travelled partly in the public post carriages, partly on horses, 

mules, or asses, partly on foot. Many came to bring their private disputes before the 

emperor, who caused all their papers, without reading them, to be burned, and exhorted 

the parties to reconciliation and harmony.” (Schaff, History of the Christian Church.) 

Some of those present still bore in their bodies the marks of the Diocletian persecution 

They had to be carried in unable to walk because their limbs had been pulled apart on the racks 

of the emperor preceding Constantine. But there convened in far-off Nicea one of the greatest 

council meetings in the history of the church. 

We shall have to continue our story with another issue. 
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