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The history of the church during nearly the entire 4th century A.D. is chiefly a history of 

the Arian controversy. And, if it may be said at all that the controversy was settled in those two 

generations, it was followed by a series of controversies essentially connected with it, which for 

centuries tore the Church and, since the Church and Empire were so interrelated, also succeeded 

very well in shaking up the Empire. 

The heresy began about 311 A.D. in Alexandria where Arius was a deacon. Arius 

believed that there was a time when the absolute God dwelt alone. Because it was the will of 

God that the world should be created, he first made Christ, an intermediate agent in all the 

subsequent work of creation. Christ, then, was before all other creatures but since he was himself 

created he could not be the eternal Son of God. Arius admitted that Christ was perfectly holy but 

not because of absolute unchangeableness, but because of the perfect use he made of his own 

free will. On the ground of his foreseen perseverance, then, he is called the “Son of God.” It is 

not a real but a moral sonship which belongs to him. In other words, we may say that, though the 

personality of the Holy Spirit was not under immediate discussion, Arianism denied the 

fundamental doctrine of the Trinity. 

The theological argument for Arianism can be very briefly stated. Arius set out from the 

idea that God is absolute and therefore one, so that everything else that exists must fall into the 

category of the created. To say that the Son is not created but is God, is a departure from 

monotheism; for as far as Arius was concerned, anyone who spoke of a plurality of persons in 

one God was talking in circles. 

Arius, persisting in his doctrine, was condemned by his bishop and excommunicated by a 

synod. But the church hadn’t seen the last of Arius. He immediately began to propagate his 

opinions and was accepted by many as orthodox. The controversy attracted attention and began 

to disturb the Church far and wide. Constantine, on becoming emperor, summoned a general 

council of bishops of the whole church to settle the matter once and for all. It met at Nicea in 

June, 325, and consisted of about three hundred bishops. 

One writer insists that the fathers came to Nicea to fight for fighting’s sake. “The joy was 

great, all chance of peace was over, war was declared, the quarrel was found and the contending 

parties fought in the dark about terms which no one understood.” But however that may be, the 

assembled clergy stopped their ears in righteous horror at Arius’ plain statement of his teaching. 

One of the chief opponents of Arius was Athanasius, the archdeacon of Alexandria. He would 

always sum up all his objections to the Arian doctrine with the argument that the whole 

substance of Christianity would be utterly meaningless if he who is supposed to be our Redeemer 

were not absolute God but only a creature among creatures. The result of the council was that all 

but about twenty of the three hundred bishops signed the famous Nicene Creed which expressed 

the co-equal Deity of Christ both as to his essence and eternity. 

But the decree of the council failed to terminate the strife. Arianism continued to spread. 

Its influence at court even brought about the banishment of Athanasius and many other leading 

Catholic bishops. When Constantine died the empire was divided into East and West, the Church 

into Catholic and Arian. In the East, the Catholics were a despised and persecuted minority. The 

Western part of the empire was predominantly orthodox. But when the Eastern and Western 

empires were united under Constantius, the Arian persecution swept the Western world also for 



seven years. The orthodox bishops, in being forced to admit the Arians to communion, were told 

that they were not admitting that the doctrine of Arius was right and that the doctrine of 

Athanasius was wrong, but only that the Arian doctrine did not disqualify its holder for 

recognition as a member of the Catholic Church. Those who refused to do so were exiled. 

Arianism seemed to be triumphant and its victory sealed by the acceptance of the Creed 

of Rimini, 359 A.D. A council of the whole church was called together by emperor Constantius. 

The Western bishops met at Rimini, the Eastern at Nicea. The Western bishops signed an 

ambiguous creed in ignorance of the meaning put upon it by its authors; the Eastern bishops were 

fast-talked into signing the same formula; and the next time it blinked, “the whole world groaned 

and was astonished to find itself Arian,” says St. Jerome. Many bishops, however, as soon as 

they understood the meaning put upon the words they had accepted, repudiated the new creed. 

But the Arian triumph was only temporary, for in 361 emperor Constantius died and 

under Julian all the exiles were recalled and the orthodox bishops returned to their offices. 

One cause of the temporary Arian success had been that it was careful to do as little 

violence as possible to the general belief of the people. Until it had gained the victory, the 

difference between itself and the Catholic faith was made to look as small as possible. This was 

especially true of the Semi-Arians who amounted to nothing more than a compromise between 

the Arians and the orthodox Christians. They used language both in formal creeds and in popular 

sermons which could be interpreted in two ways and would naturally be taken by orthodox 

minds in an orthodox sense. (A clever tactic still in use today!) 

Thus many pious souls could hear the sermons and recite the creed of the Arian Church 

and not even detect the heresy — “the ears of the people, uninjured by the subtle heresy, were 

purer than the lips of the preacher.” This being so, was the matter worth all the widespread strife 

started by the “heresy hunters”? But the question at issue really was — Who was Jesus of 

Nazareth? The answer of the Catholics was that he was true and coeternal God. The answer of 

the Arians, no matter how high they might place him, amounted to this, that he was a creature. If 

the Catholics were right, it was a sin not to worship him; if the Arians were right, to worship him 

would be nothing short of idolatry. If Jesus must be brought down to the Arian level of a mere 

creature, the whole Christian scheme of atonement would be upset since, as our Heidelberg 

Catechism puts it, “no mere creature can sustain the burden of God s eternal wrath against sin, so 

as to deliver others from it.” 

So it is exactly because Jesus of Nazareth is God, as the Nicene Creed insists, that we can 

confess with the Catechism that our only comfort in life and death is that “I am not my own but 

belong unto my faithful Savior Jesus Christ, who with his precious blood has fully satisfied for 

all my sins . . .” 
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