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A new era began in the life of the Church in the fourth century.  The Emperor was baptized and 
accepted Christianity.  In the words of the pre-eminent theologian and scholar Fr. Georges 
Florovsky, “the Church came out of hiding and offered its solace to the dissatisfied classical 
world, a world filled with anxieties, doubts, and temptations.”  It was a period of great 
confusion and religious upheaval.  On the one hand it was a time of triumph and victory for the 
Church, while simultaneously the Church also suffered through many trials and sorrows.  
Classical culture and paganism still flourished, and even one emperor, Julian the Apostate, 
rejected his baptism and embraced paganism.  There was much theological discussion and 
debate along philosophical lines concerning the understanding of God and the understanding 
of Jesus Christ.  The theology of one particular priestmonk, Arius, rocked the entire 
oecumeme, for it challenged the Christian understanding of the Holy Trinity, and Arius attracted 
many followers.  He taught that God was the Father and that Jesus Christ was a creature, 
created by God.  This was not a clean debate along theological lines, because many 
protagonists were motivated by politics, tribal dissensions, and personal ambitions not related 
to the topic at hand.  In addition, various emperors and rulers further complicated matters with 
their acts of deceit, duplicity, treachery, and military intervention.  Such interference by the 
State in the internal work of the Church has plagued the Church throughout her history, even 
until our very own day.

     The Emperor Constantine convoked a council in AD 325 in the city of Nicea at which 318 
Holy Fathers rejected the teaching of Arius as a heresy, and affirmed the Orthodox doctrine of 
the Holy Trinity.  The first version of the Creed was written, which is known as the “Nicene 
Creed.”  A major affirmation of Orthodoxy was the statement in the Creed that Jesus Christ is 
one in essence (homousion) with the Father, and that the Holy Trinity is made up of three 
persons, (hypostases).  Although these terms are not found in Holy Scripture, St. Athanasius 
stated that:  “The ancient bishops, who lived almost 130 years ago, the bishop of Great Rome 
and the bishop of our city, condemned in writing those who asserted that the Son is a creature 
and not of one essence or substance with the Father.”  The Fathers in Nicea did not create the 
terms homousios or hypostasis, but as St. Athanasius points out, borrowed these terms, which 
were used by the ancient Fathers of ancient times.  The Arian controversy did not end with the 
convening of this council.  The Nicene doctrine, as Fr. Florovsky points out, “needed to be 
elucidated and interpreted, and this was possible only within the structure of an integral system 
of religious instruction.  Only then could its exact meaning be explained and protected from 
unorthodox interpretation.”  Some of the language of the Creed formulated at this council 
needed to be further clarified and even modified, as the definitions were still a work in 
progress.  A final version of the Creed, the same Creed which we use today in the Church, was 
finalized at the Second Ecumenical Council, which convened in Constantinople in 381 AD.  
Thus, the Creed which we use today is commonly referred to as the “Nicene-
Constantinopolitan Creed.”

     In conclusion, I paraphrase from Fr. Florovsky:  The apostolic tradition is recognized as the 
highest form of wisdom, as the reason of truth and the truth of wisdom.  The Orthodox Church 
is a patristic church.  This means that her system of theology has been formulated by the 
Church Fathers.  These fathers had good reason for devoting so much time to problems of 
terminology.  It is essential to adequately express in words our conceptions of God, because 
these theological expressions express, and thus protect, the truths of the Christian faith.  Clear 
expressions of our creeds establish the living traditions of the Church.  Such questions as, 
“Who is God?  Who is Jesus Christ?  What is the relationship of the Son with the Father, and 
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how does the Holy Spirit fit in with all of this?” are ultimate questions which require clear 
answers.   How we understand and think about these theological conceptions existentially play 
a direct role in the understanding of who we are and how we understand ourselves as 
Christians, which also directly affects how we live our lives and ultimately our very salvation.  
The Holy Fathers labored so hard, and even unto blood for the sake of true theology, and many 
suffered persecution and martyrdom as a result.  We owe so much to these Holy Fathers who 
bequeathed to us the system of theology, united by the common experience of the Church, 
which is the Mystery of the holy Church itself ~ the tradition of the Holy Fathers.  Through the 
prayers of our Holy Fathers, Lord Jesus Christ have mercy on us!  Amen! 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