Constantine and the Doctrinal Issues that led up to the Council of Nicea Part 1:

I. The conversion of Constantine signified a major turning point in the history of the Christian Church.

A. Because Constantine was directly involved in the Church the Church became more and more involved in high political decisions.

B. Lactantius, the Latin apologist who taught rhetoric at Nicomedia in Asia Minor, tells of a dream granted to Constantine directing him to put the ‘Chi-Rho’ monogram on his shields and standards as a talisman of victory.  The sign, which appears on Constantine’s coins from 315, was a monogram of the name of Christ.
C. Before a battle against invading barbarians (he told Eusebius of Caesarea many years later) he had seen the cross across the midday sun inscribed with the words ‘By this conquer.’

D. In 312 with inferior forces and against all good judgment he made a rapid invasion of Italy and attacked his rival Maxentius in Rome.  Instead of remaining secure behind the walls, Maxentius chose to come out and fight with the Tiber River behind him.  It was such unaccountable foolishness that Constantine’s victory at the Milvian Bridge seemed a signal manifestation of celestial favor.  The Roman senate erected in his honor the Arch that stands today by the Colosseum, depicting the drowning of Maxentius’ troops and proclaiming in its inscription that Constantine won ‘by the prompting of the deity.’  The deity to whom they referred was the Unconquered Sun.
E. Constantine claimed to have another divinely inspired dream telling him to found a new capital for the eastern half of the empire at Byzantium.  He intended this site to be the new Rome and put two churches on the site.
F. During his reign, Constantine assigned a fixed proportion of provincial revenues to church charity, so large that even when cut to a third at its restoration after the suspension under Julian the Apostate’s pagan revival, it was still considered generous.  Constantine also tried to express Christian ideals in some of his laws, protecting children, slaves, peasants, and prisoners.  An edict of 316 directs that criminals may not be branded on the face ‘because man is made in God’s image.’

G. During the reign of Constantine the church tried replacing the pagan names for the days by numerical terms, and in the Greek East succeeded, but in the less Christianized West the planetary names could not be eliminated and now survive in all Western European languages except Portuguese.

H. In the East the Greek Church was split into two parties with tensions running high.  Constantine was going to be going on a pilgrimage to the Holy Land and had to cancel his trip.  He sent his church adviser, Hosius, bishop of Cordova, on a mission of reconciliation and inquiry, and decided to call a rather large council of bishops at Ancyra (Ankara) after Easter 325.
I. On arrival at Alexandria Hosius sided with Alexander against a man named Arius, and then went to Antioch in Syria to inquire into the support which Arius had been receiving from Eusebius of Caesarea and others.  We will look next week at what Arius had been teaching.  At a council of Antioch, where Hosius presided, Eusebius was excommunicated – subject to confirmation by the great council already called for Ancyra.  It was a clear attempt to prejudge the issue, and Constantine reacted at once by transferring the council from Ancyra (Ankara) to Nicea (Iznik) near Nicomedia so that he could personally control the proceedings.

J. The Council of Nicea was considered the first ‘ecumenical’ council because of the range of representation there.  It was attended by 220 bishops, almost all Greek.  Many of those present bore the scars of persecution with maimed limbs and blinded eyes.  Only four or five came from the Latin West apart from Hosius of Cordova and two Roman presbyters sent by the Bishop of Rome, Silvester.
K. Constantine urged unity and deplored the excommunication of Eusebia and declared full support for him and his doctrine.  Yet, Arius’ doctrines were condemned.  218 out of 220 bishops signed the creed.

L. There were other issues that were laid out in Nicea that had long term repercussions for the Church.  First, it brought Syria into line with Egypt and Rome in calculating the date of Easter, made arrangements for the reconciliation of a dissident group in Egypt, and issued twenty canons mainly regulating church discipline.  Before this individual bishops had been very free in their actions, and churches had been little controlled in electing them.  The Nicene code of canon law forbade ambitious bishops moving from one see to another, directed that a bishop should be consecrated by all the bishops of his province if possible and in no case less than three, and placed a power of veto in the hands of the bishop of the provincial metropolis.  This last rule accelerated the process which concentrated authority increasingly in the hands of the metropolitans. 

M. Three bishops (Rome, Alexandria, and Antioch) had traditionally exercised a measure of jurisdiction beyond the frontiers of their province, Alexandria controlling upper Egypt and Libya, and Rome the churches of southern Italy.

N. The Nicene canons throw much light on the developing organization and power structure of the church.

O. Next week we will discuss the different theological controversies surrounding the council of Nicea.

THE NICENE CREED

adopted A.D. 325; revised at Constantinople, A.D. 381

I believe in one God the Father Almighty; Maker of heaven and earth, and of all things visible and invisible.

And in one Lord Jesus Christ, the only-begotten Son of God, begotten of the Father before all worlds, God of God, Light of Light, very God of very God, begotten, not made, being of one substance with the Father; by whom all things were made; who, for us men and for our salvation, came down from heaven, and was incarnate by the Holy Spirit of the Virgin Mary, and was made man; and was crucified also for us under Pontius Pilate; He suffered and was buried; and the third day he rose again, according to the Scriptures; and ascended into heaven, and sits on the right hand of the Father; and He shall come again, with glory, to judge both the quick and the dead; whose kingdom shall have no end.

And in the Holy Spirit, the Lord and Giver of Life; who proceeds from the Father and the Son; who with the Father and the Son together is worshiped and glorified; who spoke by the Prophets.  And one holy catholic and apostolic church.  I acknowledge one baptism for the remission of sins; and I look for the resurrection of the dead, and the life of the world to come.  Amen.

