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A “council,” in the Catholic Church, is a meeting of bishops. There have been hundreds of councils, if one counts local, national, and regional. But only some of them have been “ecumenical” councils. “Ecumenical” means “worldwide.” (“Ecumenical” is from Greek oikos, “house”; so oikoumenikos came to mean “from the whole world.”) At an ecumenical council, all the bishops in the world come together.

There have been 21 ecumenical councils, according to the Catholic Church.

	ancient
	medieval
	modern

	1.	325	Nicaea I
2.	381	Constantinople I
3.	431	Ephesus
4.	451	Chalcedon
5.	553	Constantinople II
6.	680	Constantinople III
7.	787	Nicaea II
8.	869	Constantinople IV
	9.	1123	Lateran I
10.	1139	Lateran II
11.	1179	Lateran III
12.	1215	Lateran IV
13.	1245	Lyons I
14.	1274	Lyons II
15.	1311-12	Vienne
16.	1414-18	Constance
17.	1431-45	Basle-Ferrara-Florence
18.	1512-17	Lateran V
	19.	1545-63	Trent
20.	1869-70	Vatican I
21.	1962-65	Vatican II




Most Protestants accept ecumenical councils 1-4, and many accept 1-6. Eastern Orthodox accept 1-8. Catholics accept all 21.

The first 7 councils mostly clarified two dogmas, the trinity and the incarnation. The trinity concerns the relations of Father, Son, and Spirit. The incarnation concerns the relation of Jesus’ divine and human natures.

1.	325	Nicaea I	Arianism (Son is the highest creature, before time)
			Father and Son are consubstantial (homoousios)
2.	381	Constantinople I	semi-Arianism (Father and Son are of like substance, homoiousios)
			Apollinarianism (Son replaces Jesus’ human intellect and will)
			Macedonianism (Holy Spirit is a creature)
			the Holy Spirit is consubstantial with the Father and the Son
3.	431	Ephesus	Nestorianism (Christ is two natures in two persons)
			Pelagianism (man, without grace, can avoid sin)
			Christ is 2 natures in 1 person
4.	451	Chalcedon	Eutychianism (Christ is 1 nature after the incarnation)
			hypostatic union: the Logos is the basis of the 2 natures’ union
5.	553	Constantinople II	monophysitism (Christ’s divine nature absorbs the human nature)
			Origenism (pre-existent souls fell into matter; Son subordinate to Father)
	[589	Toledo III	a regional, not an ecumenical, council; it added filioque to the creed; accepted by the Second Council of Lyon (1274)]
6.	680-81	Constantinople III	monotheletism
7.	787	Nicaea II	iconoclasm (use of images in worship is wrong)

TRINITY

The first 2 ecumenical councils made two affirmations that give us the full trinity.

Nicea I: this council said the Father and the Son are homoousios. That word is often translated “of one substance” or “consubstantial.” But Greek homo means “same” and ousios means “being”; so a better translation is “same in being” (sharing the same act of existing).

Constantinople I: after Nicea, some conceded that the Father and the Son are God, but they denied that the Holy Spirit is God: the Holy Spirit, they said, is a creature, something created by God. (This heresy was known as Macedonianism.) In 381, the Council of Constantinople I said the Holy Spirit is homoousios (sharing the same act of existing) with the Father and the Son. Hence, all three are the one same God.

A third affirmation concerning the trinity occurred later. One Church Father, Origen (c. 185-254), held that, though the Son was divine, he was subordinate to the Father in substance, power, and rank. Origenism was condemned by the fifth ecumenical council, Constantinople II, in 553.

A fourth affirmation concerning the trinity occurred soon thereafter. When the Council of Nicea I created the Nicene Creed in 325, it made a contrast between the Son and the Spirit. Of the Son, it said: “We believe in one Lord, Jesus Christ, the only Son of God, eternally begotten [γεννηθέντα, gennēthenta] of the Father.” Of the Spirit, it said: “We believe in the Holy Spirit, the Lord, the giver of life, who proceeds [ἐκπορευόμενον, ekporeuomenon] from the Father.” So there is a contrast: the Son is “begotten,” but the Spirit “proceeds.”

[bookmark: _Hlk211505144]Pope Leo I (440-461, also known as Pope Leo the Great) asserted in 447 that the Holy Spirit proceeds from the Father “and the Son” (filioque). In 589, Spanish bishops at the Third Council of Toledo (a local, not an ecumenical, council) made it official by adding filioque to the Nicene Creed. The Creed now read, “We believe in the Holy Spirit, the Lord, the giver of life, who proceeds from the Father and the Son.”

Because Toledo III was a regional, not an ecumenical (worldwide) council, its addition of filioque was not binding on all Christians. But Rome adopted it around 1015; and in 1274, the ecumenical Council of Lyons II declared, “The Holy Spirit eternally proceeds from Father and Son as from one principle and by one spiration.” (Spir- is the Latin root for breath, so one “out-breathing.”)

Eastern Orthodox Christians and Catholic Christians, however, split in 1054. Consequently, Eastern Orthodox Christians do not accept the addition to the Nicene Creed of “and the Son” as a clarification. Western Christians, however—both Catholics and most Protestants—accept it.

INCARNATION

The dogma of the incarnation concerns the relation of the divine and human natures in Jesus. The first 7 councils made several affirmations concerning the incarnation.

	divine
nature
	human
nature
	
heresy and council

	
	
	

	0%
	100%
	Adoptionism said God adopted Jesus, a human being, because of his goodness.

	
	
	No council condemned adoptionism: it died out on its own.

	100%
	0%
	Docetism said God only appeared to be human (by causing mass hallucinations).

	
	
	No council condemned docetism: it died out on its own.

	0%
	0%
	Arianism said Jesus is the highest creature, a kind of “superangel.”
The Council of Nicea I (AD 325) condemned Arianism: Father and Son have “the same being.”

	100%
	50%
	Apollinarianism said the Son replaces Jesus’ human intellect and will.
The Council of Constantinople I (381) condemned Apollinarianism.

	100%
	100%
	Nestorianism said Christ’s two natures are separate entities: he is 2 natures in 2 persons.
The Council of Ephesus (431) condemned Nestorianism: Christ is 2 natures in 1 person.

	100%
	0%
	Monophysitism said Christ’s divine nature absorbed his human nature.
Chalcedon (451) condemned monophysitism: the two natures are inseparable but unmixed.
Constantinople II (553) reaffirmed Chalcedon.

	100%
	75%
	Monotheletism said the Son’s divine will replaced Jesus’ human will.
The Council of Constantinople III (680) condemned monotheletism.

	100%
	100%
	Conclusion: the orthodox Christian belief is that Jesus is 100% God and 100% human; the two natures are inseparable but unmixed: Jesus is a single entity.



(Notice that the percentages tell how much of Jesus’ divine nature is posited, or how much of Jesus’ human nature is posited; they do not tell how much of Jesus’ total nature is posited. For example, Nestorianism posits that Jesus had 100% of a divine nature and 100% of a human nature. But each was 50% of the whole. Nestorianism did not posit that there was 200% of him!)

Adoptionism was a very early heresy; it said Jesus had a human nature but no divine nature. The human, Jesus, was simply adopted by God (some said at his baptism; others, at his resurrection). Adoptionism died out without an ecumenical council condemning it.

Docetism gets its name from the Greek word dokein, which means “to seem.” It was the opposite of adoptionism: Jesus had a fully divine nature but no human nature. Docetism died out without an ecumenical council condemning it.

Arianism is named for Arius (c. 250-336), a priest in Alexandria. Around 318 he began preaching to his congregation that Jesus was not divine but a creature (part of creation). Jesus was, however, the highest of all creatures, even higher than the angels (hence my invented term, “superangel”). Arius’ bishop, Athanasius, opposed him; but Arius’ heresy spread quickly. So all the bishops in the world (around 300 at the time) met to deal with the matter. At the First Council of Nicea, they affirmed that the Father and the Son are “consubstantial” (ὁμοούσιος, homoousios), i.e., are both the one God.

Afterward, however, some Arians tried to promote a modified Arianism, called semi-Arianism. They said that the Father and the Son are of “like” substance (ὁμοιούσιος, homoiousios). Nicea had said “same” (homo-) substance; the semi-Arians now tried to substitute “like” (homoi-) substance. In 381, the First Council of Constantinople condemned semi-Arianism.

Apollinarism (aka Apollinarianism) was another heresy of the late 300s. Apollinaris (d. 382), bishop of Laodicea, said that in Jesus, the divine nature replaces the human intellect and will. This meant that Jesus was like a hand in a glove: the divine nature occupied and manipulated the human body. Constantinople I condemned Apollinarism: Jesus did not have only 50% of human nature (a body), but all of it.

In the next century, Nestorius, the patriarch of Constantinople, taught that Christ was not 2 natures in 1 person, as Nicea I had said, but 2 natures in 2 persons. If Jesus had a complete divine nature and a complete human nature, then each of them was a different person, a distinct center of subjectivity. According to orthodox belief, Nestorius was right to say that Jesus had all of divine nature (100%) and all of human nature (100%); but he was wrong to separate the two natures, as if they were two distinct persons riding around in one body. That would result in a schizophrenic Jesus, or a case of multiple personality. Naturally, when the Council of Ephesus met in 431, it condemned Nestorianism: the Council reaffirmed that Christ is 2 natures in 1 person.

A schism occurred when some churches refused to accept the condemnation of Nestorianism. These Nestorians moved from Syria to Persia, and then through Central Asia to India and China. But under the Timurid Empire in Persia (founded by Timur, 1320s-1405; it was a Turco-Mongol empire, 1370-1507), they all but died out; and under the Ming dynasty in China (1368-1644), they waned. But some survived. A schism in 1964 resulted in two groups today: the Ancient Assyrian Church of the East (c. 100,000), headquartered in Baghdad, and the Assyrian Church of the East (c. 500,000), headquartered in Chicago (its patriarch fled during the Iran-Iraq War, 1980-88).

In reaction to Nestorianism, its opposite now flourished: monophysitism. Mono- is Greek for “one,” and physis is Greek for “nature”; so “monophysitism” literally means “one-nature-ism.” The primary proponent was Eutyches, who in the 430s and 440s suggested that, yes, Jesus had two natures at the moment he incarnated (the moment of conception); but at the same moment, the moment of contact, the divine nature so overpowered the human nature that it absorbed it, as the ocean absorbs a drop of wine. Eutyches accepted Ephesus’ formula, “2 natures in 1 person”; but he claimed that the formula only applied to a split second: thereafter Jesus was 1 nature in 1 person.

[bookmark: _Hlk209675517]When the Council of Chalcedon met in 451 to condemn monophysitism, it wanted to make sure that there were no possible misunderstandings. It therefore decreed:

[Christ has] two natures, without confusion, without change, without division, without separation; the distinction of natures being in no way annulled by the union, but rather the characteristics of each nature being preserved and coming together to form one person and subsistence, not as parted or separated into two persons, but one and the same Son and Only-begotten God the Word, Lord Jesus Christ . . . (Qtd. from Bettenson, Henry, ed. Documents of the Christian Church. 2nd ed. London: OUP, 1963. 51.)

One emphasis in this definition is the “hypostatic union”: the two natures form “one person [πρόσωπον, prosōpon] and subsistence [ὑπόστασις, hypostasis] . . .” Naturally, the Logos, not the human nature, is the basis of the two natures’ union: God can unite divine and human natures, but a human nature cannot.

[bookmark: _Hlk209675617]A schism occurred when several groups of churches refused to accept the condemnation of monophysitism. Collectively they are known as “Oriental Orthodoxy,” and they accept only the first 3 ecumenical councils. They are the Coptic [Egyptian] Church, the Ethiopian, the Eritrean, the Syriac Orthodox, the Armenian, and the Malankara Orthodox Syrian (mostly in the state of Kerala, India). They total about 84 million.

A last attempt to merge the two natures in some way was monotheletism. Greek mono- is “one” and theletos is “will,” so “monotheletism” means “one-will-ism.” Monotheletism said Jesus had a complete divine nature and a complete human nature, except that he lacked a human will; he had only a divine will. This teaching was condemned by the Ecumenical Council of Constantinople III in 681.

The decisions of the first 7 councils concerning the incarnation result in the orthodox Christian belief about the relation between Jesus’ natures. This view is accepted by Catholics, Eastern Orthodox, and Protestants today. It affirms that Jesus is 100% God (all of God is present) and 100% a human being (all of a human being is present). His two natures are inseparable but unmixed. And Jesus’ two natures are hypostatically united: Jesus is a single entity.

As a result of the divisions from these early centuries of Christianity, several groups now exist, with differing understandings of the incarnation. (The later divisions are added for comparison.)
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