












































































































































































































































































































































































170 Gnosis and Dogma 

and canh, subsequently moulded man and placed him in pa radise (47; 
e f. 104). Chrisr came from heaven to ea nh, suffe,·cd physically a nd killed 
death through his Spirit (66). He ts bul'icd as a human being, has risen 
from the dead as God; by nature he is God and man (8-9). Melito goes a 
long way in attriburing qualities co the Son which usually belong to the 
Father: Christ encompasse-s everything (5'), he is not only Son insofar as 
he has been begotten, bur also Fat her insofar as he h imsel f begets (9). The 
la tter has bc.cn expla ined in the sense that Christ generates the believers 
unto new life in dtcir baptism and I'Cgcncration, but this inrcrprcrarion 
is nor certain; Melito docs nor explain what he means by this.2J He also 
says that Christ is s i[[ing at the right hand of t he Father, £hat he bears 
rhe Farheo· and rhat he is borne by the Father ( 105). Melito makes a clea r 
distinction between the: Father and rhc Son when he says that it was the: 
Father's will for the Son to suffer on t he cross (76; cf. 10.3). 

T heophilus of Antioch S3}1S in his work To Autolyc.'ltS {dating from 
about 180 CE) that God had t he Logos in himself and generated him 
togethCI' with his own \'(i'isdom bc:fo1'C t he universe. came into being. This 
Logos was t herefo re Goers Son, the first-born of the entire creation. 
T hrough him and through his \Visdom God created t he world, and it was 
his Logos who appca1·e.d to Adam in paradise.1" Thcophilus is the: first 
Christian aurhor who is known co write abom tl'inity (trias); th is 
he understood to be God, his logos a nd his Wisdom (II, 15). In passing, 
he curns out to idemif)r God's Wisdom with God's Spil'it (1. i}. From his 
quotations, for example: of john 1:1 a nd 3, a nd f1·om his rcfaences to 
the: gospels (III, 12) ir becomes clear that \Vidt the Logos he means Jesus 
Christ, but in the one work t hat we have o f him, he doc.s not ca ll him by 
name. 

lrcnaeus of l )'Ons {also fro m a round 180 CE) belongs to the. t ra dition 
which c.ame to light with Justin, .Melito and Thc:ophilus. He confesses one 
God who is unknowa ble for men, but who has a logos within himself 
through which he nc:atc:d 'he world; bcc.ause God is Spirit, he arranged 
everything thtough his Spil'it . The Logos is God's Son. Jesus Christ, who 
al1·eady appeared to t he patria rchs a nd the prophc[S, and the Spirit is his 
\Visdom, through whk h t he pi'Ophets have spo kenY Because Christ as 
the Logos IS he can a lso be called Father. Titus l renaeus quotes 
Demeronomy 32:6 (LXX), which speaks a bout the LORD, with a n eye to 
Chris[, ' Did not he himself, your Fa[her, acqui1·e. )' OU and make you a nd 

B Sec Othmar Pcrkr ( 1966), Milium dt Sardes: Sur Ia P,iqm• ct fmgments (SC 1131. 
Ccrf, p. 34, and \'an de K.1mp, pp. 75-76. 

14 Thcophilus of :\nrioch, To Autolycus. l,7; 11. 10; 11, 1 S; 11,11 (cd. Gr:tnt). 
15 lrcn.'lcu.s, Demonstnu.ion of lht AposUJiic Preaching 5-6, with rdei'C'ncc to Psalm 33:6 

l31:6 LXX); 43-46; Aga;11st Heres;_, II, 30, 9; IV, lO, 1-11 (SC 406; 194; 100). 
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create you?~2' It is therefore not surprising chat according to I1·enaeus, 
the Son is God as well be.causc: he is born of God.! .. He: also calls the: 
Son and the Spirit God's hands . ..!N For the: fact chat God reveals hunsdf 
in histOI')' as Father, Son and Spirit, lre1laeus use.s the: term oikonomia, 
which among o ther things c.an be translated as the 'plan of salvation' that 
God had in stort' for humanity.!~" 

So we sec chat these witnesses from the second cc:mury believed in God 
the Father~ who through his Logos, o r his Logos and \Visdom, erc.ated 
and <ll'rangc.d the wotld. '\Xle can conclude: that where these church fathers 
read about the LORD in the Old Testament, they as a rule: intc1·pretcd this 
name as the prc:·cxistcnt Logos who appeared to the patriarchs and the 
people of Israel and became a human being in jesus Christ. They therdo1'C: 
made a distinction between God the. heaven!)• Father and the LORD, 
through whom God had created rhc world and in whom he appeared 
to pc.ople and became a human being. The implication of this view is 
that the gnostic traditions of a high God, a lowe~, inferior Creator, and a 
Saviour who had clements of both gods wi[hin himself were rejcc[cd. Sdll, 
a lthough these ·catholic' authors assumed God's unit)', the)' dist inguished 
in their own wa)' between God the Father and the LORD as God's Logos 
who became a hurnan being in Jesus Chds[. 

T1tis conviction was concisely put in words in the: 'l'llle of faith~ which 
was essemially handed down orally, buc which was sometimes also put 
in writing. Ar the beginning of chc: third c<ntUI'y, Tertullian of Carthage 
formulates this rule of fa ith in these words: 

cha r there 1s one only God, and that he 1s none othe.r than the C!'e.acor 
of the world, who produced all things om of norhing through his own 
Word, firs t of all scm forth; 
chat this \'(ford is called his Son, and, under che name of God, was seen 
in diverS<' rnanners by che pat riarchs, he.ard a t all cimes in the prophets, 
at last b1·ought down b)' the. Spirit and J>o\vcr of the fa ther imo the 
Virgin Mary, was made flesh in her womb, and, being born of her, 
wem forch as Jesus Christ; thenceforth he. preached 'he new law and 
che new promise of the kingdom of heaven, worked miracles; h<tving 

26 lrcnacus, .-\gaimt Heresies lV, 10, 2; 3 I, 2 lSC 100). 
27 lrcnaeus, Drmo11Siratiou of 1he Apostolic Preaching 47 (SC 406). 
2.8 (rcnacus, Against Her~i(!s IV prae{ttio 4; JV,lO, I {SC -100). See for God's hands Job 

10:8 and Psalm 119:73. 
29 ~·or example lrcnacus, Against HerNies Ill, I, I (SC 111 I; sec for the m.my meanings 

of this tC"nn Jacques Fantino (1994),1A theolosie d'lrinie: Lecture des &ritures (!/ 
r;po11se a J'exlfg;se guostique: U1;e approche trinitairt". P.uis: Ccrf, pp. 79-116. The 
tenn :lppc-ars in 1bc sense of ·fulfilmcm' also in Ephesians J: 10; 3:9; as 'di,·ine training 
(or plan)' in l limolh}' I :4. The word ·econom}'' is derivtd from it. 
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been crucified, he rose aga in the third day; t hen having ascended into 
the heavens, he sat at the right hand oi the Father~ 
scm instead of hin.1s.d f the Power of the Hoi}' Ghost to lead such as 
believe; will come with glory to take the saints ro the c-njo)•mcnt o f 
everlasting life and o f the hcavcnl)r promises, and to condemn the 
wicked to cvalasting fire~ aftt' l' the. resurrection of both these classe-s 
will have happcnc-.d, together with the •·cstoracion of their flesh.;;' 

Although then~ might lx much to say about t he strong lines at the end of 
thts creed, we will now only examine the •·clationship bc.rwc-cn God the 
Father. the Son and the Holy Spirit. \Vith the formulat ion, ' thou there is 
only one God and that he is none other than the Creator of t he world' 
and t he. memioning o f chc :olctivicy of God's \XIord (rhe Logos) in Old 
Testament times, this rule of faith dissociates itself from or her ideas o f that 
time. Aparc from numerous gnostics, chc followers o f Marcion also had 
litde appreciation for God the Creator, chc. creation o f chc world and chc 
Old Testament. Thac is why chcy disdnguishcd between the unknowable 
high God from whom Jesus o l'iginated, and che towel', unreliable Creato(. 
T his distinction is implicicly rejected by this rule o f fa ith. 

We sec chat chis creed is built up acco1·ding to the t luc.cfold division 
of God che Fachcr, the Son and the Holy Spirit, and thac most wo1·ds clc.al 
wi£h t he Son, Jesus Christ. On the one hand, che plurality in the one God 
goes back, as we have seen, co traditions which we encountered in che 
Old Testament, in Philo, in othc1· early Jewish amhots and in the New 
Testament. On the other hand, philosophers from che second century 
CE, who s tood in the tradition o f Plato and were not Christians, had 
ideas which resembled £his to a certain degree. Alcinous and Numcnius 
WI'Ote a bout a first God and a dcicy subordinate to him who, instiga£cd 
b}' the ide.as o f che. firsc God, fo m1ed che world.J1 Numenius called che 
Creator (demiourgos) che second God. For him the world was the third 
God.» Moreover, Stoic philosophy of that time kne.w the Logos as a 
divine authority who guaramced the order in the world.-n A C hristian, 
thCI'cforc, who in the second century professed to bclie.vc. in one. God, who 

30 Trnulli:m of Canhagr, Prescription against Nudics 13 (CCSL I; rr-.:msbtion AKF 
3). Scr :dso lrrnaru~. Demo,Jstrar.ion of lhe Apostolic Prc-achi11g 6 (SC 406); Against 
1-lm!sit's I, I 0, 1 (SC 164 J. 

3 1 Akinous, Didaskalikos 9-l 0; 27 (cd. \Vhittahr :tnd Louis). SfX Roukema, G11osis and 
Faill! in f.Jrly 0JristUmizy, pp. SS-91. 

31 NumC'n iu~ of Apamri.J, Fragmwls 11-21 (rd. de~ Pl:tcc~). 
33 Stt, r .g., Hermann Klt'inknc..::ht ( 1969), 'The logos in thr Gm-k and Hei!C'nistic World•, 

in C'K'rh:trd Kittel and Geoffrey W. Bromilcy, eds, 17;ro/ogical Dictio1taJY of th(! Neu' 
Tes.t*m~etlt 4. Grand Rapids Ml: Endmans, pp. n -9 1; Tobin, ' Logos', pp. 348-349. 
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through the Logos who came. fonh from God and was subordinate to God 
had created rhe wol'ld seemed to concur with re.spccrable philosophical 
schools of that cime. Thus this part of rhe Christian fa ith, being based on 
older jewish and Chl'isrian traditions could a r the same time be p1·escnted 
as philosophically justifiable." 

Titis second-century rheology, however:, contained some ambiguities. 
If Christians confessed thar rhe1·e was one God, but in fact dtstinguished 
between God the Fathe1' and the LORD, who was called his logos and 
Son and God as well, did chey nor then acmally believe in rwo gods? Did 
noc this distinction remtnd one of the gnostic a11d ~-ia 1·cionite distinction 
berwe.en a high and a lower god? And how did this logos O l' Son come 
forth from the Father? Could not the re.lationship between God rhe Father 
and the LORD as his Logos and Son a lso be seen in another way? These 
seem to be speculative. questions, fa r removed from jesus of Naza1·erh. In 
c.arholic Christianity of the: time, however, one did not believe so much 
in Jesus as the inspiring rabbi of Nazareth but rather thac in him God 
himself had visited mankind. Catholic Christians wanted to accoum for 
this conviction in terms thar were current at the rime. \l'hocvc.r finds 
this second-centur)r theology unnecessarily speculat ive must 1·ealize tha t 
ir is a wondc1· of simplicity in comparison with the complex and ver)r 
dive1·gem gnostic systems of the same t ime. \Ve will sec:, however, that in 
the Christianity of the rime some. a ttempts were made to exp1·css n101·e 
simply belief in jesus Christ as God's manifestation on earth. 

9.4 Adoptianism 

The firs t attempt to be mentioned here was put fonvard around 190 CE 

by Thcodotus, a lcathc1· merc.ham from B)'Zatuium. ln fact, none o f his 
writings 1101' those of his pupils ha\<e been p1·escrvcd . For our knowledge 
of his ideas we must rcl)1 on dtc critical reproduction given by Hippoi)'HIS 
of Rome (early thi1·d CC:IUUr)'} and Eusebius of Cacsarea (early fourth 
century). In Rome, Thc:odotus dcchued chat he considered jesus a mere 
man and nor God. He believed that Jesus was born of the Vi1·gin Mary b)' 

34 Another question is whcrhc-r 1hc ideJ.s of e:1rly Jewish amhors like Philo and the :Juthor 
of the Gospel of j ohn, wilh rcgard to the Logos, wcre :~ lso influenccd by Platonic and 
Stoic philosopbr. In Philo, rhis inllucnc:r is \"ct}' d ear, :~!though hr draws from jewish 
tr:Jdirion.s in the tim piJ.:c. For the Gospel of John, thi.s connection is found by George 
H. van Kootcn 120051, 'The "'True t ight which Enlightens Everyone" (john 1:9):john, 
Gmesis, thr Pknonic Kotion of the "'Trur, Nocric Light," 01nd thr Allegory of the 
C:1w in Plato's Republic', in George H. \'an Kootrn, «1 .• Tht Creation of Heaven and 
Earth: Re·intt•rpret.uions of Gm(!sis I in the Co,iext of )ltdaism, Ancie11t Philosophy, 
0Jristi.mit)', and Modem Physics. tcidcn: !~rill, pp. 149-194. 
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God*s \Viii, that he lived as a \'CI'}' devour man, and that the Spil'it who a t 
his baptism in the nvcr jordan had dc-scc.ndc.d upon him \Vas the Christ. 
Thanks co the Spirit, i.e. Christ, Jesus received powers that he did not 
have before his baptism. Vicror, bishop in Rome, thought that this view 
did nor do justice to Chl'ist as God and thcrdo•·c he expelled Thcodotus 
from the chur ch. It goe-s wirhom sa>•ing that the facrion gathered around 
Thcodotus by then did not, because of this, simply disappc.ar. His pupils 
thought that their view of Jesus had good credentials since it went back 
to an old tradition. Acco•·ding to Euscbius they sa id , however, that with 
that purpose they 'had corrected' the Scl'ipturcs. A part of this fact ion, 
for that mane r, acknowledged that Jesus Christ became God after his 
resutrecdon.u 

Because Thc:odoms and his d isciples believed that the man Jesus 
became Chl'ist a t his baptism and that God the Father then adopted him 
as his Son, this faccion is callc.d 'adoprianism ·. According to Novatian of 
Rome (around 240 CE), its adherents wrned aga inst the imp1·ession given 
b)• the catholic chur~h that there were f'\VO gods, the Father and the Son, 
and wanted to do justice to God's unity ... ,. Because at the rime the term 
monarchia was used for God's ·unit)'\ and adopriantsts assume.d that 
thanks co the Spil'it God's power (duuami.s} worked in Jesus, {heir faction 
is also called 'drnamic monarchianism'. 

The assert ion ofTheodotus' pupils chat thd1· view we.m bac.k to an old 
tradition is col'l'c.ct. In chapter 6 we saw that there were Je.wish Chrisrians 
who believed that Jesus owe.d his special gift to the Spirit who had 
descended upon him at his baptism. ~vforeover, there arc some texts in the 
New Testament which could be explained in an adoprianistic scnse . .>-t For 
lack of \VI'itten sources, however, it is difficult to assess how widespread 
these ideas were in the Chrisrianity of the second century. ->~> T1tat they 
continued to exist is apparent fi'Om Paul of Samosata. He originated 
from northern Syria and became bishop of the church in Antioch in 261 

35 Thus Hippolyws of Rome, Rc(1tfatio11 of :111 Hcrt-su•s Vlf, 35 tPTS 15); EusC"bius, 
Omrdt History V,1S (LCI. t53J; d . also l!pipb:mius of Sabmis, Panariou 54 (NHMS 
36). About jC"sus' b.1prism in thC' riva jordan, SC'C' S<dions 2.2, 2.3 and 1.4, in p:1rtKul.lr 
pp. 37-38 about t ukc 3:21. 

36 No\'atian of Rome, Trinity 30~ 175 (td. WC"y<'r). 
37 Apart from l.ukC" 3:12, also Acts 2:36; 13:33; Ronuns 1:3-4. From this onC' might 

conclude' rlm jtsus was Lord, Christ and Son of God only ahC'r his rC'SlUT«tion, Sc.·C" 
section 1.1 (pp. 21-211 for Rom:lns 1:3-4. In Ans 1:36 and 13:33 is not written, 
bowe\·C'r, that jC"sus was not Lord, Christ and Son of God before his dcarh and 
rC"surrC'ction; that he was so indC'C"d is conlinntd in his rl!'sumxlion. S« Rowe, £:rr/y 
Narralit•e- Cltristology, pp. 19 3-196. 

38 Kd ly, £:rr/y Christian Doctrines, p. 117, be lints that the :Jdoptianists WC'rc an i.so1atC"d 
and unrC"prCS<'ntative movrmcnt in grnrilt' Christi:miry. 
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CE. He turned om, however, to have adoptianistic ideas. Acco1·d ing to 
him. Jesus Chl'ist was a rnei"C' man who came 'from below' a11d not fro m 
heaven . .ill Although it was exceptional that rhe Logos came to Jivc in him, 
Paul did nor want co call the logos, i.e. God's Son, a separa te figlll'e or 
manifcstarion o f God; t hat would, after all, be in conflict with God's unity. 
He considered che Spirit as thc Spil'ir in rhe Logos, and not as a separate 
figure cithcr. Considering the Iacer dcvclopmcms, ir is re.rnarkable that 
Paul of S::tmosata sa id that rhe Logos was 'of the same substanc('' as God; 
thc Greek te rm fo1· this was homo~usios. Thus Paul thought chat thc man 
Jesus was full of God in a spcc1al way. Because of his local po puJanry and 
h is good contacts with the aurho l'itics, it was quite difficult for the church 
to remove him from his episcopal sce. After a long scrugglc, a local S}'nod 
definitely dismissed him as bishop in 2i2 CE."11 

The. adoptianisdc or d)•namic-monarchianistic view on Jesus most 
probably continued to have adherents in those centuries. In catholic 
C hristianit}', howevCI', it presuma bly 1·emained marginal. In general, 
C hristians believed in Jesus C hrist as God without any d ifficulty. The 
phtlosophcr Cd sus confirms this (a bour 170 CE). He remarks that it d id 
not occur to the Christians rhat thci1· cxuavaganc devotion to Jesus was 
inconsistcm \vith monotheism;" fo1· philosophically educated Christians 
and for those who kept in couch wirh Jews or Jc.wish Christians, be lid in 
' rwo gods' could, howe\'er, become a problem. For this, thc adoptianisrs 
wantcd to offer a solmion. 

9 .5 Modalism 

Another attempt from thar time to present the relat ionship bcrwccn 
God the farhc1· and jesus Christ more. simply t han was customary in t he 
church, stems fi'Om Noctusof Sm)•rna . Hippolytus reports that, acco1·d ing 
to Nocrus, che Father and t he Son arc one. and t he same God. In rhis \Va)' 
Nocms stricti)' hc.ld on to God's unity, i.e. monarcbia. His emphasis on 
GocPs unity entailed that in his \'iew God the Father was born of t he 
Virgin Mar)• and had lived as a human being. He made himself known 
as God's Son, bur to those who could grasp it, he had revealed that he 
acmally was t hc Father. Thus, thc. Fachcr d ied on the. cross and had raised 
himself on rhe [hird day.u 

39 EusC'bius, Clmrch J.listOT)' VIJ, 17, l; 30, 11 ILC1.165). 
40 Thus Epiph:mius, P:urariotl 65, I, 5-8 (1\HMS 36). Also KC'IIy, Early Cl!ristiou 

Doctrines, pp. 117- l 19; 140. 
41 In Origen • . -1g11iJ1st Cds11s VIII, 11 (SC "150). 
42 Hippolytus of Rome. Rt'{utatiotl of 1111 J.lert's.;cs IX, 7, I; 10, 9- 12; X, 27 • 1-l I PTS 25). 

Also P:.;C'udo-Hippolytus, :\gainst Nortus 1-l lC'd. Schwanz); Epiphanius, Pamuiou57 
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""«.!c sec that Nocrus, like rhc adoptianists, offcrc.d an altcmarive for 
the idea chat the Father and the Son both arc God, and therefore a rc 
two gods. He a lso dissociated himself from the Valcminian gnostiC's who 
assumed C\'Cil more divine powers. Noctus acknowledged tha r Jesus 
had made himself known as the LORD. However, he. did nor distinguish 
between rhc LORD as God~s Logos and God the Father, but he identified 
the LORD with God the Father. Noctus was expelled from rhc church 
of Smyma because of his vicws;u but they were spread in Rome by 
one o f h is pupils, whc.n Zcphyl'inus was bishop there (199- 2 17 CE). 
Influenced by his deacon Callisrus - an intrigue!', according to Hippolyrus 
- Zcphynnus was nor o pposed ro these views. After Zcphyrinus died, he 
was succe.eded b}' Ca llistus. In his capacity of bishop of Rome, he initially 
rurned aga inst the idea that there were 'two gods). In h is time a certain 
Sabdlius appeared in Rome .. He ha rboured the same ideas as Noetus, but 
seems to have formulated them more subtly. He assumed one God, the 
Father, who could a lso manifest himself as So1l and as Spirit . Callistus 
initially went a long with Sabcllius, but later judged that his ideas were 
not acceptable. He then expelled him from the church:M 

Around 21 3 CE, Tertullian of Carthage. wrote a book in l~ain against 
the ideas of ~\ certain Praxeas. Most likcl}' this is a nicknan.1e which n1eans 
something like 'busybody'. He probably referred to Noetus, or to one 
of his pupils, Ol' pe1'11aps even to C.allistus. The ideas wh ich Tertullian 
dispmes co1·rcspond with the views that we just described: t hat there. is 
one God) the CfC:atOI' o f t he world) who was born of the Virgin l\·1ai'Y and 
suffe1·cd on the cross. Th is means that the Father and the Son would be 
one a11d the s.ame figure.u It is difficult to imagine. however, that a father 
is his own son. (n a d iscussiOn Praxeas therefore admtttcd that the Son 
was the man Jesus, and that the Father was identical with Christ and the 

(NHMS 36). Although thC"doculll(nt Agaiust Notws has bcC'n JttributC'd to Hippolrtus, 
it in fan d:~ tcs from thC' founh cC'mur)', accord tnt to josef Frickd ( 199 3j, ·Hippolyu 
Schrift Contra NIX'tum: cin Pscudo·Hippolyr', in H:~nns Christoph BR"nn«kc, Ernst 
Ludwig GrasmUd: and Christoph Markschics, C'ds, LogQs; Festschrift {iir L11is~ 
Abmm01uski zwu 8. juli 1993. lkrlin, NC'\.,.. York De Gruytcr, pp. 87- 113. ~·or Noctus 
s« RC"inh:~rd M. HUbner l1993), 'Ocr anti.,·:~IC"mini:mische Ctwr-.lktC'r dC'r Thcolog_iC" 
cks NoCt \·on Smyrna', in logos, pp. 57-86; olso in HUbnC'r ('19991, Der Pamdox fjue: 
Autignostischer llilouarchi.mismus im :f(,'t'itm ]ahrlnmdert. l C'idC'n: Brill, pp. 95- 119. 

43 PSC"udo-Hippolyrus., Against NOt•/ us t (C'd. Scb\v.uu J. 
44 Hippolyrus. R~{utation of all 1-ferNi~s IX, 11 ; IX, 11, 14-19 (PTS 251; d . Epiph.onius 

of Sabmis, Parariou 62 (NHMS 36). SeC" for Sabdlius: Wolf~ng A. Bicnw (1993}, 
"Sabdlius und Sabdlianismus :~ Is histori.schcs Probkm', in Br<nn«kc, GrasmUck and 
M:ukschits, eds, Logos, pp. 124-139. 

45 Twulli:m, ltg,litJSt Proxcas I, I; 5, I; d. 10, I; 10, 7 (CCSL 1). 



jesus and the Dogma of God's Trmit)' 177 

Spirit joining itself to Jesus. The. Father \vould then have suffered with 
the Son on the cross.4

' Tf Praxcas indeed mcam it rhts way, [hen his view 
would appear ro be closely related to adopdanism. 

Because it is said rhat in the view of Noetus and Sabd lius rhe one 
God has revealed himself in two o r three. mod; (modc..s of existence), 
this movement is called "modalism' . Because rhe modalisrs srrongl}' 
hdd on to God's unity, i.e. mouarcbia, one also speaks of ' modalistic 
monarchianism':~"· T he adhcrcms of this view wanted to do justice ro 
God~s unit)' which is proclaimed in the O ld Te.stamcm. lc proves difficult, 
however, to imagine that God the Father is born of a woman as his own 
Son and dies on a cross. \X' ith a term deriving front Tcrtullian'.s apolog)' 
Against Praxeas, one also speaks disapprovingly o f 'patripassianism'. 
which means that the fa ther has suffered ... ~ The o lder view chat not God 
the Father but his Son or l ogos became man and suffe1·cd had a solution 
to this problem. Bc.cause the Logos, accord ing to an old tradition, was 
idcncificd with the LORD. this led to the problem of belief in 'two gods', 
which did nor respecc God's unit)'· 

\Vhilc. rhe adoptianists could righdull}' appeal to an o ld rrad1tion, this 
cannot be said o f the rnodalists. T heir viC\\' is more of an a tcempr ar a 
theological answer to rhe problem thac was posed by belief in 'rwo gods'. 
The modaJistic view did not have general approval from the chul'ch o f the 
time.~ but ir has always) here and there. found adhcrcnts ... 9 

9.6 Tcrtullia11 of Carthage 

For Tertullian it was not difficult to 1·cfure the rnodalistic view on 
scl'iptural grounds. His views stand in the Logos tradition of rhc second 
~cntury.Jo He states that God was alone before the CI'C'acion of the world, 
because he was evcr)•[hing himself~ but that he did have his rtltio, i.e. 
Logos O l' \Vord. Tertu llian agrees thar in che Scripnu·cs rhe Logos is also 
called \X' isdom. (n his view, \\7isdom speaks there as a seetmda persona, 
a 'second figure', created by the LORD bdore everything else (Proverbs 

46 i\gdi,lst Praxcas 27, l-4;19, 5. 
47 Cf. :\gdinst JJtdXt'dS 10, 1: mo1f.:lfchhwi. Scr KC'IIy, Early Christi:111 Dodriu(!'S, pp. -119-

IB. 
48 Cf. :\g:1imt Praxeas 2, I. 
49 Scr, <'.g., K<'lly, Early 0Jristi:nr Doctrims, pp. 133--136 about modalists in Libya. in th<' 

mid third C<'ntury. 
50 Sec Agaimt PMxeas 16 for lh<' appl.".u~mce of rhr Son, i.e. thr logos, in the Old 

T<'stament. Mor<' elaborate t~bou( Trnulli:m's doctrine of rrinit)' and christology is 
Osborn, Tl'!rtullian: First T/;oologian of tbe \liNt, pp. l 16-143. 
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8:22-25). When God said. ' let thc1·c lx light' (Gcnc.sis 1:3), th1s implied 
the bitth of che: \'\lord cha t came fo .·th fro m God. In this wa)' chts Word 
was the fu·sc-born of all creation (Colossians 1:15), to whom God as 
Fadtcr said, ' You arc my son; toda}' I have begotten you' (Psalm 2:7}. 
Because in Psalm 33:6 God's \Vord and his Spirit a1·c named parallel to one 
anmhcr, Tcrtullian concludes that the Spirit was present a t the c reation 
in the Word. Furthc.nnorc, Tcrtullian speaks o f the Son as a substantia (a 
separa te being) who has lxcn formed by t he Spirit and b)' \Visdom. He 
also calls the Son, like \Visdom, a persona, a separate figurc;SJ 

It seems as if for Tcnullian \Visdom and the \Xlord were idcmical at 
the very beginning, but he also d istinguishes them. Rathel' inconsistently. 
he then concci\-·es Wisdom as God>s Spirit. He sars that the Spirit came 
forth ffOm the Father through the Son, and calls the Spirit a thi1·d figul'e 
besides God and rhe Son. For the manifestation o f God as father, Son 
and Spirit> he appeals to the inspiration of the Spirit who guides into the 
truth (John 16:13) and to the tradit ional rule o f fa ith (sec section 9.3). 
He: uses lrcnaeus> term oikonomia (plan o f salvation}, by which he means 
that God has thus, i11 tlwce figures, revealed himsel f in the creation and 
the salvation of the world. He is the first to usc the Latin term trinitas 
ro indica te God's trinity. As opposed to the modalistic mona1·chians, he 
s tate-s that this distinction of t hree figures in God is nor in conflict with 
God1s monarchia, i.e. unity. The three figures, according to Tcrtullian, arc 
distinguished indeed, but not separatcd . .s2 

Tertullian has no problem acknowledging that t he Son is subordinate 
to the fa ther. Jesus, after a ll, acknowlcdge.d chat he- did not know when 
the end of the world would come, which was somcthmg o nly the Father 
knew (Mark 13:32}. He a lso said > ' the Father is greatcl' than 1' (John 
14:28). Tc-rtullian believe-s chat the Spirit is third in o1·der.H Despite che 
subordination of t he Son ro chc Father he can be cegarded c.quall)• well 
as Creator, ac.co1·ding to Tc1·tullian . Thus it is the Son who said, 'I am the 
firs t> and until chc. t hings that arc coming, lam~ (Isaiah 41:4 LXX). God 
has, after all, created the world tluough his \~ord, i.e. his Son . .s .. 

\Xlas jesus after all, according to Tcn ullian. no othe1· than God on 
earth? He docs not considc.r it t his simple. The \'V'ord of the Father 'became 
flesh' (John L: 14), which means that in Jesus it 'clothed itself in flesh'. He 

5 I Against Praxeas. 5,1-7, 9. Tertullian saw no problem in the lmm erc~ning Wisdom 
in Proverbs 8:12, whereas the Lo No in other passages i.s often eonsidcr('d the Son who 
manifests hinudf on earth; in this rext bo\\'ev('r, it does not concC'rn :tn oppcaraner o f 
thr Lo~tu t o people. 

51 Agaimt Praxeas 2, 1-4; 3, 1; 4, 1; 8, 7- 9, 1; 11, 9-10. Se<: Kd 1y, Early OJristim1 
Docfri,les, pp. 110-115. 

53 Agaimt Pmuas 9, l-3; 16, 9; cf. 14, 10. 
54 Against Pra:uas 19,5-6. 
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states chat as a human being, Jesus experienced his feelings of hunger~ 
thirst and sorrow. iust as he: also died a human bdng. He concludes that 
Jesus is God and man, and not something between. As God he partook of 
God~s substance, as human being he partook of human substance. T hus 
he says, "VIle sec his double status, not mixed but unite.d in onc person, 
God and the man j esus ( ... },' and so rhc property o f each substance is 
preserved,$-$ Abouc the name Christ he argue-s that this is not a separate 
figure who is to be identified with the FathCI'. 'Chtist' means after all 
'Anoinrcd~, and indicates Jesus' anointment by the fa ther. Therefore, in 
the Scriptures Christ and Jc.sus arc the same pc1·son . .s6 

\Yic sec that TCI'tullian intl'oduccd some new tcrms fo1· the rcladonship 
bcrwc.cn God the FathCI' and j esus the. Son. He calls rhc prc·c.xistcm Son 
and \\l'isdmn (01' Spirit) cach a separate persona (figure) next to the Father. 
He speaks of a divine and a human substantia in Jesus. who ncvcrthdcss 
was one persoua. As Thcophilus of Antioch spoke in Greek of God's trias, 
so in Lat in Termllian calls the Father~ the Son and the Spirit a trinitas. 

9.7 Orig"' o( Alexandna 

Almost two dc.cadcs latc-.r, Origc.n o f Alexandria c-xan1ines more closely a 
numbcr of questions to which, in his judgement. the 'apostolic preaching' 
- anoche1· designation of the I'U!c of faith- did not give dear answc1'S . .t1 His 
systematic work about the Chl'istian faith is entitled Peri archim ('On First 
Principlcs'). ln addition co a large number of Greek fragments, ic has bce.n 
preserved in a l atin translation of Rufinus o f Aquilcia (of 398 CE}, who 
some.dmcs presented Ongen's speculative thoughts in a more orthodox 
way. ln spite of chis, Origen's systematic observat ions arc rclacivcly caS)' 
to recognize. Apart from this work, we will almost exclusively rcfc1· to 
writings that have been passed down in Greek. Otigen begins his work 
On Flrst Priudp/e$ wich a disc.outse on God the Father, the Son and the 
Holy Spirit (I, 1-3), He explains that God is one or, as he says, a unit 
{monas: I, 1, 6}. fn the tradition of j ustin, lrcnaeus and TCI'tullian, Orige.n 
relates the passage in Prove1·bs 8:22-25 about ·\X' isdom. created bcfo1'C 
all other things, to Christ. That is why Chdst is God~s only Son and the 
first-born o f all creation (Colossians 1:15). Origen considers ic to be out 

55 :\gai,lst Pra:uas 17, 6- 11 (quote- in 27, 1·1 ). Atso Tilt> ~·lt·sl! of CIJrjst 18. 6-7 (SC 
216/. 

56 :\gainst Prax~as 28,1-13. 
57 Origrn, First. Principles I preface; it datrs from 229-230 CE !TF 24). Scr for fhis 

work Loth:ar Lies 11 992J, Orige,Jes· 'Peri Ardxm': f.int> undogJJ~Itisd;tJ Dogmotik. 
D.1nnstadt: Wissrnschaftlicht' IW.:hgesdlschaft: furthermore nbout Origrn, Kdly, f.,1rly 
0Jristj,m Doctrines, pp. 118- 131; 154- 158. 
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of the: que-stion that in t he beginning God was ever without \Xfisdom. So, 
in his \•icw, \l' isdom was nor created a t the- beginning of time, as if before 
that bcginntng t here was a d mc when \Visdom did not ye-t C:XISt. From 
this he concludes that God has a lwa)1S be-en the- Father of his only Son. 
He therefore calls the begetting {o1·~ gene-ration} of the Son b)• the Fad\c.r 
'ctt l'naP . .s" According to a fragment atuiburcd to Origc-n's Commentary 
on tbe letter to the Hebrews, he rhus refutes those who dared to say that 
t hCI'C was a time when the. Son was nor.j9 

So Otigcn is the first cxplicid)' to declare that the generation o f the 
Son did nor occur a t t he be-ginning of time, bm takes place from ere-miry. 
This implies t hat the relationship of £he Father to the. Son is eternal and 
did nor statt at a certain momcm in time. This manner of I'Casoning 
s tems f1·om philosophy based on J>lato and Aristotle. In chc same way, 
Alcinous (second c.entury) considcrc.d it unthinkable that the world once 
did not exist. He therefore said that the world was always in a proc.css o f 
lxcoming {or, begcn ing, generation) frorn God . Alcinous a lso considtrcd 
that chc. soul of the world was a lways there, which is why God docs not 
c1·e.att chis soul. but on I}• a rranges ic.'u Jn this vic\v something t hat has been 
c reated is perishable. Btcause Christ as Saviour could nm be perishable:, 
his gcne.racion had to occur fto m eternity, acco•·ding to Ol'igen. 

Elsc.where, Origcn calls thC' Son and Logos 'thC' second God' .61 (n 

sections 8.2 and 9.3, we saw chat this te rm was also used by Philo and 
\Vas in usc in t he: Platonism o f the time .. Origen doC's not hesitate to speak 
about 'two gods' who arc yet 'one God'.~l He also speaks o f chc 'thtcc 
h}•postascs', the Father, t he Son and the Holy Spirit;r.3 hstpostasis is the 
G1·c.ck coumcrpan of [he Larin substantia and hac indicates something 

58 ~·irsl Principl~s l, 2, 1-4; also I, 2, 9; JV, 4, l ITF 241; Homilies on }t'remiah 9, 4 (SC 
231); Commet/tary 011 1-lebretvs in Pamphilu.s, Apology for Origt•r. 50 (SC 464}. 

59 j. A. Cramrr fl 8441, C.1tmae Gmr!t'Ontm Patrum ill Novum Testamentum VH. Oxonii: 
TypographC'o Ac:tdC"mico, pp. 361-362.; tl'ansl.uion in Hans Ur.s ' 'on lklh:hasar (1001 I, 
Origeu: Spirit and Firtt: A 71muafi( A11ihology o(!Jis W'ritings (rl'.:mshurd from GC"rm:tn 
by Rob!rt J. 0.1lyl, Edinburgh: T&T Cl:trk, pp. T!-78. ln a foomotl.' D-.11)' :1dds that 
this fragment probably originates from tht Gre<k tC'Xt of First Pri11cipfl's IV, I, 1, but hC' 
probably mr-ans IV, 4, I. Also in rhr fragmC'nt of Origcn'.s Commmtary m1 Hebrews b)' 
P:tmphilus (S« rht pre,·ious nord h..- says th:u thtr..- ot\'l.'t was a rimC' in which fhe Son 
was not. 

60 Akinous, Didaskalikos 14 led. \'<'hirt:aker .md Louis). Kosmos (worldJ actu'l ll ~· tne'an.s 
·arr:mgcment'. Cf. Plato, 1imaeus 17c-l8b. 

61 Against Ccdsus V, 39 (SC 147); Commemary o,l}olm VI, 102 (SC 157). 
62 Dialogue uritb I-leradddt"s l tSC 67). About God's unit)' :~ lso Fim Prittciplcs I, I, 6 (TF 

14). 
63 Commrut,ny ou job, 11. 75 (SC 120). 
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that l'tally and scpa1·atd}' exists.f..' So, as opposed to the modalists, Orige.n 
cmph~tticall}' distinguishe-s the val'ious figures m God. He statc-.s that t he 
Father ranks above t he Son, and the Son above the Spil'it.u From this 
hierarch)', Origen de-duce-s i11 his book On Prayer rhat it is actually not 
appropriate to pra}' to Christ, since pra)•cr ought to be addressed onl)• 
to God rhc Fathc-.r. Prayc.r is, howe\•cr, addressed to God by mediation of 
Christ." HowcvcJ', as opposed to the criticism of the philosophc1' Cclsus 
that the Christ ians displayed an extl'avagant de-votion to Jesus, Origen 
points to his pre-existence. He mentions rhc-. two hypostases o f the- Father 
and the Son, but a lso rhci1· uniry. Because of thei1· unity, Origen t hc-.n 
considers it pcnmssiblc- ncvcnhc-lc-ss to worship rhc- Father and the Son.6 " 

Elsewhere, he- t\•cn speaks of God's trias to whom worship is duc-.' 11 

Origcn distinguishe-s bc-.twccn a divine-. and a human natUI'C {phusis) 
in Je-sus Christ,'~ although he emphasizes their mutua l unity at the s.amc­
rime .... " Since he is s trongly influenced by Platonism, he appcats, however, 
to have d ifficuiEy with rhc- state-ment in John 1: 14 that 'the Logos became 
flesh~. In his fundamc.nral work Ou First Prinaplcs, he doe.s no t quote­
the-se wo1·ds eve-n once.' ' He- docs ackno·wlcdgc., howe-ver. chat Jesus C hl'ist 
was a real man ('fle-sh'), but belie-ves Jc-.sus' soul to be incarnated f1·om prc-­
cxisrencc- into a human bod)'· But because- Origen assumes- rhat all human 
souls arc prc.-cxis tcnt bdo1·c. dtC)' join an earth I)' bod)\ chc inca rna don of 
C hrist's sou l is in itself nothing spe-cial. He de-elates thCJ'cfore thac this soul 
in its pre-exis tence was the- on l}' one to hold on to God, while all other 
souls fell awa)' from God. For thar reason, the soul of Christ was not 
subjc.ct to the fa ll from heaven which all o ther souls experie-nced before 

64 (n HC"bre"1s 1:3 rhc Son is c..1 IIOO the imprint of God's lmpostasis ('God's w·ry lx-ing', 
NRSV). He-brews 11:-1 t:ilks of faith as 1he assurance (lmpostasisl of things hoprd for 
(NRSV). Sec' for fhis rcnn Helmut KOsrrr ( 1972~, ·!Jupost:1sis', in Gerhard Friedrich and 
Geoffre-y \V. Bro-milcy, eds, Tboological Dictionary on the New Tt"stamenl 8. Gr.:and 
Rapids Ml: &rdmans, pp. 571-589. in particular 575-577; 583. 

65 Coutlllf'UfaJYO'l}olm n. 12-18; If, 75-76; x. 246-147 (SC 120; 157). 
66 Pmya H, 1- 16, I tGCS 3); Against Ctl'"' VIII, 13 (SC 150). 
67 .-\gaimt Ci!lsus VIII. 12-13. In his sermons Origcn regular!}• addressed a short praye-r 

to Christ; s« P. 5. A. Lefeber ( 1997). Kt'u~ t'll verlan.gl'!n: £tu onderzt;)t'k 11aar d~r m 
fimctie 1.oan ht't ge/Nd ;, Origettes' preke1r m ,ijn tmdaat Olter /m. Gt'bt'd. Gorinchem: 
Narr:nlo. 

68 Commi!ntary on ) olin VI, 166 tSC 157). In Greek texts God's trias .:a lso appe.us in 
Cmmnf'ntmy on }olm X. 270 ISC 1571 and Commmtary on ,,..'lattlmv XV, 31 (GCS 
40). 

69 .-\gaimt Cdsm Ill, 28 (SC 1361; Commentary on Jolm X, 2.4; XIX, 6; XXXII, 192. (SC 
!57; 290; 385). 

70 Comml'ntary on }olm I, 195-196 (SC 1201; :\g,1inst Ci!lsus 11, 9; Ill, 41; Vf, 47 lSC 131; 
136; 147). 

71 A quou &om John 1:14:t ..lppcars once in Rufinus' Lltin rransl.:ation of First Principles 
IV. 2. 7, but it is absent in the corresponding Greek tcxl. 
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their earthly life. Ac.co1·ding to Origcn, the divine Logos subsequently 
united himself with the ' incarnate' human soul of Christ. In this .sense 
only, he can acknowledge that the Logos ' bc.camc flcsh~.'T! He repeatedly 
wl'itcs that Chl'is t with his human soul and body endured the fear of 
death) suffered pain and dic.d.73 Bur because God cannot die~ he considers 
it impossible for God~s Logos co die on the cross. He supposes that after 
Christ's death, his soul and bod)' were transformed umo God."4 

Origcn's most important contribution to the development of a view 
of God's trinity is that he spoke of God's 'eternal generation' of the Son. 
TJus idea sounds very spc:culativc and thco.·ctk al in OUI' tirnc, bm was 
at that cimc associated with t he l'cspected philosoph)r of the schools of 
Pla to and Aristotle. \X'e sec th<u Orige.n, more than his predecc-ssoi'S, is 
inclined to expel'imenra l and speculative ideas in o rde.r to speak sensibly 
abouc God in his own time. His view that jesus Chl'ist was composed 
of a human soul, a human body and the di\'ine Logos is n:miniscc.m of 
some Valc.ntinian views.7

j In comparison with the gnostic- speculations 
of the time, his rheology is, however, carefully fomlll latcd and rarher 
well arranged . It goes without saying that there were a lso Christians who 
knew little. of philosophy or d id not wane to usc it in expressing rhe 
Chtisrian fai th. They showed litde a ppreciation of Origen's rheology. For 
chis and othe1· reasons a synod in Alexandria expelled him f1·om rhc local 
church in 231-232 ce.v' He was, howc.ver. welcomed by the bishops of 
Palestine, who had e.arlie1· o rdained him priest. Thus he could continue 
his work as a scholar and reacher in Cacsarea. 

9.8 Arms 

The appearance. of Paul of Samosat.a in Antioch (section 9.4) suggests 
chat dul'ing the entire rhi1·d cc:ntur}' there was a Christian minority rhat 
had adoptianistic views of jesus. The same applies fo1· Christia ns who 
thought modalistically about God and Jesus Christ. Thus Dionysius, 
bishop of Alexandria, had to dea l widl bishops in libya who supported 

72 First Principles U, 6, 3-7; IV. 4, 4 (TF 24). Stt Uhrig, 'Uud das \t·Ort isr Fleisch 
geworden~, pp . .345-466. Jn othrr works, howr\'C'r, Origrn dors quou j ohn I: 1 4;~ 
withoul his (olurious inrrrprc-.t.lti-on . .SrC' for rxampl-e Against Ctlsus VI, 9; VI, 68 (SC 
147).1n ,-\g,1inst Cdsus IV. 15 (SC 1361 he: says. bowC"vtr, that thr logos as it ft''I!TI' 

(hoimrci) bc'omC"s tlC'sh. 
73 ~·irst Prjuciples II, S, 4 <TF 14); IV. 4, 4; Against Cclsus IJ, 23 (SC 132). 
74 C<Jmment.uy on }olm XX, 85-86 (SC 2901; Against Ccfsus Iff, 41 (SC 136). 
75 S«, r.g .• sr<rion 2.10 about Theodotus. 
76 Sr< jostph A. Fischc:r (1979), ·Dir ab::mdrinischcn SynodC'n g_C"g<n OrigC"nC"s'. 

Ostkirchliche Studinr, 28, 3-16. 
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the ideas of Sabcllius during the sixth decade: of the third cemut)'· n From 
the de.cades after Otigcn (he dted about 254 CE), howcve•·, no imponant 
ne.w theological devdopments arc known in this fie ld. At the begmning of 
the fourth centut)1, during the reign of the emperor Diodetian, the church 
suffered terribly under pe•·sccutions. From that rime little is known of 
discussions abom the •·cla tionship between jesus Clu ist and God the 
Father.' 8 ln 311 ce. the emperor Galcrius decided, however) co end the 
persc.cutions and to tolerate Chl'isthwiry. Thus it o btained the status of 
a 'permitted religion>. An impo rtant reversal subsequemly rook place in 
313 CE. Then Constantine, one o f the four crnperors of that time, became 
a Christian , although for the time being he was not baptized. Since then, 
the church in the Roman Empire received the freedom to develop and 
had room fo1' affa irs other than surviving and de.aling with pcrsccmions. 

G1·eat tumult arose in about 320 CE, when Arius, o riginating fro rn 
Antioch and a priest in Alexandria , stated his view of Clll'ist.' ' Certainly, 
we arc. on I}' inforrned about this by rhc writings o f his opponents, but [hey 
quore his views and texts sufficiently £O give a good idea of chern. Arius1 

principal poi11t was, it seems, protest against an existing theology o f his 
rime .. He indicates that he believes in one God who a lone is begotten, 
ercmal and without beginning. He disputes, however, that the Logos, 
who became flesh in Jesus Christ, was God's Son from eternity. He poincs 
to Proverbs 8:22, which scares that in the beginning che Lord create.d his 
Wisdom. As was usual ac the t ime .• Al'ius identifies \X' isdom with God's 
Logos. He a rgues that if the Logos was created by God in the beginning, 
he could not have been begotten b}' God from eternity, as Origen had 
proposed. Al'ius c.oncludes that the Logos, i.e. the Son, was a creatu1'e 
and therefore not t ruly God like the Father. This 1neans that God was 
inicially a lone. One of Arius' mottos was, 'thc.re once was when he (the 
Son) was not'. That che. Son is the firs t and highest o f all God's creatures 
and is not a part of God himsel f Adus also deduces from Colossians 
1:15, whe1·c Christ is calle.d "the fi rst·bo rn o f all crea tion·, He thinks that 
the Logos canno[ sec and know God the Father perfectly and accurately, 
because in essence he is different from God himsel f. Arius acknowledges 
that the Son can mdc.cd be called 'God ', bur in hts view he. is God in name 
only, because he panicipatcs in the Logos and \'V'isdon1 who belong ro 
God's own substance. Arius distinguishes the Logos and Wisdom who 

77 Thus Atb.masiu.s., D4t'tl<e of Dionysius 5, 1; d . D£"{m<e o{thi! Niutw Counci/26, I 
(:\\1:111, I). 5<.: Kelly, f.ar/y Q,;stian Dodrims, pp. 133-136. 

78 l ucian of Antioch, however, who died a manyr in 311 CE, "'"coiled a dis<iplc of Paul 
of Samosat3 and inOu<'nc«< Arius. Ser Kelly, f.arly O.'Tistian Do<lrini"s, p. 230. 

79 Sec Rowan Willi-'lms flOOO, Arius: Hm"Sy 1111d Tradition (2nd <'dn}. London: O.uton, 
tongm;ln ::.nd Todd, pp. 48-66. 
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belong to God's own substance. front the Logos and \XIisdom who have 
b<tn created by God and bcc.amc flc.sh i ll Christ. Like Origcn, Arius doc-s 
speak of the three 'hyposrasc.s' (substances) o f Father, Son and Spil'it. 
He emphasizes, however., not thd r unity but their mutual difference in 
substancc.ll-> 

\XIith his d1c-ology, Arius wanted to do just ice co God's unity and pcdc-c-t 
transcendence, which surpasses everything. He therefore. considCI'cd the 
Son . being the fits t of the creatures, subordinate to God the Father. Arius' 
thcolog~· is ,·dared to that of the adoptianists, bm differs from it in chat 
he docs not hold that jesus is adopted as God's Son at his baptism, but 
in eternity before: the creation of the wod d. A pan from Anus' polcmtc, 
many catholic Christians of the second and third centuries probably 
could have agreed with him. His thcolog)'. after all, dearly has some 
archaic. traits. Thus Te1·tullian could write in pas.'Sing, in a polemic aga inst 
a philosophically reasoning Chl'is.tian, '(God) could not be Father before 
the Son, nor a ] udgc: before there was sin. There was, however, a rime 
when there was neither sin no1· the Son to make God judge and Fathcr.'111 

Arius' mono. ·che1·e once: was when he (the Son) was noc', appears here 
inconspic.uous1)1• As we saw, Otige.n !'eJected this idea. 

If one ac.ceprs thar rhe passage about \X'isdorn in Prove1·bs 8:22-25 
deals with the Logos) God)s pre.~xisrent Son, there is lirtlc: to argue 
againsr Arius' conclusion that rhe. Son is a creamre. This means thar, 
in his vic.w, the Son is God's fi rst creature in pre-existence, whe.n God 
had nor yer created rhc rnatcrial world. As we. have seen in Ol'igen~ this 
reasoning is derive.d from contempo1·aneous philosophy and not from rhc 
Scriprures.S! On the one hand Arius appealed to the Scdpturcs, but on rhe 
other hand he used -like hts opponents did- the philosophical categories 
of rhe t ime. Bec.ause in those rerms he ernphaticall)' and explicit!)' rcjecred 
the idea that the Son was with rhe Farhe•· from eternit)') he nevertheless 
propagated something new. Al'ius1 a tdtude, a t least, challengtd the church 
of his tirne. to a re.action. 

This reaction came quickly from his bishop Alc.xande1'. Abour 321 CE 

he organized a synod in Alexandria which c.ondcmncd the ideas of Al'ius 

80 Thus Ath:tnasius of Alex.1ndria, Discourse-s agdinst th~ MiatJ-s l, 5-6; I, 9; U, 37; To 
Bishop-s of f..gypt 11 (AW I, IJ; Tile Synods of Arimimmtamf Sel~uda 15--16 (A\V II, 
I); EpiphJnius, P:1narion69, 6-8 (NHMS 36); Thoodoret of Cyrus, Chmch J.listory I, 
5,3 (SC.IO I). 

81 Against 1-JI.'nnogmN 3. 3-4. Sc:r 1-1. G. Thiimmcl (1999), 'HN nOTE OTE OYK 
HN', in \VI.:\. Bieoert :md U. Ki"thncweg, eds, Origmiatta S!.'plima: Origem•s in den 
Aust'itwtdl!'rsri~Uttgl.'tJ d~s 4. }al!rlnmderts. l.eu\·cn: Peetrrs.. pp. 109-1 17. 

81 S« also Williams, .-\rius, pp. -181-229; G. C. StcJd (1999), 'Philosoph)' in Orig_en and 
Arius', in Bicnm and Kiihn('WC'g, ed.s, Origl.'lliotta Seplim,:, pp. I 0 t-108. 
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and his followers.113 As often happens afre.r decisions made at synods, this 
did nor scnle the case. It appeared that Arius' argmnent <li'Ottse.d much 
recognition. l11is means that many believers and their le.aders did not 
unde1·stand or in any c.ase did not accc-.pt rhe philosophical reasoning on 
the eternal generation of the Son. ln the following section we will funher 
examine the reaction of che Nicene Council in 325 ce) but it is wotth 
mentioning here that afrenva1·ds many Chl'isrians remained Arians. For 
them, Christ was subordinate to the Farhe1·. They shared Al'ius~ view that 
in the beginning, before the creation of the \vorld, but nor from eternity, 
Christ became God's Son. Several Germanic tribes, fo1· instance, we1·e 
inidally chnstia nized by Arians.s.~ 

9.9 The Niccne C<Jwtcil 

The controvers)r abom Arius' bd icfs brought about much turmoil in 
the church and rherdore in the. Roman Empire as well. Eusebius of 
Caes.area rema1·ks that a small spark had ignited a large fire . ~<! Because 
the. empci'Or Constantine considered it his task co further unity in the 
church, he be-sought Al'ius and bishop Alc-xande1· in a lc-ncr to become 
reconciled wirh each other- at least, as Eusebius repo rts. Constantinc­
de.arly made- known that he, in fact, found rhc- question unimportant and 
nor wonhy of so much controversy. He therefo1·e did not rcga l'd Arius' 
be-liefs as heresy, and rhought that Christians could disagre.c on derails." 
Because this lctte1· did not provide rhe outcome he hoped for) he convened 
a broad ('ecume-nical'} synod in 325 CE at Nicae.a in Bithynia. Acco1·ding 
to Euscbius, rnore than 250 bishops and numerous priests, deacons and 
othe-rs answered his call.¥' According to anorhe1· tradition, rhe1·e wc1·e 
318 bishops present. This S)'nod endorsed the following creed: 

\Ve believe in one God the Farher all powerful, 
maker o f all things both seen and unseen. 
And in one Lord jesus Clwist, the Son of God. 
chc only·bcgottcn from the Farher, 
that is from the substance of the Father, 

83 Th<odor« of Cyrus, Omrch History f. 4, 6; d . l, J, 3 lSC 50 1); Williams, .-\rim, 56. 
84 Scr for ex.1mplc Alain Ch:mvot (200 I), 'lrs migrations des Barb:ares ec leur ~·onvusion 

:au christianisme•, in jc-.m·M:~riC' M:arcur ct :al., C'ds, Histoir~ du Christitmismt: Des 
origines 0 nos jours II. I PJris): Dcsd&, pp. 861-879. 

85 EusC'bius of Cacs..uc:a, Uftt of Constantine JJ, 61, 4 (GCS Neue Folge 211. 
86 Lift of Cons/,utlinl! H, 62-73. 
87 l.i{t of Const,mline Ill, 4- 14. 'Ecumenic-.ll' herr mC'ans something like ·worldwide'. 
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light f1·om light, 
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true God from true: God, 
begotten not made, 
consubstantial widl the Fad1cr, 
through whom a ll things came to be, 
bo th t hose in heaven and those in c.arch; 
for us humans and for our salvation 
he came down and became incarnate, 
bccarnc human, 
suffered and rose up on the third day, 
wcnr up into the heavens, 
is corning to judge rhc living and the dead. 
And in the holy Spirit." 

T he structure of this text is similar to that of the rule of faith~ which we 
quoted in Tcrtullian's version. There a lso, and in the baptismal confessions 
of that rime, was successively dcch\l'cd what catholic Christians believed 
concerning the Father. the Son and the Ho ly Spirir. The Niccnc. Crc.cd 
contains a few importafH focal poims, however. Although Consrantine 
himself- at least according to Euscbius - had made known that he had 
no preference. for o r against the beliefs of Arius, this text shows cha t 
Arius~ o pponents WOil the dispute. This is apparent from the formula don 
that Jesus Christ is not Cl'c.ated, but was begotcen from the substance o f 
the Fouhe1·, as God from God and Light from Light. For a momc.m, chc 
c1·eed has a hymnic character in the repetitions 'God front G<X-i, Light 
from Light, true God from true Go<:P. So far, mainly biblical language 
has been used. This language is, however, abandoned when it is explained 
chat Jesus Chl'ist, as the Son of God, is from che substance (ousia) of [he 
Facher and consubstantial (IJomo-ousios) with the Facher. These phrases 
underline that Chrisc was divine from cccrnicy. (t proves, therefore, 
that Origcn's view of the e ternal generation of the Son by the Father 
triumphed in Nicaca. It is not known for certain if Origcn himsel f used 
the term homo-ous10s fo1· the relationship of the Son to God the Father.11"~ 

88 Tr~mslation by Komun P. Tanner ( 1990), Decrees of Ou F..mmet1ical Cotmdls I. 
London: She<d and Ward. Washington: Georgnown University Prw, p. 5; scr also chr 
introduction on pp. -1-4. Thr so-<alkd Ni.:<"ne Cr«d \vhich is sung or rr-.1d in dmr.::h 
srrvices is in fact thr supplemented creed which was drawn up in 38 I cE br thr council 
held in Consrantinoplr. 

89 P:unphilus, :\pology for Origen 94;. 9Q 1SC 464), mentions .l fragment of Origcn's 
Commmt<try O'J J.l"bmtiS in which thr trrm homo-ousios appt\lrs 10 dcsignatr thr 
relationship of the Son 10 1hr FJther, but this Commentary is only known in Rufinus' 
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\XIe saw that - remarkabl}• enough - Paul of Samosara used rltis term. 
He said rhat the Logos was one i11 substance wich God, but at the t ime 
the. synod o f Amioch had rejected £his formulation (sectton 9.4}. The 
followers of Sabdlins in Libya had a lso callc.d the Son 'onC' in subscancC'' 
with chc Fatha . WI 

The. fa,t chat the Holy Spirit is named without any addition p•·oves 
that a t that time thC'rc was no debate about ic. As stared e.arlitl', the 
discussion about rhe d ivinity of che Spil'it did not arise umil the second 
half of the fourth century. 

In a sentence subscquC'nt to the creed the bdic:fs of Arius and his 
followers arc C'mphaticall}' rejected. Ana thematizC'd arc those who said 
about Christ, 'there oncC' was whC'n he was nor', ;bcfo1·e hC' was begotten 
hC' was not', 'he came to be from things that were not', ' the Son of God 
is of anothe.r substance (huposrasis) or of <mother essence (ousia)' o r that 
' he is subject to change or a lce.ra tion'."' 

The bishops' reason for rejecting the view of Arius and his followers 
was chat in their opinion he did not do justice co the. divinity of Jesus Christ. 
Because the church behe.ved in Christ as the Saviour, and salvation from 
sin and death could only come front God, it was necessar)' that che man 
Jesus Christ fully came from God and a lso was God himsel f. (r was and is 
common in the Greek church to consida the salvation of people even as 
their deifica tion. The argument is that only God can deify mankind. later 
this was daboracc:ly expla ined b)' Athanasius, Alexander's successor as 
bishop of Alexandl'ia.n 

9.1 0 Conclusion 

Whoever in out• time examines the developments which have lc.d co the 
Nicene Creed, with its focused view of God's unit)' and trinity, is soon 
overcome by amazement. \XIhocver feels any affinity with the church 
of that t ime might regret that so much theological dispute cook place 
regardmg [he idem it}' of jesus Christ as the Son of God. One may question 
whether dc\'iant reprcsC'.ntacions of his person were indee.d justitiabl}' 

l:trin uanslation. his quite possible that Rufinus :tddcd this term co bring Origcn, who 
:tt that rime i:tbout 400 <:E) w:ts quite controversial, more into ' onformirr with latc-r 
orthodoxy. Williams, Arjus, pp. 132- 137, coocludrs th:u Origc-n could not h.wc used 
the term. 

90 This is :tpparcnt from :\th:tna.sius, Defence of Dionysi11s J8, 1 (:\\'\:1 II, I). 
91 Tanner, Decrees of tilt• Ecummi<'•11 Coundls I, p. 5. 
91 Discourses ,~.gaimt tbf' t\rimiS (, 38- 39; sec also, e.g., II, 14; 11, 47; II, 55-56; U, 65-70; 

Ill, 33; Ill, 39 !AW I, 1). 
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rejected. The position o f Paul of Samosara, fo1· instance, has met with 
S)rmpath>• from various- theologians from the beginning of the twentieth 
ccmur)'.~; A few years ago, the Dutch systematic rhcologtan G. D. J. 
Dingcmans emphatically fell back on Paul of Samosata.' 4 If one assumes 
the cxisrcn<.'.C of God who is Spirit, one might say that the man Jesus was 
full of God's Spil'ir in an exceptional way. In the language of that time, 
one can also speak about the Spirit of God's Logos who came to live in 
Jesus. For the precise connection of the Logos in Jesus with God, Paul of 
Samosata cvc.n use-d the term - rcjc~tcd a t that t ime. but later adopte-d in 
Nicac:a - ·consubsrantial', homo·ousios. In a similar manner. Arius has 
found n:cognition, not only in his own time, bm also in huc:r cemunc:s.1·~ 

The 'orthodox' bclid that Jesus was nor only a human being, but also 
God, as eternal as God the Father, could and can not pc:1·suadc: every 
Christian. 

It was not the intention of this chapter to discuss and assess the: entire 
history of dogma up to and including the council of Nicac:.a; for that 
purpose:. it is much too concise. Therefore, I will smp a t a fc.w evaluating 
remarks abour Arius. Like the: adopdanists and Paul of Samosata, he 
regarded Jesus Christ, the Son of God, as a creature in whom God's Logos 
and Spirit were activt. Difftrend)r from his predc:ct.ssors, he sintated tht 
c1·eacion of the: Son in eternity before the creation of the world. Although 
he thus recognized chc: vc:.ry exalted position of Jesus Chl'ist, the: question 
is if, in his view, it is a lso justified to worship chis exalted creature in 
h)1mns and prayer, ::ts Christians were accustomtd to. Because since the: 
beginning of Christiani[y Jesus Christ as God's Son has been 1·cgarded 
as God next to God the: Father, it is understandable that the church in 
Arius' t ime was not satisfied with his idc:.a [hat the Son was 'God' in name 
only. There is a c-ase for the re-asoning of John Calvin. He: was convinced 
chat the church had to p1·escnt its focused formulations about the:. deity 
of Jesus Christ because: of the challenge made b)' Arius. If Arius had to 
acknowledge on the basis of Scriptul'e that Christ was God's Son and 
God himself, then why did he: ptoclaim so emphatic-all)' that Chl'ist was 
in fact a crcatUI'C and God in name only?- so Calvin.)'' 

93 Van de- Kamp, Pn~uma·dnistologie, d is~usS<:s Adolf von Harnack, Reinhold ScdX"rg, 
Friedrich toofs, Pit( Schooncnbrrs, Gt-offry W. H. lampe-, Otto A. Dils~hO(ider and 
Hcndrikus lkrkhof. 

94 G. D. j. Dingttn.lns (2001 1. De sttmt '""'' de Roc-pmde: l'nmmatbrologie {3rd cdnt. 
Kampen: Kok, pp. 21-11; 47S-479. 

95 S« Hendrikus lkrkhof (1986), Clm's#au F:litb: Au lmrod11dion to th~ St11dy of the 
Faith (1"<'\'iSC'd cdn). Gmnd Rapids Ml: Eerdmans, pp. 1S4-196. 

96 Institution I, 13, 4-5. This docs not jusrify, howe-ver, CJivin's pan in the convl,fion of 
the anti· trinitarian .Michad Sm·et robe burned at the stake. 
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ln part icuhu, I would like m deal with the question of ·whether 
the Nicenc Creed of 325 CE offets a proper interpretation of the New 
Testament writings. In my opinion this is definitely the caS<'. In the first 
place we can ,·del' to the prologue of the Gospel of John. whe1·e the Logos 
is describe.d as God next ro God the Father. T1te evangelist even writes 
that with rlte logos everrrhing c.ame into being ( I: 1-3). This implies 
that God1s Logos is considered the Creator o f the world> which , b}' the 
way, COI'I'esponds with an early jewish tradition. In that case, however,. 
it would be ver}' strange if a creatui'C. even though it is the very first and 
highest of the c1·eaturcs> became the Creator himself. In ou1· discussion 
of the Gospel of John it came to light that the Logos, who 'became 
flesh ' in jesus Chnst, is in fact equated with the LORD, rhe God of Israel 
(se<"tion 2.5). It became appa1·c:m that Jesus was conside1·cd as the LORD 
nor only in the Gospel of john, but also in J>aul and in the S}'noptk 
gospels (sections 2.1-4). This implies that this is a very ancient view on 
Jesus. The modalists concluded from this that God the F.uhe1·, whom they 
conside1·ed the LORD, had become: a human being in Jesus. In the Gospel 
of John, howevCI', a distinction was made between Jesus as the Logos and 
LORD on the one hand> and God the Father on the other hand. Here God 
the Logos is explicitl}r put next to God [he Father. In this gospel> nothing 
points to the idea that che Logos is actually a Cl'eature. To be sure, Arius 
did nor conclude this from the Gospel of John, bm from P1·overbs 8:22. 

\Ve saw that it was common in e-acholic Christianity of the second and 
third centuries to make this distinction between God the: Father and God 
the Logos. This evoked the. criticism that Christians believed in ' two gods>, 
O l'ige.n introduced a solution to this p1·oblcm, \vhich implied Ehat God 
eternally genera tes his Son. In this way, he wanted to do justice to God~s 

unit}' - the Son is afte•· all eternal!)• che Son of the father) and therdo1·e 
tlte)' arc one- and to rhc. d istinction between the Father and the: Son. In 
our t irne, Ocigen's proposal comes across as alienating. Nevertheless, it 
e-ao be e.stablished that the authors of the Niccne Crec.d tried to do justice. 
borh to the distinction in God, and to God's unity. Aside from the £erms 
they used, they stood in an old Jewish tradition of ' logos theology'."? 

Titis docs not me.an that we can establish histodcall>• that Jesus 
considc1·ed himself Ehe.cternaiSon o f God and the LORD. To be sure, various 
testimonies from the gospels do inde.ed po im to this, but it is inevitable 
that these testimonies a1·c. biased by the faith of Jesus' d isciples after his 
de.ath and appearances. Although Jesus certain!)• had a high awa1•eness of 
his own calling and mission, and ma)' have considered himsel f to be the. 
unique Son of God, this docs not prove that he considered himself the. 

97 Scr Boyarin, Borda Li~res, pp. 89-1 4 7. 
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second person of the triune God. 1111 Yet we can conclude that jesus himself 
gave ample cause to the exalted view of his person. But since we do 
not have his personal tC'srimontcs, the. question of Jesus' vtcw of himself 
cannot be definitely answered on the basis of histol'ical argumc.nts. 

Neither can we conclude ftom our biblical-theological and dogma­
historical overview tha t after Jesus' life on c.arth it became apparent chat 
he is the ' incamarc ' Logos and the eternal Son of God. ln his torical respect, 
wc can only determine that this view, which is expressed in chc. Niccnc 
Creed. stands in an old tradition. One can either ac.ccpt this tradition, 
or reject tt - but that is a question of fa ith, about which one e-an reflect 
theologically. \X1c can, however, dcmonstracc on historical grounds chat 
rhis [hcological belief has o ld, even Jewish roots. 

98 An imcrcsring, but not eo1wincing ancmpf m pro\'<' that jesus did rcg.ard himsdf ns 
such \\'as made by j. C. O'Neill (19951, \VIm Did jesus Think He W'Os?. Lcid<'n: Brill. 



CHAPTER 10 

Conclusions and Evaluation 

In section 5.1 we d1·cw son1c pn:lirninary conclusions from chapters 2 
to 4 with regard to the rdarionship between Jesus and the gnosis of the 
gnostics. \Vc concluded there that a greater degree of his torical rd iabilit}' 
must be anribmcd to chc New Testament te-stimonie-s about Jesus than 
to rhc various gnostic views on him. According to the New Testament 
gospels, Je-sus was in line with the- Old Tc-stamcm and I'C'.Iicd on the God 
of 1sracl. He preached chc-. coming of God's kingdon:1 and acted with 
divine- auth ority. He conside-red himself the Messiah, {he Son of lvlan 
and God's Son. His death on a cross did nor end the. movement which hc­
srartcd. His disciples experienced that he had bcc.n raiS<'d from the dead, 
appeared co them and instructed them again. In their view, his plac.e was 
henceforth in heaven at God's right hand . There he could be called upon, 
which points to the divine status atuibuted to him. 

In comparison to this, it became apparent that most gnostic tesrimonic.s 
offered far mo•·e complex blue.prints to explain Jesus' origin and divme 
srarus. Gnostics distinguished bcl'\l;e.en vatious gods and knew a greater 
number of heavenly powers frmn which the person of Jesus Christ came 
forth. It is \•e•·y impormnt that, in rlteir view) he did not acr on behalf 
of d1e Old Testament God, but proclaimed a higher God. For gnostics, 
Jesus' death was problematic since in cheir view, as divine figure he could 
nor suffe1· and d ie. They therefore thought chat che dh•ine clemem in 
him had a lread}• withdl'3\\'n from hun before he died a hum<tn being. 
Afterwards, he again appeared to his disciples and initiated them mo•·c 
fully into his se.c•·er teaching. (n spite of some similaritie.s with rhe beliefs 
of 'catho1ic' Christianity, we concluded that many of che gnostic views 
on Je-sus were secondat)' to che older tes timonies which were p•·e.scrved 
in che New Testament. 

In chapters 6 co 9~ we broadened our examination, and 'jewish 
Christianit)'' was the firs t to be discussed. \Y/c saw that different fac tions 

19 1 
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existed among jewish Chrisdans and that people of other nations also felt 
actracrc:d to their beliefs. In these g1·oups, jesus was seen as {\.'{cssiah and 
Son of God, bm nor as God alongside God the Father. Somctimc.s his pre­
existence was acknowledged, although more often it was not mentioned. 
Jesus' baptism in the river Jordan was considered an important cvc:m, 
because at that time the Spirit of God descended upon him and he was 
proc]aimcd Son of God o •· Son of the Spirit. Jewish Christians usually 
did not anriburc a l'cdcmprivc value to Jesus' death and l'csurrc.ction, 
although the Nazorc.ans seemed closer to the catholic Chdstians in 
thts respect. From the second ccntu•·y onwMd, the Jc.wish forms of 
Chdsrianity had a marginal position in Christianity in its broader sense 
and remained pdmaril)' limite.d to Syria. Nevertheless-, Jewish Christianity 
s till influcnc.cd the church as a whole, because during the first centuries 
rhere have a lways been catholic believers - including a bishop such as 
Paul of Sarnos.aca -who were inspired by it. They came: to adoptianistic 
(or, dynamic monarchianistic) ideas abom jc:sus as an exceptional human 
being who was inspi•·e.d by God~s Spirit. 

lt is ve.J'Y possible. that this Je.wish Christianity, with irs sil'nple view 
on Je-sus Christ as an exceptional prophet who was filled widt God's 
Spirit, goes back to the beginning of Christianit)r. At the: same cime > we 
must establish that be-side-s this, other views of Je-sus a lso existed quite 
early, as is appare.m from the. New Testament wl'itings. From a hismric.al 
perspective we c<1nnor say that these. other views were more true or more 
valuable because l:tte.l' on they we1·c. included in the New Testament. 
This would be a circular argume.m, because the New Testament reflects 
precisely that form of Chl'istianity which saw in jesus much more than 
an e.xcepttonal prophet who was inspired by God's Spirit. However, on 
rhe basis of our i1westigation of the Old TcsEament and cad y Judaism in 
chapter 8, we can establish that those Chl'istians who saw in Jesus Christ 
rhe incal'llate Logos or the LORD and the. Son of God could draw on an 
old Jewish pattern. Besides Christ ians who saw Jesus as an exceptional 
human being who was inspired by the Spirit> there appeared to be even 
more or a t least more influl.'ntial Christians who considered Jesus as LORD 

and God alongside God the Father. We can establish chat Jesus apparently 
left behind £his imprc-~o;s ion, and that che New Testament holds evidence 
of [his. So, from a histol'ical perspective, Jewish Chl'istianity can indeed 
appeal to ancient idc.as about Jesus, but from a theological perspc.ctive, 
rhe question arise-s whether this b1·anch of Christianity docs justice to the 
\\.'3)' in which he manifested himself. In any case, the proclamation of 
Jesus as God~ Logos, God's Son and as God a longside God has reached 
and appealc.d far more people than Jewish Christianit}'> which remained 
odentaced to the Mosaic law. Certainly, the majority is not necessarily 
right from a theologic.al viewpoint. However, because. the majoriqr of 
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those who believed in Jesus as the Saviour coming from God and also 
bc.ing God himsrlf could d1·aw on the O ld Testament and e.arly Je.wish 
traditions, their convtcdon can be called justifiable not only on historical 
buc also on rheological grounds. 

If Jesus Christ was rightly callc.d upon as God and one could believe 
in him as God, then his relat ion.ship with God che Father still had to be 
dc-sc-tibcd in mote derail. This is e-xactly what took place ftom the second 
to the founh cencuric.s-. During that rime- the n1odalisrk, O l' modalistk 
monarchianistic view ai'Osc-, which implies that Jesus Christ is God the­
Father. This was an accc-mpt co do justice to God's unit )' and ckad)• and 
plain!)• to express the position of Jesus - an actc.mpt which has been 
rejected by che chul'ch as bring too simple-. 

\Yie a1·c-. nm on I)• concerned about an c.valuarion of d1e Jewish Christian, 
the adoptianistic, the modalisdc and the cacholic views on Jesus, but we 
also want to include the gnostic movement. It is striking that gnosdcs 
were ohcn very inrercstc-.d in the origin of the hc.avenly world and of 
the creation of the material world. They spoke of numerous heave-n)}' 
powers b}' whose- doing the ph}•sical world came into being. The)' had 
their own ideas about the figures of Jesus and Chdst and abour the gods 
from whom they ol'iginared. lt ptoves chat nor onl}' catholic Christians 
occupied chemsclvc-.s with the be.ginning of the. world and with what 
happened ill the timeless etcrnit}' which preceded the creation of the 
matel'ial world . At chat rime, it was assumed that what had occu!'l'ed 
a t the primordial beginning determined life on earth and the end of the 
existing o•·de.r. \Xfhocver examines gnostic myths must conclude that in 
comparison with these, the view on Jesus Christ in catholic Chtistianit)' 
was much less complicated. So, we sec on the one hand the Jewish 
Christ ian, adoprianistic and modalis tic views, with thd r very dementar)• 
forms of theolog)' and Christo1ogy. On the other hand, the.tc we1·e 
the complicated gnostic views of God and Chtist and the many other 
he.avenly powers. It proves that the catholic chutch took a position in the 
middle of these two exnemc-s. It acknowledged that the questions about 
Christ's origin and his relation to God the Father preceding the creation 
of the \\.'OI'Id were lcgirimate. but it rejected the far-reaching mythological 
speculations of the gnostics. For this posicion, the. church appealc.d co the 
O ld Testament, to the otal tradition of the apostles, and to those written 
testimonies about Jesus which it acknowledged as lxing authoritative, 
i.e. the- ultimately canonized - New Tcsran1ent. On the basis of this~ the 
church also dissociated itself from the views of the Jewish Christians, the 
adoptianists and the modalists, which it regarded as too simplistic. 

ln comparison with the gnostic speculations. the- Nicene C1·eed is 
a c.oncisc, ordetly account of the catholic faith. Too o rderly, gnostic 
Christ ians would sa)'~ after all, nothing is satd about the o rigin of e.vil 
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and about the impcrfc.ction of the wol'ld. T11C)' found it implausible that 
the one God c reated heaven a nd ca•·th. In t heir view. the sto•·y o f creation 
and sah•at ion was more complex- even very complex, as is evident f•·om 
\•arious complicated myths and d iscourses. Fo1· d1c Jewish Christian, 
rhc adoptianistic and the. n1odalisric bclicvc.·s. t he. NiccnC' Crcc.d was, 
however, too highl}' cngrafrc.d on philosophical disdncdons that were not 
found in the Scripru•·c.s. 

If wc now pose t he question of t he continuity bc:rwcc:n Jesus, the 
gnostic gnosis and the dogma of God's trinity, we must establish a n 
important d iscom inuiry bctwc.cn Jc.sus and 'gnosis'. Although there were 
gnostic groups who continued to anribuce a certain importance to the 
Old Testamem> nevenhdcss in various degrees gnostics cut Jesus Ch rist 
off from his Old Testament and Jewish background. Although the Old 
Testament and carl}' Je\vish books testify to a plutality in the one God, 
the gnostics went much further and introduced a contrast between a 
lowt l' and a higher God. T hey believed that Jesus' preaching implied how 
the soul of a human being can rerum to the heaven o f the high God from 
which it once fell. In this persuasion, t he i1lflucnce of J>latonic philosophy 
is clearly recognizable. Here. we sec a Hellenistic inreq)l'etat ion a nd 
adaptation of Jesus' preaching o f t he coming o f God's kingdom. 

\XIith regard to catholic Christianity~ it is not c:as}r to derennine the 
continuity or d iscontinuity between Jesus a nd the dogma of God 's trinity. 
In any case\ Jesus was nor a philosophicall)' schoo led theologian who 
thought in categories o f eternity a nd time. One problem is that it can 
no longer be detc.nnined \Vith complete certaint}' how Jesus saw himself 
exactly. \VJe may assume that he considered himsel f a s t he Son of .Man, as 
t-.·1cssiah a nd as God's Son, in addition to which ll:lUSt be rem<ll'kcd that 
rhe tit le 'God's Son> can be understood in vanous ways. If Jesus indeed 
considered hinucl f rhe. Son o f ~·fan, this means th at he was C01\scious 
of his heave.nly provenance. Tl\c Son of Nlan was, afte.r a ll> a hca\renly 
figure. (n that c.aSl\ it can be assumed that Jesus was in some way aware 
of his heavenly prc-c:xistcncc:. If he a lso considered himself the Son of 
God, this can be inte,·p,·crcd as one of the sons of God, the angels, in 
whose midst he was t he Son of God par excellence. This dtlc, t hen . 
points to Jesus> heavenly o l'igin. It is quite doubtful whether he a lso saw 
himsel f as t he LORD. and the1·dore as God. This can nor be recovered 
with certainty, but considering the accumulation o( o ther tit les which he 
already had - Son of Man, Messiah, i.e. Christ, Son of God- it is not 
probable; man)r schola rs w ill sa y that it is out of che. ques tion. Yet we do 
sec t hat in che c-.arliest written testimonies, which have been preserved in 
the New Testament, he is de-scribed in tenns of the LORD a nd God. 'i'tle 
established earl ier, that Jesus in any case left t his 1mpression behind. If 
Jesus as t he Son of God could, at the same drnc, be called God's l ogos 
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and the: LORD, he: was not only pre-existent, but also God a longside God 
the Father. 

Initially, the catholic Chdstians lived with a somewhat n<u'vc: view 
of God's tl'inity. No speculation was made: abour the question how the 
Son was bc:gotcen by the Father. ln reaction to some who said that thc 
Son onc.c, in the beginning, was not. Origen proposed co speak about 
the. eternal generation of the Son. \Vith this hc meant thou God's pre· 
existcnt Logos is the Son of the Father from e.tcrniry. This argumenration 
is bascd upon contemporaneous philosophical categories, which were 
derived from Plato and Al'isrorle. Not until Arius distinguished betwce.n 
the. logos and \X'isdorn of Gocfs own substance and anothc1· Logos and 
\X!isdom which God created and whom he a lso callcd his Son did the 
t:hurch take a position on this rnaner. Ooc: rna}r regret that Arius. after 
he. came forward with his pl'otcst against the c:temal divinity of che Son, 
did not I'Cconcilc himself with his bishop Alcx:Htder as - according to 
Eusebius' l'cport- the emperor Constantine had hoped. Since his \'icw of 
a twofold Logos had an :ll'tifkial characttr and he wame-d to acknowledge 
the Son, as a creature, only as God in name, he evoked the reaction of 
the. Nicent Council. The Cl'eed that was formulate.d thtre deda1'cd tha t 
tht Lol'd jesus Chl'ist is God from God, born from the substance of 
the Father and consubstantial with cht Father. Since Jesus was eaJ'I}' on 
considered as the LORD, and -in the concept ions of that time- it was 
inconceivable that the LORD had ever been begotten and rhercfort was 
noc etc mal~ che decision of the Nicenc Council is undel'srandablc. There. 
is an important degree of continuity between these t.arly beliefs about 
Jesus and the dogma of God's trinity. ·what is more, these bdicfs have 
their roots tn the Old Tesramcnt and in early Judaism. 

Howc\'ef, this conclusion docs not a lttl' the fact that we ntverthcless 
have m speak of a broken continuity, much as a stick stuck in chc water 
opcically no longer seems to be straight. Ptrhaps it would ha\'e bce.n 
desirable if the church had l'etained its initially more na'ive bdicf in God's 
trinity. (n Nkac:a~ however, it fdt compelled to a more precise and mo1·e. 
speculative fonnulation. Yet, on the basis of rhe Ntw Testament ·writings 
the theological motive of the council of Nkaea can be cal ltd justifiable. In 
the. creed then formulated it was state.d that the one God has lll<tnifested 
himself in Jesus Christ, who took the way of the cross and resurrection. 
Thus, God himself came in the person of jesus, however pal'"adoxica l this 
may sound. In irs confession of God's trinit)', the council pointed to thc 
plura l it}' of God and rcjccrtd rigid monotheism. This implies that God 
not only I'C:Sidcs in a high heaven, bur coums as the Cl'eator of heaven and 
t.arth, knows what it is like to be a human being and with his Spil'ir wanes 
to live in people. If one accepts the oldest wl'int.n testimonies about Jesus 
of Na1.arcth, who, filkd with the Spirit, acte.d on behalf of God, thtn it is 
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justified 111 t he terms of that rime ro speak of him in the way the N icc.nc 
Council has done.• 

This conclusion ntis.es the question of whether it is s till ncccssarr in 
our rime to speak a bout God and Jesus in the way rhc council of Nicaca 
did. The answer is in pare dependent on one's evaluation of the history of 
rhc church and of the tradition that was formed at chat rime. To be sure, 
not cvcr}r tradition from the his[Oty of so many ccntlll'ics of Christianity 
has to be. maintained forever. \X'irh rega rd to spe-aking a bom the tl'inity 
of the one God, however, we have seen that this goes back to the. o ldest 
traditions in rhc New Testament. Since its beginning after all the church 
has believed in Jesus as the Son of God who himself is a lso LORD and 
God. That is why since the beginning of the. church, prayer was not only 
offered in rhe name of Jesus Cluist to God the Father, but a lso to Christ 
himself. This me.ans thar in life and death it is possible to ti'USt in Christ. 
This conviction is solidly anchored in rhe. Christian •·digious life and is 
expressed in hyrnns and confessions.2 \Vhoeve.r would like to •·emove this 
tradition from Christian spiritualit)' also touches the heart of the New 
Testament testimony. 

The question of whether it is still ne.cessat)' m our time to speak a bout 
God and Jesus in the way the council of Nicaea d id calls fo1· a personal 
answer. Obviously, this answer is intcnde.d as a recommendation to 
rhe church at Ja .·ge. As fol' myself, 1 consider the value of these ancient 
formulations, the intcnrion of which goes back to e.arly tradidons of rhe 
Ne.w Testament, great enough co hold them in esteem. Otherwise the tic-s 
\Vith the c-hurch of a ll ages would be broken. A person who no longer 
wants to ssng hymns to rhc Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit positions 
himself on the edge. o f the world-wide catholic church. \VIc. must at rhe 
same rime realize, however, that - paradoxically enough - it was never 
che intention of such formulations to define God co the last detail. Human 
words a rc nor adequate to that purpose, bec.ause God is alwa)'S gre.arer 
and escapes our expressions and formula dons -as the church fathers of 
the first ccntul'ies knew very well. • This docs not mean1 however. chat 
Christians should no longer say all)'thing about the lll)'Stery b)' which 

1 Cf. Gcrald Bray (1997), Cre~ds, Councils a11d Christ (lnd cdnJ. Fearn: .Mentor. 
1 Sec, e.g., rhc beginning of the Hricklberg C:urchism (of 15631, '\1:1h.lt is thr only 

comfort in life ~md dc~uh?- That I witb body and sou], both in lifr ~md drath, am 
nol my own. but belong unto my faithful S..wiour Jrsus Christ; who, with his preciou.s 
blood, has fully satisfied for .111 m)· sins. and delivcred me from o11l the power of the 
dt\·if; and so prcsc:n·cs mr that wirhout the will of m)' h<"a\'rnly Farber, not a hair 
can fall from my head; yca, that all things must IX' subscrvient to my salv,ltion, and 
therefore. by his Holy Spirit, He also assures mr of ctcrnal life, and makt's mr sincrrdy 
willing .1nd tc'ad}', hencrfonh, to lin umo him.' 

3 Vladimir Lossky (1957), Tbc .II·Jystic.tl Theology of the Eastem Clmrch. Cambridge, 
London: Jamrs Oarke & Co, pp. 7-66. 
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the.)' have. been touched, o•· that it docs not matter what is said about it. 
This mystt•·y concans the man from Na1.arcth who proves not to be a 
gnostic teacher and inc.xprcssibl}' more than an inspired rabbi. That is 
wh)r Stephen> the first martyr, for his bclid in Jesus, could die with the 
invocation 'Lord Jesus, receive Ill)' spirit' on his lips ... 

Gloria Patri ct Filio et Spiritw Sanct.o 

4 Acts 7:60. 
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