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Theological controversy is not new with this generation. Controversies and disagreements in the church have existed from the earliest times – look at Acts 15 to see how the apostles handled the question of Gentile Christians. Discerning the mind of Christ and establishing orthodoxy (right teaching) has been a major task of the church.

Participants in our Inquirer’s Class (for those interested in what it means to be a Christian, what it means to be Presbyterian, and what it means to be a member of Chula Vista Presbyterian) have heard me talk about the three classic “C’s” of being Presbyterian: we are confessional, we are constitutional, and we are connectional.

For the next several Celtic articles, I thought I would focus attention on the first two: confessions and the Constitution. The Constitution of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) has two parts. Part I is the Book of Confessions. Part II is the Book of Order. 

The Book of Confessions contains nine statements (if we count the Westminster Confession, the Larger Catechism and Shorter Catechism as one statement). They were written at specific times addressing specific issues. The oldest is the Nicene Creed, adopted by the First Ecumenical Council under the Emperor Constantine in 325 A.D. The most recent is the Brief Statement of Faith, approved at the time of the reunion of the northern and southern streams of the Presbyterian Church in 1983.

In our tradition, “a confession of faith is an officially adopted statement that spells out a church’s understanding of the meaning and implications of the one basic confession of the lordship of Christ.” (From the Confessional Nature of the Church report, approved for inclusion in the Book of Confessions by the 209th General Assembly (1997)) p. xii. Confessions were written and approved for a variety of reasons like worship, defending orthodoxy, instruction, as a rallying-point in times of danger and persecution, and to address issues of church order and discipline. (p. xiv-xv).

The Nicene Creed.

The early church was governed by bishops. By the mid-200’s A.D., the church had spread across a wide area of northern Africa, the Mediterranean, southern Asia and Europe. Bishops in these areas were responsible for the development of the church and for determining theological controversies that arose. 

The problem came when the Bishops disagreed.

When Constantine became Emperor, he was a novice Christian. He was confused and disheartened by the disagreements among the bishops that were causing divisions in the church. Disagreements were more than academic disputes: bishops would be ousted, excommunicated, and fights would break out. People then (as they do now) took their theology seriously.

The emperor ordered the bishops together to clarify some things. The big dispute of the day shaped up as a discussion about whether the Son was God. If these things happened in modern times, one bumper sticker would read, “There was when he was not.” In other words, God made the Son; thus, the Son is inferior and something less than God. The other bumper sticker would read, “Consubstantial.” This meant that the Son was of the same substance as the Father, no difference in divinity between the two.

As the Council of Nicea was convened, the Emperor had been deluged with requests from various bishops asking the Emperor to denounce other bishops. In short, this looked like a political convention when smoke-filled rooms were the norm. Constantine, in a wise move, publicly burned all of the requested denunciations without ever opening them. 

No official record of the Council has been discovered; most reports have approximately 200 – 250 bishops in attendance. Later, the number 318 was assigned symbolically because it was the number of Abraham’s army in Genesis 14:14 and it also would be written TIH in Greek (which were the letters assigned to the Cross and Jesus).

Those who denied the full divinity of the Son were led by a bishop named Arius. Those upholding the full divinity of Christ were led by Athanasius. For several weeks the sides battled with competing creedal statements. Finally, what we have in the Nicene Creed was approved – not unanimously by any stretch of the imagination – affirming Athanasius and establishing our orthodox understanding of the Trinity (at least with respect to the Son).

When we recite the Nicene Creed (on Christmas Eve), the important part now is the strangest-sounding part:

We believe in one Lord, Jesus Christ,

the only Son of God,

eternally begotten of the Father,

God from God, Light from Light,

true God from true God,

begotten, not made,

of one Being with the Father;

through him all things were made.

This is the official recognition of the mystery of the Trinity: one God, three persons. The technical language is homoousious, (of one substance). “Begotten, not made” was important to show continuity between the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob (and Moses) who affirmed in Deuteronomy 6:4, “Hear, O Israel, the LORD your God is One” and the mystery of the incarnation of Jesus Christ.

Eighteen of the bishops present still opposed the formulation. Constantine threatened exile to any who would not sign; only Arius and a few others refused. They were sent into exile immediately (though, for another Celtic article somewhere down the line, it is worth noting that Arius made a comeback, actually succeeded in having Athanasius exiled, only to be finally outdone and by Athanasius once more and conclusively).

The final version of the creed that we have in our Book of Confessions was established in 381. The Nicene Creed is the most broadly received and used formulations of faith that we have. Roman Catholic, Eastern Orthodox and most Protestant churches all affirm some form it.

When we recite the Nicene Creed, we join with Christians from more than 1,500 years in declaring what we believe. It is amazing to think about how God has worked to bring about this statement of faith for us; yet, it also reminds us that theological discernment and prayerful work to bear witness to what God has done takes time, energy and investment.

