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The Church after the Council of Nicaea 
Objective: 
To learn and take example from the heroes of the Church in the fourth and fifth centuries 

Memory Verse: 

“Blessed are those who are persecuted for righteousness sake, for theirs is the kingdom of God.” (Matthew 5:10) 
References: 

· “The Age of Councils,” Fr. Cyril al Antony 
· “The life history of St. Anthony,” St. Athanasius the Apostolic 

· “St. Basil,” the Franciscan Institution at Al Maadi 

Introduction: 


Three centuries passed and the Church endured persecutions with great courage. The kings and emperors invented new, horrible methods for torturing Christians, thinking that they could get rid of Christianity and put an end to it. Christianity spread and gained power and the greatest persecution took place at the end of the third century, during the reign of Diocletian. 

Lesson Outline: 

I. Constantine the Pious King 

Once King Constantine came to the Roman throne, he fought his enemies whose number was much greater than his soldiers. He lost hope of victory until he saw a cross of light on the horizon and writing on it saying, “With this you will conquer.” In a dream, he saw the Lord Christ who said to him, “Make a cross and keep it as a sign for you.” When Constantine got up, he ordered that a cross would be drawn on a big banner (flag), and together with his armies, he marched behind the flag. Constantine won victory and recognized the great mistake made by the previous kings when they persecuted the Church. He insisted on correcting that mistake, so he was converted to Christianity and stopped the persecutions of Christians. His mother Helen went to the Holy Land and searched for the tomb of Christ and the holy cross. When she found them, she built the Resurrection church and the Nativity Church at Bethlehem in the place of the manger. The Christians stopped raising their prayers in caves and catacombs. They built their churches everywhere and fear disappeared. There were joy, prayers, and thanksgiving. 

II. The Arian Heresy 


In Egypt, Pope Alexander, the Patriarch of Alexandria, and Athanasius his disciple were very happy. But there was a priest in the city named Arius whom the people heard preaching strange teachings, which was different from the sound Christian doctrine of the Church. He said that Jesus was not God. The people were annoyed to hear this, and they discussed these things everywhere. 


When the Pope knew this, he summoned Arius and tried to convince him that his beliefs were wrong. He summoned a council of the Egyptian Bishops to convince him, but he insisted on holding fast to his belief. The fathers saw that the presence of Arius in the Church would help him spread his heresy, so they decided to excommunicate him, that is, keep him away from the Church. 


Arius went to Palestine and was able to convince a bishop that he was correct in his belief. King Constantine was on a visit to Palestine, and the Bishop requested him to give his order that Arius would go back to Alexandria. 


The king thought that it was a question of personal dispute between Pope Alexander and Arius, so he sent one of the pious bishops to Alexandria. The bishop understood the core of the problem, so he returned to the king and suggested that the king should hold a council of all the bishops of the churches in the world to consult the matter with one another with the spirit of love and to clarify the true faith. 

III. The Council of Nicene 


The King gave his case in 325. The bishops came from all parts of the world to the City of Nicene in Asia Minor. Their look filled people with awe. The marks of torture appeared on their bodies. Some lost their eyes, others were without hands because of persecutions, but these deformities were like models crowning their bodies. 


The council listened to Arius, then Athanasius stood up; discussions ran for days and the Christians were praying everywhere and longing to know the results. At last, the Fathers agreed to write the Orthodox Creed: “Truly we believe in One God ... whose kingdom shall have no end.” People in all parts of the world studied it and recited it in their prayers. 

IV. St. Anthony 


At this time of Church history, Egypt, Syria and Asia Minor were full of Monks and saints who deserted the world and devoted their lives to prayers and worship. The first to establish the Monastic System was St. Anthony, who was born in the city of Kimn el Arous in the Governorate of Beni Sweif, in Upper Egypt. Anthony was a young man when he heard in the church the priest reading one of the sayings of the Lord Christ: “If you want to be perfect, go, sell what you possess and give to the poor and you will have treasure in heaven, and come, follow me.” He considered these words directed to him, so he sold all his possessions and distributed the price among the poor. He headed for the desert; there, the devil tempted him in different ways, but he conquered the devil by prayers and fasting. When he heard of the persecutions of Maximianus to the Christians, he went to Alexandria (313 AD) to encourage the martyrs and comfort the persecuted. He once more left the wilderness in the year 351 AD to help Pope Athanasius in resisting the Arian heresy. 

V. St. Basil the Great 


St. Basil studied all the sciences of his time. When he visited the monasteries of Egypt, Syria and Iraq, he desired the life of the monks so he stayed alone in one of the mountains to pray, contemplate and read the Bible. One day, he descended to his native town and its Bishop ordained him a priest to help him resist Aryanism. When the Bishop departed to heaven, the people chose him to be their Bishop. St. Basil cared faithfully for his people, resisted Aryanism and wrote books, the greatest of which is the Liturgy of St. Basil that is used in our church up till now. 

VI. St. Severus, Patriarch of Antioch 


He was born in Persia. He was a pagan who studied in Beirut. He was baptized in Trablus. He desired the life of worship, became a monk and traveled to Alexandria. He was elected Patriarch of Antioch in 512 AD. He spent seven years supporting the sound Orthodox faith. When one of the Emperors who supported the heresies became king, St. Severus was excommunicated and his tongue was cut off.  St. Severus came to Egypt and stayed in the town of Sakha, in the Governorate of Kafr el Sheikh. He was a great supporter to Pope Theodocius I, Pope of Alexandria. He departed to heaven in Egypt, in about 542. This Saint is one of the heroes of the Orthodox faith. The Coptic Church remembers him in the prayer of “the Congregation of the Fathers and Saints,” before Sts. Athanasius and Dioscorus. 

Conclusion: 


The great fathers of the Church have defended the faith with all their strength and power. Therefore, we should keep this orthodox faith from generation to generation with full understanding and knowledge of Church history. 

Applications: 

Answer the following questions: 

· Why did Pope Alexander refuse to reconcile with Arius and return him to the Church, in spite of the request of the Emperor? 

· How do you explain the Pope’s behavior, which contradicts the words of Christ, “Love your enemies?” 

· The marks of deformity were clear on many of the fathers who were present in the Council of Nicaea. What beauty can you see in the attendance of those deformed people in such a great council? 



The profession of faith of the 318 fathers(
We believe “in one God the Father all powerful, maker of all things both seen and unseen. And in one Lord Jesus Christ, the Son of God, the only-begotten from the Father, that is from the substance of the Father, God from God, light from light, true God from true God, begotten not made, consubstan​tial with the Father, through whom all things came to be, both those in heaven and those in earth; for us humans and for our salvation he came down and became incarnate, became human, suffered and rose up on the third day, went up into the heavens, is coming to judge the living and the dead. And in the Holy Spirit.

And those” who say “there once was when he was not”, and “before he was begotten he was not”, and that he came to be from things that were not, or from another hypostasis or substance, affirming that the Son of God is subject to change or alteration - these the catholic and apostolic Church anathematizes.

CANONS

1

Concerning those who make themselves eunuchs and others who suffer the same loss at the hands of others
If anyone in sickness has undergone surgery at the hands of physicians or has been castrated by barbarians, let him remain among the clergy. But if anyone in good health has castrated himself, if he is enrolled among the clergy, he should be suspended, and in future no such man should be promoted. But, as it is evident that this refers to those who are responsible for the condition and presume to castrate themselves, so too if any have been made eunuchs by barbarians or by their masters, but have been found worthy, the canon admits such men to the clergy.

2

Concerning those who are admitted to the clergy immediately after baptism

Since, either through necessity or through the importunate demands of certain individuals, there have been many breaches of the church's canon, with the result that men who have recently come from a pagan life to the faith after a short catechumenate have been admitted at once to the spiritual washing, and at the same time as their baptism have been promoted to the episcopate or the presbyterate, it is agreed that it would be well for nothing of the kind to occur in the future. For a catechumen needs time and further probation after baptism, for the apostle's words are clear: “Not a recent convert, or he may be puffed up and fall into the condemnation and the snare of the devil.” But if with the passage of time some sin of sensuality is discovered with regard to the person and he is convicted by two or three witnesses, such a one will be suspended from the clergy. If anyone contravenes these regulations, he will be liable to forfeit his clerical status for acting in defiance of this great synod.

3

Concerning women who have been brought in to live with the clergy
This great synod absolutely forbids a bishop, presbyter, deacon or any of the clergy to keep a woman who has been brought in to live with him, with the exception of course of his mother or sister or aunt, or of any person who is above suspicion.

4

Of the number needed to appoint a bishop

It is by all means desirable that a bishop should be appointed by all the bishops of the province. But if this is difficult because of some pressing necessity or the length of the journey involved, let at least three come together and perform the ordination, but only after the absent bishops have taken part in the vote and given their written consent. But in each province the right of confirming the proceedings belongs to the metropolitan bishop.

5

Concerning the excommunicated, that they must not be received by others; and concerning the duty to hold synods twice a year

Concerning those, whether of the clergy or the laity, who have been excom​municated, the sentence is to be respected by the bishops of each province, according to the canon which forbids those expelled by some to be admitted by others. But let an inquiry be held to ascertain whether anyone has been expelled from the community because of pettiness or quarrelsomeness or any such ill nature on the part of the bishop. Accordingly, in order that there may be proper opportunity for inquiry into the matter, it is agreed that it would be well for synods to be held each year in each province twice a year, so that these inquiries may be conducted by all the bishops of the province assembled together, and in this way by general consent those who have offended against their own bishop may be recognized by all to be reasonably excommunicated, until all the bishops in common may decide to pronounce a more lenient sentence on these persons. The synods shall be held at the following times: one before Lent, so that, all pettiness being set aside, the gift offered to God may be unblemished; the second after the season of autumn.

6

Concerning the forms of primacy belonging to some cities; and that bishops may not be created without the consent of the metropolitan

The ancient customs of Egypt, Libya and Pentapolis shall be maintained, according to which the bishop of Alexandria has authority over all these places, since a similar custom exists with reference to the bishop of Rome. Similarly in Antioch and the other provinces the prerogatives of the churches are to be preserved.

In general the following principle is evident: if anyone is made bishop without the consent of the metropolitan, this great synod determines that such a one shall not be a bishop. If however two or three by reason of personal rivalry dissent from the common vote of all, provided it is reasonable and in accordance with the church's canon, the vote of the majority shall prevail.

7

Concerning the bishop of Aelia [= Jerusalem]

Since there prevails a custom and ancient tradition to the effect that the bishop of Aelia is to be honored, let him be granted everything consequent upon this honor, saving the dignity proper to the metropolitan.

8

Concerning the so-called Cathars
Concerning those who have given themselves the name of Cathars, and who from time to time come over publicly to the catholic and apostolic church, this holy and great synod decrees that they may remain among the clergy after receiving an imposition of hands. But before all this, it is fitting that they give a written undertaking that they will accept and follow the decrees of the catholic church, namely that they will be in communion with those who have entered into a second marriage and with those who have lapsed in time of persecution, and for whom a period [of penance] has been fixed and an occasion [for reconciliation] allotted, so as in all things to follow the decrees of the catholic and apostolic church. Accordingly, where all the ordained in villages or cities have been found to be men of this kind alone, those who are so found will remain in the clergy in the same rank; but when some come over in places where there is a bishop or presbyter belonging to the catholic church, it is evident that the bishop of the church will hold the bishop's dignity, and that the one given the title and name of bishop among the so-called Cathars will have the rank of presbyter, unless the bishop thinks fit to let him share in the honor of the title. But if this does not meet with his approval, the bishop will provide for him a place as chorepiscopus or presbyter, so as to make his ordinary clerical status evident and so prevent there being two bishops in the city.

9

Concerning those who have been promoted to the rank of presbyter without examination
If any have been promoted presbyters without examination, and then upon investigation have confessed their sins, and if after their confession men have imposed hands upon such people, being moved to act against the canon, the canon does not admit these people, for the catholic church vindicates only what is above reproach.

10

Concerning those who have denied the faith in persecution and have been promoted to the clergy
If any among the lapsed have been promoted to ordination through the ignor​ance of their promoters or even with their connivance, this fact does not prejudice the church's canon; for once discovered they are to be deposed.

11

Concerning those who have denied the faith and are numbered among the laity

Concerning those who have transgressed without necessity or the confiscation of their property or without danger or anything of this nature, as happened under the tyranny of Licinius, this Holy Synod decrees that, though they do not deserve leniency, nevertheless they should be treated mercifully. Those there​fore among the faithful who genuinely repent shall spend three years among the hearers, for seven years they shall be prostrators, and for two years they shall take part with the people in the prayers, though not in the offering.

12

Concerning those who have made a renunciation and then returned to the world

Those who have been called by grace, have given evidence of first fervor and have cast off their [military] belts, and afterwards have run back like dogs to their own vomit so that some have even paid money and recovered their military status by bribes - such persons shall spend ten years as prostrators after a period of three years as hearers. In every case, however, their disposition and the nature of their penitence should be examined. For those who through their fear and tears and perseverance and good works give evidence of their conversion by deeds and not by outward show, when they have completed their appointed term as hearers, may properly take part in the prayers, and the bishop is competent to decide even more favorably in their regard. But those who have taken the matter lightly, and have thought that the outward form of entering the church is all that is required for their conversion, must complete their term to the full.

13

Concerning those who seek communion at the point of death

Concerning the departing, the ancient canon law is still to be maintained, namely that those who are departing are not to be deprived of their last, most necessary viaticum. But if one whose life has been despaired of has been admitted to communion and has shared in the offering and is found to be numbered again among the living, he shall be among those who take part in prayer only <until the term fixed by this great ecumenical synod has been completed>. But as a general rule, in the case of anyone whatsoever who is departing and seeks to share in the Eucharist, the bishop upon examining the matter shall give him a share in the offering.

14

Concerning catechumens who have lapsed

Concerning catechumens who have lapsed, this holy and great synod decrees that, after they have spent three years as hearers only, they shall then be allowed to pray with the catechumens.

15

Concerning a cleric who transfers from city to city

On account of the great disturbance and the factions which are caused, it is decreed that the custom, if it is found to exist in some parts contrary to the canon, shall be totally suppressed, so that neither bishops nor presbyters nor deacons shall transfer from city to city. If after this decision of this holy and great synod anyone shall attempt such a thing, or shall lend himself to such a proceeding, the arrangement shall be totally annulled, and he shall be restored to the church of which he was ordained bishop or presbyter or deacon.

16

Concerning those who do not remain in the churches in which they were promoted

Any presbyters or deacons or in general anyone enrolled in any rank of the clergy who depart from their church recklessly and without the fear of God before their eyes or in ignorance of the church's canon, ought not by any means to be received in another church, but all pressure must be applied to them to induce them to return to their own dioceses, or if they remain it is right that they should be, excommunicated. But if anyone dares to steal away one who belongs to another and to ordain him in his church without the consent of the other's own bishop among whose clergy he was enrolled before he departed, the ordination is to be null.

17

Concerning clerics who practice usury
Since many enrolled [among the clergy] have been induced by greed and avarice to forget the sacred text, “who does not put out his money at interest”, and to charge one per cent [a month] on loans, this holy and great synod judges that if any are found after this decision to receive interest by contract or to transact the business in any other way or to charge [a flat rate of] fifty per cent or in general to devise any other contrivance for the sake of dishonorable gain, they shall be deposed from the clergy and their names struck from the roll.

18

That deacons should not give the Eucharist to presbyters or be seated above them

It has come to the attention of this holy and great synod that in some places and cities deacons give communion to presbyters, although neither canon nor custom allows this, namely that those who have no authority to offer should give the body of Christ to those who do offer. Moreover it has become known that some of the deacons now receive the Eucharist even before the bishops. All these practices must be suppressed. Deacons must remain within their own limits, knowing that they are the ministers of the bishop and subordinate to the presbyters. Let them receive the Eucharist according to their order after the presbyters from the hands of the bishop or the presbyter. Nor shall permission be given for the deacons to sit among the presbyters, for such an arrangement is contrary to the canon and to rank. If anyone refuses to comply even after these decrees, he is to be suspended from the diaconate.

19

Concerning the followers of Paul of Samosata who come overt

Concerning the former Paulinists who seek refuge in the catholic church, it is determined that they must be re-baptized unconditionally. Those who in the past have been enrolled among the clergy, if they appear to be blameless and irre​proachable, are to be re-baptized and ordained by the bishop of the catholic church. But if on inquiry they are shown to be unsuitable, it is right that they should be deposed. Similarly with regard to deaconesses and all in general whose names have been included in the roll, the same form shall be observed. We refer to deaconesses who have been granted this status, for they do not receive any imposition of hands, so that they are in all respects to be numbered among the laity.

20

That one must not kneel on Sundays or during the season of Pentecost
Since there are some who kneel on Sunday and during the season of Pentecost, this holy synod decrees that, so that the same observances may be maintained in every diocese, one should offer one's prayers to the Lord standing.

The letter of the synod in Nicaea to the Egyptians

The bishops assembled at Nicaea, who constitute the great and holy synod, greet the church of the Alexandrians, by the grace of God holy and great, and the beloved brethren in Egypt, Libya and Pentapolis.

Since the grace of God and the most pious emperor Constantine have called us together from different provinces and cities to constitute the great and Holy Synod in Nicaea, it seemed absolutely necessary that the Holy Synod should send you a letter so that you may know what was proposed and discussed, and what was decided and enacted. First of all the affair of the impiety and lawlessness of Arius and his followers was discussed in the presence of the most pious emperor Constantine. It was unanimously agreed that anathemas should be pronounced against his impious opinion and his blasphemous terms and expressions which he has blasphemously applied to the Son of God, saying “he is from things that are not”, and “before he was begotten he was not”, and “there once was when he was not”, saying too that by his own power the Son of God is capable of evil and goodness, and calling him a creature and a work. Against all this the Holy Synod pronounced anathemas, and did not allow this impious and abandoned opinion and these blasphemous words even to be heard. Of that man and the fate which befell him, you have doubtless heard or will hear, lest we should seem to trample upon one who has already received a fitting reward because of his own sin. Such indeed was the power of his impiety that Theonas of Marmarica and Secundus of Ptolemais shared in the consequences, for they too suffered the same fate.

But since, when the grace of God had freed Egypt from this evil and blasphe​mous opinion, and from the persons who had dared to create a schism and a separation in a people which up to now had lived in peace, there remained the question of the presumption of Meletius and the men whom he had ordained, we shall explain to you, beloved brethren, the synod's decisions on this subject too. The synod was moved to incline towards mildness in its treatment of Meletius, for strictly speaking he deserved no mercy. It decreed that that he might remain in his own city without any authority to nominate or ordain, and that he was not to show himself for this purpose in the country or in another city, and that he was to retain the bare name of his office.
​

It was further decreed that those whom he had ordained when they had been validated by a more spiritual ordination, were to be admitted to communion on condition that they would retain their rank and exercise their ministry, but in every respect were to be second to all the clergy in each diocese and church who had been nominated under our most honored brother and fellow minister Alexander; they were to have no authority to appoint candidates of their choice or to put forward names or to do anything at all without the consent of the bishop of the catholic church, namely the bishop of those who are under Alexander. But those who by the grace of God and by our prayers have not been detected in any schism, and are spotless in the catholic and apostolic church, are to have authority to appoint and to put forward the names of men of the clergy who are worthy, and in general to do everything according to the law and rule of the church.

In the event of the death of any in the church, those who have recently been accepted are thereupon to succeed to the office of the deceased, provided that they appear worthy and are chosen by the people; the bishop of Alexandria is to take part in the vote and confirm the election. This privilege, which has been granted to all others, does not apply to the person of Meletius because of his inveterate seditiousness and his mercurial and rash disposition, lest any author​ity or responsibility should be given to one who is capable of returning to his seditious practices.

These are the chief and most important decrees as far as concerns Egypt and the most holy church of the Alexandrians. Whatever other canons and decrees were enacted in the presence of our lord and most honored fellow minister and brother Alexander, he will himself report them to you in greater detail when he comes, for he was himself a leader as well as a participant in the events.

We also send you the good news of the settlement concerning the holy pasch, namely that in answer to your prayers this question also has been resolved. All the brethren in the East who have hitherto followed the Jewish practice will henceforth observe the custom of the Romans and of yourselves and of us who from ancient times have kept Easter together with you. Rejoicing then in these successes and the common peace and harmony and in the cutting off of all heresy, welcome our fellow minister, your bishop Alexander, with all the greater honor and love. He has made us happy by his presence, and despite his advanced age has undertaken such great labor in order that you too may enjoy peace. Pray for us all that our decisions may remain secure through almighty God and our lord Jesus Christ in the Holy Spirit, to whom is the glory for ever and ever. Amen.



NAME: ________________________________  

            First                              last          

The Church after the Council of Nicaea 
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Memory Verse:
	Blessed are those who are persecuted for righteousness sake, for theirs is the kingdom of God.

Matthew 5:10


1. Who was the king the ended Christian persecution and exalted the Church?

a. Nero

b. Constantine 

c. Diocletian

d. Claudius
e. Julius
2. The Orthodox _____________ was formulated by the Council of ____________ in response to a heresy propagated by ______________.
3. St. Athanasius successfully defended the Orthodox faith against

a. 
Denying the divinity of the Holy Spirit

b. 
Separating the person of Jesus Christ

c. 
Denying St. Mary the title "Theotokos"

d. Arianism

e. All the above

4. How many bishops were present at the Council of Nicaea? ____________
5. St. __________________ was the first to establish the Monastic System.

6. St. ______________ is famous for writing the most commonly used _________________ in the Church; he was chosen to be a ________________ for his native town, and he protected his people from the spread of the ______________ heresy.

7. St. Severus of Antioch lived in Egypt because

a. He became its Patriarch.

b. He desired to resist the king and his army.

c. He was excommunicated by the king and his tongue was cut off.
d. He desired the life of worship as a monk

e. c & d above











































( Class notes from Ecumenical Councils seminary course, Bishop Serapion, Bishop of Los Angeles & Hawaii, Pope Shenouda III Coptic Orthodox Theological Seminary, Spring 2005
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