An Orthodox Bible Study

It Seemed Good to the
Holy Spirit and to Us

The Seven Ecumenical Councils and the Scriptures That Won Them

"Edo&ev yap T ITvedpatt ¢ Ayiw kol Auiv
“For it seemed good to the Holy Spirit and to us” - Acts 15:28

Nine sessions through the seven great councils of the undivided Church: Nicaea to Nicaea, 325 to 787. Each
session tells the story of a real crisis, names the men who fought it, and then opens the Scriptures over
which the battle was actually fought: the verses the heretics wielded, the verses the Fathers answered with,
and the exegesis by which the Church came to say, with the apostles, it seemed good to the Holy Spirit and to
us. With the voices, writings, confessors, and martyrs of every council, and a synaxarion of their feasts for

the year.

With Athanasius - Basil - Gregory the Theologian - Cyril of Alexandria

Leo - Maximus the Confessor - John of Damascus
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Prologue

The Council in Scripture

Acts 15 and why the Church speaks this way at all

And the apostles and elders came together to consider this matter... For it seemed good to the Holy Spirit, and to

us, to lay upon you no greater burden than these necessary things.

For where two or three are gathered together in My name, I am there in the midst of them. - When He, the
Spirit of truth, has come, He will guide you into all truth. - ...the church of the living God, the pillar and ground
of the truth.

Acts 15:6, 28 - Matthew 18:20 - John 16:13 - 1 Timothy 3:15

Before we study any council, we must see that the council itself is scriptural. When the first great crisis struck
the apostolic Church, the question of whether Gentiles must keep the Law of Moses, no apostle settled it
alone, not even Peter. The apostles and elders came together at Jerusalem; there was much disputing; Peter
testified, Paul and Barnabas testified, James rendered judgment from the prophets; and the decision went out
to the churches with the most astonishing sentence in the New Testament: it seemed good to the Holy Spirit, and
to us. Not to the Spirit instead of us, nor to us hoping the Spirit agrees, but one judgment with two subjects.
That is the whole theology of the ecumenical council in eleven words. The Church in council does not invent
truth; she recognizes, under the Spirit’s guidance promised in John 16:13, what she has always believed, and

defines it against the error that forced the question.

Notice, too, how James settles the matter at Jerusalem: he quotes Amos. Every ecumenical council follows that
pattern. The councils did not set Tradition above Scripture or beside it as a second source; they read Scripture
within the Church, against readers who quoted the same Bible to opposite ends. Every heresiarch in this study
was an exegete. Arius had his verses; Nestorius had his; the iconoclasts had theirs. The councils are where the
Church, as the pillar and ground of the truth, judged between readings. That is why this study is a Bible study:

the councils are the Church’s greatest acts of biblical interpretation.

For Reflection

1. “It seemed good to the Holy Spirit and to us.” What does that sentence assume about the Church thatno

private reader can claim alone?

2. Every heretic in this study quoted Scripture fluently. What does that fact do to the claim that the Bible

alone, without the Church, settles doctrine?
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Before Each Session

O Heavenly King, Comforter, Spirit of Truth, who spoke by the prophets and presided in the councils of the holy
Fathers: come and abide in us as we read. Give us the mind of the Church, that the faith once delivered to the

saints may be our faith, confessed with one mouth and one heart, unto the ages of ages. Amen.
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The Seven at a Glance

One Faith, Seven Definitions

Nicaea | Arius The Son is homoousios, true John 1:1; Prov 8:22 LXX
God of true God reclaimed
Constantinople | 381 Pneumatomachi, The Holy Spiritis Lord and Giver = Matt 28:19; Acts 5:3—4
Eunomius of life
Ephesus 431 Nestorius Mary is Theotokos; one Christ, Luke 1:43; John 1:14; Isa
one Son 7:14 LXX
Chalcedon 451 Eutyches One Person in two natures, Mark 4:38-39; Heb 4:15

unconfused, undivided

Constantinople II 553 The Three Chapters; One of the Holy Trinity suffered | 1Cor 2:8; Acts 20:28
Origenism in the flesh
Constantinople 11 680-1 Monothelitism Two wills in Christ, human and | Luke 22:42;John 6:38
divine
Nicaea Il 787 Iconoclasm; Hieria Icons are to be venerated, not John 1:14; Ex 25:18; Heb
worshipped 11:21 LXX

Hold the shape of the whole before entering the parts. The first two councils secure the Holy Trinity: who God
is. The next four secure the Incarnation: who Christ is, one Person in two natures with two wills. The seventh
secures what follows from the Incarnation: that because God became visible matter, He may be depicted and
His image honored. Seven councils, one confession, each definition guarding a verse the Church refused to

surrender.
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Session One - Nicaea, 325

True God of True God

Arius, Athanasius, and the verse from Proverbs

It began, as it usually does, with a plausible man. Arius, a respected presbyter of Alexandria, taught what
sounded like reverence: God alone is unbegotten, therefore the Son, being begotten, must have a beginning;
there was when He was not. The Son is the first and highest creature, through whom all else was made, but a
creature. His bishop, Alexander, saw what was at stake and excommunicated him; the dispute spread through
the empire in slogans and sailors’ songs; and in 325 the emperor Constantine, newly master of the East,
summoned the bishops, many still scarred from the persecutions, to Nicaea. About 318 fathers came, and with
them a young deacon of Alexandria named Athanasius, who would spend the rest of his life, through five

exiles, defending what the council wrote.

The Battleground - Proverbs 8:22 (LXX)

Kdbptog Extiaty ue dpxiy 60@v adtod eig Epya adtod
“The Lord created me as the beginning of His ways, for His works.” Wisdom speaks, and the whole Church
agreed that Wisdom here is the Son (1 Cor 1:24).

As the heresy read it Arius’ chief proof text: Wisdom, the Son, says plainly “the Lord created me.” Scripture

itself calls the Son a creature.

As the Church read it Athanasius answered with what scholars now call partitive exegesis: Scripture speaks of
the one Son in two registers, as eternal God and as the one who took created flesh for our sake. “Created me
for His works” speaks of the economy, the Incarnation unto our re-creation, while the same chapter says
Wisdom is “brought forth” before the hills (8:25), begotten, not made. The rule: when you read of the Son,
ask whether the text speaks of His eternal Godhead or His saving descent. That single distinction unlocks

the whole New Testament.

In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God... All things were made
through Him, and without Him nothing was made that was made. - I and My Father are one. - ...the

brightness of His glory and the express image of His person. - This is the true God and eternal life.
John 1:1-3 - John 10:30 - Hebrews 1:3 - 1 John 5:20

The Fathers pressed the logic of these texts. If all things that were made were made through the Word, the
Word is not among the made things. If He is the brightness of the Father’s glory, there was never glory
without its brightness, hence never a Father without the Son. So the council wrote the word that ended the
evasions: the Son is 6poodaiog with the Father, of one essence. Arians objected that the word is not in Scripture,
and the Fathers answered with a principle you will use for the rest of your life: the word is unscriptural, the
meaning is not. Every Arian formula could be signed with mental reservations; homoousios alone could not be

twisted. Sometimes fidelity to Scripture requires a word from outside it, precisely to guard what is inside it.
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Athanasius’ deepest argument was soteriological. We are saved by being united to God, made partakers of the
divine nature (2 Pet 1:4). If the Son is a creature, then in Christ we are joined only to a creature, and no creature
can deify another. Only God can bring us to God. Arianism does not merely misdescribe Christ; it abolishes

salvation. The Creed, for Athanasius, is the fence around the font.

St. Athanasius, On the Incarnation and Against the Arians, summarized

Voices of the Council

St. Alexander of Alexandria. The bishop who refused to let it pass. His encyclical letters to the episcopate
quoted Arius’ own slogans and answered them from John 1 and Hebrews 1, framing the case the council

would judge.

St. Athanasius the Great - May 2. Alexander’s young deacon and theological secretary, later his successor
through five exiles, Athanasius contra mundum. His On the Incarnation gives the vision; his Orations Against
the Arians the exegesis; his On the Decrees of Nicaea the defense of homoousios against the charge of

novelty.

St. Hosius of Cordova. Confessor of the Great Persecution and elder statesman of the council; his name

stands first among the signatures, and tradition links him to the championing of homoousios.

Sts. Nicholas of Myra & Spyridon of Trimythous - Dec 6, Dec 12. The wonderworkers of the council in the
Church’s memory. Pious tradition tells of Nicholas striking Arius in holy zeal and being vindicated by the
Theotokos, and of the shepherd-bishop Spyridon pressing a potsherd until flame, water, and clay parted,

three in one substance: tradition’s parables of the council’s truth.

St. Paphnutius of the Thebaid. Egyptian confessor, one-eyed and hamstrung from the persecutions; the
historians record Constantine kissing his scarred face. The council’s authority wore the wounds of the

martyrs.

Hieromartyr Peter of Alexandria. Martyred in 311, before the council, yet its forerunner: tradition recounts

his vision of Christ in a torn garment, saying it was Arius who tore it. The Church read the crisis as foreseen.

Eusebius of Caesarea. The learned historian and mediating voice; his baptismal creed served among the
base texts, and his careful letter home explains, a little nervously, why he signed homoousios. Not every

father at a council is equally a pillar: discernment reads them all.

For Reflection

1. Arius sounded humble and reverent, and was wrong. How do you learn to test teaching that sounds

pious? What role should the Church’s mind play in that testing?

2. Practice partitive exegesis for yourself: read Philippians 2:5-11 and mark which phrases speak of the Son

as eternal God and which of His saving descent.

3. “Only God can deify.” What difference does the full deity of Christ make to what you expect baptism and
the Eucharist to actually do in you?
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This Week's Practice
Pray the Nicene Creed aloud each evening this week, slowly, pausing at “true God of true God, begotten,

not made, of one essence with the Father.” It was written to be your prayer, not merely your test.
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Session Two - Constantinople, 381

The Lord, the Giver of Life

The Spirit-fighters and the grammar of baptism

Nicaea settled the Son and thereby raised the next question: what of the Spirit? A party the Church came to call
Pneumatomachi, Spirit-fighters, granted the Son’s deity but made the Spirit a creature or a mere power; and
beyond them stood Eunomius, the sharpest logician of the age, who claimed God’s essence is
“unbegottenness” and is fully comprehensible, so that whatever is not unbegotten is not truly God. Against
them rose the Cappadocians: St. Basil the Great, whose treatise On the Holy Spirit argued from the Church’s
doxologies and baptismal practice; his friend St. Gregory the Theologian, whose Theological Orations in the
capital won him his title; and Basil’s brother, St. Gregory of Nyssa, whom you know from the Song. The
council of 150 fathers at Constantinople in 381 completed the Creed we sing at every Liturgy: the Spirit is the
Lord, the Giver of life, who proceeds from the Father, who with the Father and the Son together is worshipped and
glorified.

The Battleground - Matthew 28:19

“Go therefore and make disciples of all the nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and
of the Holy Spirit.”

As the heresy read it The Spirit-fighters read the triple name as a ranking: Father, then Son, then Spirit, a

descending staircase of dignity, the Spirit least and last, an exalted servant.

As the Church read it Basil heard the grammar, not a staircase: one name, singular, shared by three; one rite of
baptism into all three equally. We are not baptized one-third into God and two-thirds into creatures. As we

are baptized, so we believe; as we believe, so we worship. The Church’s font is her first theology textbook.

Ananias, why has Satan filled your heart to lie to the Holy Spirit?... You have not lied to men but to God. - The
Spirit searches all things, yes, the deep things of God. For what man knows the things of a man except the spirit
of the man which is in him? Even so no one knows the things of God except the Spirit of God. - Now the Lord is
the Spirit.

Acts 5:3-4 - 1 Corinthians 2:10-11 - 2 Corinthians 3:17

Watch the apostolic equations. Peter says lying to the Spirit is lying to God: the sentence only works if the
Spirit is God. Paul’s analogy cuts deeper: as your own spirit is not external to you but knows you from within,
so the Spirit of God knows the depths of God from within God, no creature could. And against Eunomius’
boast that God’s essence is comprehensible, Gregory the Theologian and Gregory of Nyssa answered with the
theology of divine infinity the Cappadocians made their own: we truly know God in His energies and never
exhaust His essence. The council’s reserve is itself instructive: the Creed never says the bare sentence “the
Spirit is God,” but confesses Him Lord, Giver of life, co-worshipped and co-glorified, everything Scripture
says, arranged so that only God could receive it. St. Basil called this the argument from equal honor,

homotimia.
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Gregory’s decisive question was baptismal: if the Holy Spirit is not God, how can He deify me in baptism? The
Spirit is the one in whom we are made partakers of God; a creature cannot give what it does not have. And to those
who asked why Scripture unfolds the Spirit’s glory gradually, Gregory answered with his doctrine of divine
pedagogy: the Old Covenant proclaimed the Father openly and the Son dimly; the New revealed the Son and
hinted the Spirit’s deity; now the Spirit dwells among us and shows Himself more clearly. Light is given as eyes

grow able to bear it.

St. Gregory the Theologian, Fifth Theological Oration, summarized

Voices of the Council

St. Meletius of Antioch - Feb 12. President of the council, who reposed while it sat; Gregory of Nyssa
preached his funeral oration before the assembled fathers. The council buried its president and kept the
faith.

St. Gregory the Theologian - Jan 25. Came to an Arian capital holding one small chapel, the Anastasia, and
preached there the Five Theological Orations that won back the city. Briefly president of the council; when
his election was contested he resigned for the sake of peace, telling the fathers, in substance, that if the

storm was on his account, let them cast him out like Jonah and the Church would be calm.

St. Basil the Great - Jan 1. Reposed on the first day of 379 and never saw the council his labor made
possible. On the Holy Spirit, written to Amphilochius, supplied its pneumatology: the argument from

baptism, the doxologies, and homotimia, the equal honor of the Spirit.

St. Gregory of Nyssa - Jan 10. Basil’s brother and completer, hammer of Eunomius in the massive Against

Eunomius; a later council styles him father of fathers. You have met his mysticism; here is his dogmatics.

St. Amphilochius of Iconium - Nov 23. The trusted cousin-in-spirit to whom Basil addressed On the Holy

Spirit; canonist and steady hand of the Cappadocian circle.

Apollinaris of Laodicea, condemned. The over-corrector: so jealous for Christ’s deity that he denied Him a
human mind, the Word wearing flesh like a garment. Against him Gregory the Theologian wrote to
Cledonius the axiom this study keeps meeting: the unassumed is the unhealed. This council condemned

him alongside the Spirit-fighters.

Nectarius of Constantinople. The pious senator, still unbaptized, elected to finish the council and the see:

baptized, vested, enthroned. A strange age, and a reminder that the Spirit steers through irregular men.
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For Reflection
1. “As we are baptized, so we believe.” What does it mean that the Church’s worship carried her doctrine

before her definitions did? Where do you see that principle still working in Orthodox life?

2. Gregory’s test was practical: only God can deify. Do you actually expect the Holy Spirit to do that in you,

or has He quietly become, in your imagination, a force rather than a Person?

3. Divine pedagogy: God reveals as we can bear. Where have you experienced truth arriving in stages rather

than all at once?

This Week's Practice
Begin every prayer this week with “O Heavenly King”, the Church’s prayer to the Spirit, and note that every

petition in it asks of the Spirit what only God could grant: come, abide, cleanse, save.
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Session Three - Ephesus, 431

Theotokos

Nestorius, Cyril, and the Mother of my Lord

In 428 the new archbishop of Constantinople, Nestorius, a brilliant preacher from Antioch, announced that
the beloved title Theotokos, Birth-giver of God, should be abandoned or qualified. Mary bore the man Jesus,
he argued, the temple in which the Word dwelt; call her Christotokos. It sounded like precision. St. Cyril of
Alexandria heard in it a broken Christ: two sons loosely conjoined, the eternal Word and the man Jesus, united
by honor and will rather than in person. If so, then it was not God who lay in the manger, not God who hung
on the Cross, and the whole exchange of salvation fails. The council met at Ephesus, the city of the Virgin, in
431, vindicated the Theotokos, and the people of the city escorted the bishops home with torches. The title of

the Mother was, and remains, the fortress of the Son.

The Battleground - Luke 1:43

Elizabeth, filled with the Holy Spirit, cries out: “But why is this granted to me, that the mother of my Lord should

come to me?”

As the heresy read it Nestorius’ reading required a split subject: Mary is mother of the man to whom the Word

is joined; strictly, mother of the human Jesus only, for God cannot be born, suffer hunger, or die.

As the Church read it The Church heard Elizabeth, by the Holy Spirit, name the unborn Child “my Lord.” A
mother does not bear a nature; she bears a person, and the Person Mary bore is the eternal Word who had
made flesh His own (John 1:14). Theotokos says nothing new about Mary; it says everything about her Son:

the one born of her and the one begotten of the Father before all ages are one and the same.

And the Word became flesh and dwelt among us, and we beheld His glory, the glory as of the only begotten of the
Father. - But when the fullness of the time had come, God sent forth His Son, born of a woman. - That Holy One
who is to be born will be called the Son of God.

John 1:14 - Galatians 4:4 - Luke 1:35

Septuagint Note - The virgin of Isaiah 7:14
Isaiah’s sign reads in the Septuagint: {500 1] TapPOEVOG €v yaotpl EEel, “behold, the virgin shall

conceive,”

and Matthew 1:23 quotes the LXX exactly, adding the name: Emmanuel, God with us. Later
Jewish translators rendered the Hebrew almah as mere “young woman,” but the Church’s Old Testament,
translated by Jews before Christ, had already said parthenos. Ephesus is Isaiah’s verse grown to full
stature: if the Child is Emmanuel, God with us, then His mother is Theotokos. The Church’s canon and her

Christology meet in a single word.
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Cyril’s rule is the exchange of names, the communicatio idiomatum: because the Word truly made flesh His own,
what belongs to the flesh may be said of the Word, and what belongs to the Word may be said of that Man. So
Scripture speaks truly when it says the Lord of glory was crucified (1 Cor 2:8). The Word did not descend upon a
man already existing; He became man while remaining what He was. One Christ, one Son, one Lord: and

therefore His mother is rightly and necessarily called Theotokos.

St. Cyril of Alexandria, Second Letter to Nestorius, summarized

Voices of the Council

St. Cyril of Alexandria - June 9. Presided and prevailed. His Second Letter to Nestorius the council
canonized as the standard of faith; his Third carried the Twelve Anathemas, the “Chapters,” refusing every

division of the one Christ. His watchword: the Word did not come into a man; He became man.

St. Celestine of Rome. Held a synod at Rome in 430 that condemned Nestorius’ teaching and committed its

execution to Cyril: old Rome and Alexandria acting as one, a concord worth remembering.

St. Proclus - Nov 20. Preached, in Nestorius’ own cathedral and hearing, the most celebrated Theotokos
homily of the age, hailing the Virgin as the loom on which the robe of the Incarnation was woven. He would

later hold the see himself, and bring the relics of Chrysostom home in peace.

St. Memnon of Ephesus. The host bishop, who kept his churches with Cyril through siege, suspension, and

imperial arrest until the truth stood.

John of Antioch. Arrived late, convened a rival council, and deposed Cyril; two years later signed the
Formula of Reunion of 433 confessing the Theotokos. Even hierarchs collide; the Church, given time, heals

her own quarrels without surrendering dogma.

Blessed Theodoret of Cyrrhus. Antioch’s finest pen, set against Cyril’s Anathemas; at Chalcedon he would
anathematize Nestorius with his own mouth, and a century later the fifth council would still be weighing

his pages. A lesson in how long the Church chews.

Nestorius, condemned. Deposed, exiled to the Egyptian desert, and unrepentant; late in life he claimed
Leo’s Tome said what he had always meant, a claim both councils denied him. Precision of words is not

pedantry; it is mercy to the next generation.

For Reflection

1. Nestorius offered a compromise title that sounded careful. Why do compromises about Christ so often
conceal a smaller Christ? Where have you met the instinct that God could not really be born, hungry, or

crucified?

2. For a heart formed outside Orthodoxy, Marian devotion can feel like a rival to Christ. After Ephesus, how

would you explain that every Marian title is a Christological claim?

3. Read the Magnificat (Luke 1:46-55) slowly, twice. What does Mary herself say God has done for her,

and what does she never claim?

It Seemed Good to the Holy Spirit and to Us - An Orthodox Bible Study - 12




This Week's Practice

Each evening this week, end your prayers with the ancient hymn the council’s city would have known:

“More honorable than the Cherubim...”, and let “who without corruption gave birth to God the Word”
carry the whole weight of Ephesus.
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Session Four - Chalcedon, 451

Without Confusion, Without Division

Eutyches, the Tome, and the Christ who sleeps in the storm

The pendulum swung. Guarding Ephesus against any hint of two sons, the aged archimandrite Eutyches of
Constantinople overcorrected into a new error: before the union, two natures; after the union, one, the
humanity absorbed into deity like a drop of honey in the sea. His condemnation by Archbishop Flavian in 448
was overturned at a packed and violent gathering at Ephesus in 449, which St. Leo of Rome branded a
latrocinium, a robbers’ den; Flavian was so mishandled that he died soon after. In 451, under a new emperor,
more than five hundred bishops met at Chalcedon. Reading Leo’s Tome alongside Cyril’s letters, the fathers
cried that Peter had spoken through Leo, and defined the faith in four adverbs the Church has treasured ever
since: one and the same Christ, made known in two natures &ovyyltwe, &TpémTwg, GOlUPETLG, AYwPITTWG,

without confusion, without change, without division, without separation.

The Battleground - Mark 4:38-39

“And He was in the stern, asleep on a pillow. And they awoke Him and said to Him, Teacher, do You not care

that we are perishing? Then He arose and rebuked the wind, and said to the sea, Peace, be still.”

As the heresy read it A one-nature Christ strains here: if the humanity is swallowed by deity, the sleep is a
performance, the fatigue a fiction; and with them go the hunger, the tears, and finally the death that saves

us.

As the Church read it Chalcedon lets the verse stand whole: the same one sleeps as man and commands the
sea as God. Each nature does what is proper to it, in communion with the other, and both belong to one

“He.” The Gospel needs no editing; it needs the definition that protects its plain sentences.

For we do not have a High Priest who cannot sympathize with our weaknesses, but was in all points tempted as
we are, yet without sin. - For there is one God and one Mediator between God and men, the Man Christ Jesus. -

Reach your finger here, and look at My hands... And Thomas answered and said to Him, My Lord and my God!

Hebrews 4:15 - 1 Timothy 2:5 - John 20:27-28

The stakes are pastoral before they are philosophical. A humanity dissolved into deity cannot sympathize with
your weakness, for it never truly shared it; a Christ who is not fully man cannot be our Mediator, our High
Priest, or our pattern. Gregory the Theologian had already given the axiom a generation earlier: what is not
assumed is not healed. Christ must be all that we are, body, soul, mind, will, sin alone excepted, or some part
of us is left outside salvation. Chalcedon is the charter of Christian humanism: our nature is not annihilated by
union with God but preserved, healed, and glorified. That is also the logic of your own theosis: participation in

the divine energies never erases the human; grace perfects what it saves.
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Speak honestly here of the wound that followed: whole ancient churches, the Copts, Armenians, Syrians,
Ethiopians, rejected Chalcedon’s wording, holding to Cyril’s formula of the one incarnate nature of the Word,
and that separation, the first great and lasting schism over a council, endures to this day. Modern dialogue
suggests much of the quarrel was over words, Cyril’s physis and Chalcedon’s meaning different things, yet the
Orthodox Church receives Chalcedon as the Spirit’s own guardrail. Definitions cost; the Church judged this

one worth its cost, because the alternative was losing the Christ who truly wept, truly slept, and truly died.

Voices of the Council

St. Leo the Great - Feb 18. His Tome to Flavian gave the council its balanced grammar: each nature
performs what is proper to it, in communion with the other. The fathers cried that Peter had spoken
through Leo, and, just as tellingly, accepted the Tome only after examining it against Cyril: acclamation

followed scrutiny, reception, not rubber stamp.

St. Flavian the Confessor - Feb 16. Patriarch of Constantinople whose home synod of 448 first condemned
Eutyches, and whose measured confession of faith anticipated the Definition. Beaten at the Robber

Council, he died of it: Chalcedon’s confessor before Chalcedon met.

St. Anatolius of Constantinople - July 3. Presided among the bishops under the imperial commissioners;

the Church also sings his stichera at Vespers to this day: a council father whose theology became hymnody.

St. Pulcheria & St. Marcian - Sept 10, Feb 17. The empress-virgin and the soldier she raised to the purple in
amarriage of chastity, who summoned the council; the fathers acclaimed her guardian of the faith and him

anew Constantine.

Sts. Euthymius the Great & Simeon the Stylite - Jan 20, Sept 1. Reception in the desert: when word of the
Definition reached Palestine, the judgment of the great abba Euthymius carried the monasteries, and

Simeon wrote his support from the pillar. Councils become ecumenical in the whole Body, monks included.

Hieromartyr Proterius of Alexandria - Feb 28. Installed in Alexandria after Dioscorus’ deposition and
murdered by the mob in the baptistery at Pascha, 457: the first martyr of Chalcedon’s peace, killed at the

font he served.

Eutyches and Dioscorus, condemned. The archimandrite whose piety dissolved Christ’s manhood, and the
patriarch whose violence at the Robber Council disgraced even his cause. Zeal, the council teaches, is not

yet truth.

For Reflection

1. “Whatis not assumed is not healed.” Which part of your humanity do you quietly assume Christ did not

share, your exhaustion, your temptations, your grief? What changes if He assumed it?

2. The four adverbs are all negations: they fence a mystery rather than explain it. Why is that reserve itself

deeply Orthodox?

3. Chalcedon preserved the human rather than dissolving it. How does that shape what you expect

holiness to do to your personality, your friendships, your work: erase them or transfigure them?
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This Week's Practice

Read one Gospel scene slowly this week, the storm (Mark 4), the well (John 4), or Lazarus (John 11), and

mark every verb: which are proper to man, which to God, and notice that every one has the same single
subject: He.
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Session Five - Constantinople, 553

One of the Trinity Suffered

The Three Chapters, the Origenist crisis, and the crucified Lord of glory

The fifth council is the one almost nobody teaches, and it is a hinge. A century after Chalcedon, many still
suspected the council of crypto-Nestorianism, and the emperor Justinian sought to prove that Chalcedon
belonged wholly to Cyril. The council he convened in 553 condemned the so-called Three Chapters: the person
and works of Theodore of Mopsuestia, whom you met degrading the Song of Songs; certain writings of
Theodoret against Cyril; and a letter attributed to Ibas of Edessa. In the same era the second Origenist crisis
came to its head, and the speculative system tied to Origen’s name, pre-existent souls, the fall into bodies, a
universal restoration that empties freedom, was anathematized. Pope Vigilius resisted, wavered, and finally
assented to the council, a career worth remembering whenever infallibility is claimed for any single see.
Rightly read, 553 teaches how the Church receives her own councils: by interpreting them, harder and deeper,

until they speak with one voice.

The Battleground - 1 Corinthians 2:8

“...which none of the rulers of this age knew; for had they known, they would not have crucified the Lovd of
glory.”

As the heresy read it The strict Antiochene instinct, pressed to its edge in Theodore, recoiled: God cannot

suffer; therefore say the man was crucified, and keep the Word at a reverent distance from the Cross.

As the Church read it Paul’s sentence refuses the distance: the Crucified One is the Lord of glory Himself. The
council therefore blessed the confession of the Scythian monks: One of the Holy Trinity suffered in the
flesh. The divine nature did not suffer, for God’s nature is impassible; but the Person who suffered in His

own flesh is none other than God the Word. Natures do not hang on crosses; persons do.

...shepherd the church of God which He purchased with His own blood. - He who did not spare His own Son, but
delivered Him up for us all. - ...then they will look on Me whom they pierced.

Acts 20:28 - Romans 8:32 - Zechariah 12:10

Feel the audacity of the apostolic grammar: the church of God, purchased with His own blood; the pierced one
who speaks in Zechariah is the Lord Himself. This is the theopaschite paradox, and it is the whole comfort of
the Gospel: not that a very good man died heroically while God watched, but that God the Word, remaining
impassible in His deity, made our suffering and our death so truly His own that we may say without
blasphemy: God was crucified for me. The Church sings it every Liturgy in Justinian’s own hymn,
“Only-begotten Son and Word of God”: immortal, yet crucified. You already know the anthropology this
protects: if the Cross is God’s own act in the flesh, then no depth of human agony is outside His personal

experience, and Hades itself, as the Harrowing of Hades declares, was invaded from within.
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The fathers of 553 canonized Cyril’s reading of the whole Bible: the sayings of the Gospels and Epistles are not to be
divided between two subjects, a Word for the miracles and a man for the sufferings, as Theodore had taught. There
is one subject, the incarnate Word; some things He does divinely, some humanly, all as one Christ. Whoever reads

Scripture with two sons, the council judged, has torn the seamless robe.

The council’s exegetical rule, summarized from its anathemas

Voices of the Council

St. Justinian the Emperor - Nov 14. Lawgiver, builder of Hagia Sophia, and working theologian who
convoked the council and wrote for it: his edicts against the Three Chapters and on the right faith argued
the Cyrillian case himself, and his hymn, Only-begotten Son and Word of God, set theopaschite dogma into

every Liturgy the Church has served since.

St. Eutychius of Constantinople - Apr 6. The young patriarch who presided; he would later suffer

deposition and exile in other struggles and return, twice enthroned, steady through it all.

Pope Vigilius of Rome. Summoned, resistant, wavering: his Constitutum first refused the council’s
condemnations, and months later he assented and confirmed them. The fathers proceeded without him

and were vindicated by his own subsequent judgment: a datum your ecclesiology should file carefully.

Leontius the Theologian, of Byzantium. The technician of the age. His teaching that Christ’s humanity is
enhypostatos, real and complete yet having its personal existence in the Word Himself, gave the Church the

precise key for holding Cyril and Chalcedon in one hand.

The Scythian Monks. John Maxentius and his brothers from the Danube, who a generation earlier pressed
the formula the council blessed: One of the Holy Trinity suffered in the flesh. Monastic stubbornness in the

service of precision.

St. Sabbas the Sanctified - Dec 5. The great abba of the Judean desert, who had traveled to the capital
against the Origenist ferment; after his repose the crisis burst in his own lavras, and the council’s

anathemas answered the desert’s alarm.

The Three Chapters, condemned. Theodore of Mopsuestia in person and work; Theodoret’s writings
against Cyril; the letter ascribed to Ibas of Edessa. Note the surgical care: Theodoret and Ibas themselves,
having died in the Church’s peace, were not condemned as men, only the offending pages. Councils can

wield scalpels, not axes.
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For Reflection

1. “Natures do not hang on crosses; persons do.” Sit with that sentence. What does it change about the
way you now read Holy Friday?

2. Vigilius resisted and then assented; Theodore died in the Church’s peace and was condemned a century
later. What do these facts teach about where the gift of truth finally rests: in any individual, or in the whole
Body discerning over time?

3. The Origenist system offered a beautiful, comprehensive story that quietly dissolved freedom and the
body. Where do you meet its modern echoes, and why is the Church’s slower, humbler dogma actually

better news?

This Week's Practice
At Liturgy this Sunday, listen for “Only-begotten Son and Word of God, who being immortal, deigned... to
be crucified”: the fifth council set to music. Stand in it deliberately, and afterward write down one phrase

that struck you.
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Session Six - Constantinople, 680-681

Not My Will, but Yours

Monothelitism, the confessor without a tongue, and Gethsemane

The seventh century’s heresy was born of diplomacy. Hoping to reconcile the non-Chalcedonian provinces as
Persia and then Islam pressed the empire, Patriarch Sergius of Constantinople proposed a formula: two
natures, yes, but in Christ only one will and one energy, the divine. The emperor Heraclius published it in the
Ekthesis of 638; Pope Honorius of Rome endorsed the one-will language in his letters; and resistance fell to a
monk, St. Maximus the Confessor, and to Pope St. Martin, who condemned the doctrine at the Lateran in 649.
Both paid: Martin died in exile; Maximus, refusing to the end, had his tongue and right hand cut off, the
instruments of confession, and died in 662. The council of 680-681 vindicated them, defined two natural
wills and two natural energies in Christ, and condemned the Monothelite leaders by name, Honorius of Rome

among them, a conciliar fact that must be weighed with great care.

The Battleground - Luke 22:42 - Matthew 26:39

“Father, if it is Your will, take this cup away from Me; nevertheless not My will, but Yours, be done.”

As the heresy read it The Monothelites read Gethsemane as proof of one will: see, the human impulse is
swallowed by the divine; a second will in Christ would mean a second, rival willer, and perhaps inner

conflict in the Lord.

As the Church read it Maximus read the verse as its own refutation: whose will says “not My will”? Not the
divine will, which is one with the Father’s. Gethsemane displays a true human will, naturally shrinking
from death as every healthy human will does, freely and perfectly aligning itself with the Father. Without
that human “yes,” our disobedience in the first garden is never undone in the second. The verse the heresy

quoted became the council’s proof text.

For I have come down from heaven, not to do My own will, but the will of Him who sent Me. - ...though He was
a Son, yet He learned obedience by the things which He suffered. - He humbled Himself and became obedient to
the point of death. - For as by one man’s disobedience many were made sinners, so also by one Man’s obedience

many will be made righteous.

John 6:38 - Hebrews 5:8 - Philippians 2:8 - Romans 5:19
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Maximus’ key distinction: will belongs to nature, not to person. To will is a capacity of a rational nature, as seeing
belongs to the eye; two natures, therefore two natural wills. If will belonged to person, the Trinity, three Persons,
would have three wills and be three gods; and Christ, one Person, would on the Monothelite logic lack a human
will, and so be no true man, and Gregory’s axiom would fall on us with full weight: the unassumed is unhealed.
Our broken willing, the very seat of sin, would remain untouched by the Physician. Maximus also distinguished
the natural will, the nature’s God-given orientation to the good, from the gnomic, deliberating, wavering mode of
willing that belongs to us sinners; Christ has the first fully and the second not at all, for He never gropes toward the

good but is it.

St. Maximus the Confessor, from the disputes with the Monothelites, summarized

Here the sixth council touches your own life as directly as any definition ever has. Salvation, on the Orthodox
synergistic account you have long held, is the healing of the will, not its replacement. God does not overwrite
you; He restores your nature’s true orientation until your freedom and His grace say one “yes,” as in
Gethsemane. Every act of repentance, every kept fast, every “Thy will be done” prayed and meant, is
dyothelite dogma become biography. And notice the witness of Maximus himself: for years he seemed nearly
alone against patriarchs, emperors, and a pope; asked what he would do if all the great sees communed with
the Monothelites, he answered, in substance, that even so he could not, for truth is not counted by heads. The

council proved him right, and the Church calls him the Confessor.
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Voices of the Council

St. Sophronius of Jerusalem - Mar 11. The aged patriarch who raised the first alarm: his Synodical Letter of
634, sent to all the sees, confessed two energies in Christ while Sergius maneuvered for silence. He

surrendered the Holy City to the caliph rather than see it burn, and never surrendered the doctrine.

St. Maximus the Confessor - Jan 21, Aug 13. A monk with no see at all, and the century’s master
theologian. In the public Disputation with Pyrrhus at Carthage, 645, he argued the deposed Monothelite
patriarch into open recantation; his Opuscula built the doctrine of the two wills; at his trials he answered
that even if the whole inhabited world communed with the heresy, he alone would not. Tongue and right

hand were cut away; he died in exile in 662, and his two disciples, the Anastasii, suffered with him.

St. Martin the Confessor, Pope of Rome - Apr 14. Consecrated without imperial leave, he convened the
Lateran Council of 649 with Maximus at his side and condemned the Ekthesis and Typos. Seized by the
emperor’s men, tried for treason, he died in Crimean exile in 655: the last bishop of Rome venerated as a

martyr.

St. Agatho of Rome - Feb 20. His dogmatic letter, read at the council, so exactly confessed the two wills
that the fathers acclaimed that Peter spoke through Agatho, and measured it, as ever, against the Fathers.

St. Andrew of Crete - July 4. Present at the council as a young delegate of Jerusalem; the same Andrew
whose Great Canon the Church weeps through each Lent. Fitting: the Canon is nothing but the human will

learning, verse by verse, to say what Gethsemane says.

The condemned by name. Theodore of Pharan; Cyrus of Alexandria; Sergius, Pyrrhus, Paul, and Peter of
Constantinople; and Honorius of Rome, anathematized as heretic by an ecumenical council, the sentence
repeated by councils and popes after: the fact that must be weighed carefully against later claims of papal

infallibility.

For Reflection

1. “Will belongs to nature, not person.” Work through Maximus’ Trinity argument slowly until you can
state it in your own words. Why does sloppy language about “wills” end in either three gods or half a
Christ?

2. Christ’s human will shrank from the cup and still said yes. What does that legitimize about your own

recoiling from hard obediences, and what does it call you to beyond the recoil?

3. Maximus stood nearly alone, against hierarchs, with the truth. How do you hold together his example

and the Church’s conciliar authority without turning either into a license for private stubbornness?

This Week's Practice
Pray the Lord’s Prayer each day this week and stop at “Thy will be done”. Name silently one concrete
place where your will and God’s are not yet one voice, and offer it, as in Gethsemane, without

pretending the cup is sweet.

It Seemed Good to the Holy Spirit and to Us - An Orthodox Bible Study - 22




Session Seven - Nicaea, 787

The God of Matter

Iconoclasm, the council of Hieria, and the Word made visible

The last great battle looked, at first, like zeal for the second commandment. From about 726 the emperor Leo
III and, far more fiercely, his son Constantine V waged war on the holy icons: images burned, monks
persecuted, and in 753 Constantine staged a large council at Hieria that condemned icons and dared to call
itself ecumenical. Here is a lesson your ecclesiology needs: Hieria had imperial convocation and hundreds of
bishops, yet the Church rejects it, for no patriarchate was truly represented, it contradicted the received faith,
and, decisively, the Body of Christ never received it. Ecumenicity is not a matter of headcount or summons but
of reception by the whole Church, the same Spirit-and-us of Acts 15. From the safety of the caliphate, St. John
of Damascus had already written the defense; in 787 the empress Irene and Patriarch Tarasius gathered the
seventh council at Nicaea, which restored the icons and drew the definitive line: veneration, wpogiidvyaic,

honor that passes to the one depicted, is due to icons; worship, Aatpeia, is due to God alone.

The Battleground - Exodus 20:4

“You shall not make for yourself a carved image, any likeness of anything that is in heaven above, or that is in
the earth beneath.”

As the heresy read it The iconoclasts read the commandment as absolute and timeless: every religious image

is an idol, and the honor Christians pay to icons is the paganism Israel was saved from.

As the Church read it The Church read the commandment within the whole of Scripture, where the same God
who forbade idols commanded images: cherubim of gold over the mercy seat (Ex 25:18), cherubim woven
through the tabernacle veil, the bronze serpent lifted for healing (Num 21:9, and cf. John 3:14), oxen and
lions and palm trees in Solomon’s temple. What Sinai forbade was images of the invisible God, of whom no
form was seen (Deut 4:15), and all worship of the creature. But the commandment’s ground shifted the day

the Invisible showed His face.

And the Word became flesh and dwelt among us, and we beheld His glory... No one has seen God at any time; the
only begotten Son... He has declared Him. - He is the image (eixov) of the invisible God. - He who has seen Me
has seen the Father. - That... which we have seen with our eyes, which we have looked upon, and our hands have
handled, concerning the Word of life.

John 1:14, 18 - Colossians 1:15 - John 14:9 - 1 John 1:1
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“I do not worship matter; I worship the Creator of matter, who for my sake became matter... and through matter
worked my salvation.” The whole defense in one breath. If God has truly become man, visible, depictable,
touchable, then to refuse His image is quietly to refuse His Incarnation; a Christ who cannot be painted cannot
have been seen, and a Christ never seen cannot have saved us. The icon is Chalcedon in color: the honor given the
image passes to the prototype, as Basil had said of the emperor’s portrait, and the wood and paint are honored

only as the God-bearing flesh itself is: matter filled with grace.

St. John of Damascus, On the Divine Images, adapted

Septuagint Note - Jacob’s staff (Hebrews 11:21)

Hebrews, quoting Genesis 47:31 from the Septuagint, says Jacob “worshipped, leaning on the top of his
staff”, mpooexvvnoey émi 16 dxpov Tig pafdov adtod. The Masoretic text, with different vowels, reads “bed”
rather than “staff.” The iconodule fathers loved the apostolic reading: the patriarch’s reverence directed
through a material thing toward the God it signified, proskynesis through matter, in the New Testament’s

own Old Testament. Once more the Church’s Septuagint carries the Church’s theology.

Voices of the Council

St. Germanus of Constantinople - May 12. The patriarch who first refused Leo I1I to his face; his letters to
the iconoclast bishops are the earliest dossier of the defense. Deposed in 730, he died in exile; the council

read him back into honor.

St. John of Damascus - Dec 4. From Mar Saba in the caliphate, beyond the emperor’s reach, he wrote the
Three Treatises on the Divine Images that armed the whole resistance: matter is not evil; God became
matter; the honor passes to the prototype. Anathematized by Hieria, vindicated by Nicaea; tradition adds

the wonder of the severed hand healed by the Theotokos, kept in the icon called Three-Handed.

St. Tarasius of Constantinople - Feb 25. Imperial secretary and layman, raised through the degrees to the
patriarchate on condition a council be called; he presided with notable economy, receiving repentant

iconoclast bishops back to their sees, over rigorist protest. Truth without vindictiveness.

Empress St. Irene. Convoked the council with her son; the first attempt at Constantinople in 786 was
broken up by iconoclast troops bursting into the church, so she moved it to Nicaea, binding the seventh

council to the first. Pope Hadrian’s legates and letter joined East and West in the definition.

Martyrs of the Icons - Nov 28, May 29. St. Stephen the New, monk of Auxentius, who before Constantine
V stamped a coin bearing the emperor’s face and asked whether he had insulted the emperor or only metal:
if honor and dishonor pass through an image to the person, how much more with the image of Christ. He
was dragged and killed in 765. St. Theodosia, defending the Christ of the Chalke Gate, died with her

companions: protomartyrs of the icon.

Guardians After - Nov 11, June 2, Feb 11. When iconoclasm returned a second time, St. Theodore the
Studite and Patriarch St. Nicephorus suffered prison and exile for the seventh council’s faith, until the

empress St. Theodora restored the icons in 843, the Triumph of Orthodoxy this study’s Sending keeps.
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For Reflection

1. “A Christ who cannot be painted cannot have been seen.” Trace the logic from John 1:14 to the icon corner
in your own home. Where does the chain feel strongest to you, and where does a Protestant conscience still
snag?

2. Hieria called itself ecumenical and the Church said no. What does the criterion of reception teach about

where the Spirit’s guarantee actually lives: in offices, in emperors, or in the whole Body over time?

3. Veneration passes to the prototype. Practically, how do you keep your veneration moving through the

icon to Christ rather than stopping at beauty, habit, or superstition?

This Week's Practice
Once this week, stand before the icon of Christ, light a candle, make the sign of the Cross, and
venerate deliberately, saying aloud: “The honor passes to You, Lord.” Let the seventh council become

muscle memory.
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The Sending

This Is the Faith of the Apostles

...contend earnestly for the faith which was once for all delivered to the saints. - Therefore, brethren, stand fast
and hold the traditions which you were taught, whether by word or our epistle. - Jesus Christ is the same

yesterday, today, and forever.
Jude 3 - 2 Thessalonians 2:15 - Hebrews 13:8

On the first Sunday of Great Lent, the Sunday of Orthodoxy, the Church keeps the feast of the seventh council
and, in it, of all seven. The Synodikon is read aloud, the icons are carried in procession, and the Church
proclaims that this is the faith of the apostles, the faith of the Fathers, the faith of the Orthodox, the faith
which has established the whole world. Notice what is being celebrated: not seven changes, but seven refusals
to change; not the invention of dogma, but the successful defense, at terrible cost, of the Gospel the apostles
preached, so that a catechumen in any city in this age receives the same Christ, true God and true man, one
Person in two natures and two wills, born of the Theotokos, crucified as the Lord of glory, and depicted on the
icons before which you pray. The councils are the reason your faith reaches you whole. Contend for it; and

more than contending, live it, day after day, until the definitions become doxology.

A Prayer of the Faith of the Councils

O Christ our God, who founded Your Church upon the rock of the confession of Your divinity, and by Your Holy
Spirit guided the holy Fathers of the seven councils to guard the faith once delivered: grant us to hold what they
held, to confess what they confessed, and to love what they loved. Make our homes each a small council, where it
may ever be said, it seemed good to the Holy Spirit and to us. Through the intercessions of the Theotokos, of
Athanasius, Basil, and the Gregories, of Cyril and Leo, of Maximus the Confessor and John of Damascus, and of

all the holy God-bearing Fathers, have mercy on us and save us. Amen.
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Appendix

A Synaxarion of the Councils

The fathers, confessors, and martyrs of the seven councils through the Church year

The Conciliar Sundays

The Church herself keeps three synaxes of the councils: the Fathers of the First Council on the seventh
Sunday of Pascha; the Fathers of the First Six Councils on the Sunday nearest July 16; and the Fathers of the
Seventh Council on the Sunday nearest October 11, with the Triumph of Orthodoxy crowning all on the first

Sunday of Great Lent.

St. Athanasius the Great Jan 18 & May 2 Deacon at the council; its lifelong defender
St. Alexander of Alexandria First accuser of Arius

St. Nicholas of Myra Dec6 Wonderworker of the council

St. Spyridon of Trimythous Dec 12 The potsherd of the Trinity

St. Paphnutius the Confessor Bore the persecution’s wounds

St. James of Nisibis Jan13 Ascetic father at the council

St. Alexander of Constantinople Aug 30 His prayer answered concerning Arius
Hieromartyr Peter of Alexandria Forerunner-martyr; the torn garment

I - Constantinople, 381

St. Basil the Great Jan1 On the Holy Spirit; reposed before the council
St. Gregory the Theologian Jan25 The Theological Orations; president

St. Gregory of Nyssa Jan 10 Against Eunomius; father of fathers

St. Meletius of Antioch Feb 12 President; reposed at the council

St. Amphilochius of Iconium Nov 23 Recipient of On the Holy Spirit

Hieromartyr Eusebius of Samosata June 22 Martyr of the Arian struggle

1l - Ephesus, 431

St. Cyril of Alexandria Jan 18 & June 9 President; the Twelve Anathemas
St. Celestine of Rome Rome’s judgment against Nestorius
St. Proclus of Constantinople Nov 20 The great Theotokos homily

St. Memnon of Ephesus Host and fellow-confessor

IV - Chalcedon, 451
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St. Leo the Great Feb 18

St. Flavian the Confessor Feb 16
St. Anatolius of Constantinople July 3
St. Pulcheria the Empress Sept 10
St. Marcian the Emperor Feb 17
St. Juvenal of Jerusalem July 2
St. Euthymius the Great Jan 20
St. Simeon the Stylite Sept1
Hieromartyr Proterius Feb 28

V - Constantinople, 553

The Tome

Died of the Robber Council’s violence
President; hymnographer

Guardian of the faith

Convoked the council

Council father

Reception in the desert

Wrote support from the pillar

First martyr of Chalcedon

St. Justinian the Emperor Nov 14
St. Eutychius of Constantinople Apr 6
St. Sabbas the Sanctified Dec 5

VI - Constantinople, 680-681

Convoked; hymn Only-begotten Son
President

Fought the Origenist ferment

St. Sophronius of Jerusalem Mar 11
St. Maximus the Confessor Jan21& Aug 13
St. Martin the Confessor of Rome Apr 14
St. Agatho of Rome Feb 20
St. Andrew of Crete July 4
VIl - Nicaea, 787

St. Germanus of Constantinople May 12
St. John of Damascus Dec 4
St. Tarasius of Constantinople Feb 25
Martyr Stephen the New Nov 28
Martyr Theodosia of Constantinople May 29
St. Theodore the Studite Nov 11
St. Nicephorus of Constantinople June 2
St. Theodora the Empress Feb 11

The Synodical Letter; first alarm
Tongue and hand for the two wills
The Lateran Council; died in exile
The dogmatic letter

Delegate; the Great Canon

First refusal; deposed 730

Three Treatises on the Divine Images
President; economy toward the repentant
The coin; killed 765

The Chalke Gate icon

Confessor of the second iconoclasm
Confessor-patriarch

The Triumph of Orthodoxy, 843

Feasts follow common Byzantine usage; local calendars vary, and a few fathers above are honored without a fixed universal

date. Where the date column is blank, verify in your parish calendar.

A Note on Sources
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Scripture follows the Church’s canon, with Old Testament citations from the Septuagint and Psalms in LXX numbering where
they occur. Patristic passages marked “summarized” or “adapted” are faithful digests of the works named, written for
pastoral use; before formal citation, verify wording against critical translations (e.g., the Popular Patristics volumes for
Athanasius, Basil On the Holy Spirit, Gregory’s Theological Orations, John of Damascus On the Divine Images; McGuckin for
Cyril; the conciliar acts in Tanner or the NPNF series). Historical framing follows the standard historiography (Chadwick,

Frend, Dvornik, Schatz) alongside Florovsky’s reading of conciliar reception.
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