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The Arian Heresy

•Arius, a priest in the church of Alexandria, thought that
if the Son of God was generated by the Father, He must
have come into being at a certain point in time, and is
not eternal.
•He therefore thought that the Son was created by the
Father, and was the highest, greatest, and first of all
creatures, through whom all others were made.
•The Son thus serves as a mediator with the rest of
creation.
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The Arian Heresy
Arius’s reasoning: “If… the Father generated the Son, he
who was begotten had a beginning of existence: and
from this it is evident, that there was a time when the
Son was not. It therefore necessarily follows, that he had
his subsistence from nothing.”
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The Thalia by Arius

“The one without beginning established the Son as
the beginning of all creatures. . . . He [the Son]
possesses nothing proper to God, in the real sense of
propriety, for he is not equal to God, nor yet is he of
the same substance (homoousios). . . . There exists a
trinity in unequal glories, for their subsistences are
not mixed with each other. In their glories, one is
more glorious than another in infinite degree. The
Father is other than the Son in substance, because he
is without beginning.”
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The Thalia by Arius
“You should understand that the Monad [always]
was, but the Dyad was not before it came to be. At
once, then, the Father is God [even] when the Son
does not exist. So the Son, not existing [eternally]
(since he came into being by the Father’s will), is
God the Only-Begotten, and he [the Holy Spirit] is
different from both.”
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The Thalia by Arius
“Since the very moment when he took his subsistence from
God, Mighty God as he is, he sings the praises of the
Higher One with only partial adequacy. . . . For him it is
impossible to search out the mysteries of the Father, who
exists in himself; for the Son does not [even] know his
own substance, since, being a son, he came into actual
subsistence by a father’s will. What scheme of thought,
then, could admit the idea that he who has his being from
the Father should know by comprehension the one who
gave him birth? For clearly the one who has a beginning is
in no way able to encompass in thought or lay hold upon
the one without beginning.”

6



The Arian Heresy
•Arius did not accept the fundamental Catholic principle
that Christ is both from the Father and yet co-eternal
with Him, distinct in Person from the Father and yet one
in substance or essence with Him.
•Arius thought that the fact that Christ was son of the
Father meant that He would be the most exalted creature.
•However, a true son has the same nature as his father.
Therefore Arius has in fact denied that Jesus is a true
Son. He would be an adopted son, like us, but higher.
• And therefore He would not truly see the Father.
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The Arian Heresy
•St. John Henry Newman says that Arius eliminates the
element of mystery:

“The Sabellian, to avoid mystery, denied the distinction
of Persons in the Divine Nature. Paulus [of Samosata],
and afterwards Apollinaris, for the same reason, denied
the existence of two Intelligent Principles at once, the
word and the human soul, in the Person of Christ. The
Arians adopted both errors.”
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The Arian Heresy
•The Arians deny the distinction of Persons in the Trinity
by denying that Christ is consubstantial with the Father.
God in the proper sense of the word would be only one
Person, the Father, because He alone is Unbegotten.
Arianism equates full divinity with the negation of being
from another. The radicality of orthodox Christianity, on
the contrary, is the proclamation that the Son, who is
eternally from the Father, is equally God with the Father.
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Summary of Arian Errors
•The Son is not co-eternal with the Father, but had a 
beginning.
•The Son is not consubstantial with the Father.
•The Father is infinitely more glorious than the Son. 
Therefore the Son is rightly said to be “other than” and 
“unlike” the Father.
•The Son is a creature, created out of nothing, of an 
angelic nature, not from the substance of the Father. He 
is thus neither true God nor true man, but a kind of 
super-archangel between God and the angels.
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Summary of Arian Errors
•God is not a Trinity by nature. Hence, the Son is not 
properly a natural Son of God, but adopted. The Son 
was generated by the free will of the Father.
•The Son is not impeccable, but is of a mutable nature, 
although in fact He is sinless.
•The Son does not comprehend the Father, but rather has 
a limited understanding of Him. He does not even fully 
comprehend Himself. 
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Arians would profess the words of the Catholic faith
but understand them in a different sense. They would
say:
•Christ is God, but not in the full sense, having only a
participation in the Divinity like men and angels.
•There are three Persons in the Trinity, but they are not
equal as God.
•Christ was generated before all ages, but is not co-
eternal with the Father.
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Christological error of Arius
•The Logos, whom Arius considers inferior to God, was
said to take the place of the human soul of Christ.
• Christ’s anguish and other emotions were seen as
evidence that the Logos is dissimilar to the Father.
•Since Arius regarded the Logos as created, finite, and
mutable, he thought that the Logos could do the tasks
done by the rational soul of a human being.
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Mutability of the Logos
•Arius thought the Logos was changed by the 
Incarnation, exalted by his resurrection and ascension, 
and received merit through the decisions he made as 
Christ in the flesh. 

St. Athanasius counters these assertions by 
distinguishing between the two natures of Christ. 
•The humanity is humbled, exalted, and freely chooses, 
and thus is intrinsically mutable, but the Logos, as 
divine, is immutable. 
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Propaganda Battle
In AD 323 Arius was condemned by the patriarch of
Alexandria and by a regional synod.
Arius was a great political organizer and propagandist,
and secured important friends in high places:
• the bishop Eusebius of Caesarea, who was the writer of
the first great History of the Church,
•and the bishop Eusebius of Nicomedia (the seat of the
imperial court) and friend of Constantia (the sister of
Constantine and wife of the eastern emperor Licinius).
This bishop became the real head of the Arian party and
protector of Arius. 15



•A regional council in Antioch under Hosius condemned
Arius and his followers Eusebius of Nicomedia and
Eusebius of Caesarea, and it was suggested to
Constantine that a general council be held to settle the
question.
•Constantine, still unbaptized and uninstructed in
Christianity, embraced the proposal, chose the place and
sent out the invitations to the bishops, offering free
transportation, and presided personally over the Council.
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The Council of Nicaea
•The council took place for one month in the year 325 in
the imperial summer palace of Nicaea. Over 300 bishops
were present, mostly from the East. Four bishops from
the West were present, with two priests who served as
delegates of the bishop of Rome.
• It is said that Arius had only twenty-two supporters
among the bishops present, and thus Arianism was soon
condemned by the vast majority. The difficulty, however,
was to condemn it in such a way that was clear and
unambiguous, and could serve as a litmus test of
orthodoxy. 17



Letter of Ninety Bishops of Egypt and Libya, including Athanasius, to the 
Bishops of Africa, 5–6

“For the assembled bishops wished to put away the
impious phrases devised by the Arians, namely
“made of nothing,” and that the Son was “a thing
made,” and a “creature,” and that “there was a time
when He was not,” and that “He is of mutable
nature.” And they wished to set down in writing the
acknowledged language of Scripture, namely that the
Word is of God by nature Only-begotten, Power,
Wisdom of the Father, Very God, as John says, and as
Paul wrote, brightness of the Father’s glory and
express image of His person. 18



Letter of Ninety Bishops of Egypt and Libya, including 
Athanasius, to the Bishops of Africa, 5–6

But Eusebius and his fellows, drawn on by their own error, kept
conferring together as follows:
“Let us assent. For we also are of God. . . . we too are called ‘the
image and glory of God” (1 Cor 11:7),… and there are many Powers,
and ‘all the power of the Lord went out of the land of Egypt,’ while
the caterpillar and the locust are called His ‘great power’
(Joel 2:25).… Nor does it vex us, even if they call the Son true God.
For when made He exists in verity.”
Such was the corrupt mind of the Arians. But here too the Bishops,
beholding their craftiness,…lastly they wrote more plainly, and
concisely, that the Son was consubstantial with the Father; for all the
above passages signify this.
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Nicene Creed
The Creed formulated at Nicaea to condemn Arianism
forms the principal part of the Nicene-
Constantinopolitan Creed that Catholics recite every
Sunday in Mass. The part against Arius states:

“I believe in one Lord Jesus Christ, the Only
Begotten Son of God, born of the Father before all
ages. God from God, Light from Light, true God
from true God, begotten, not made, consubstantial
with the Father; through Him all things were made.”
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The key word here is “consubstantial” (homo-ousios,
ὁμοούσιον) which became the standard of orthodoxy
throughout the protracted battle against Arianism. It
seems that the term “consubstantial” was championed
by Bishop Ossius of Cordoba and by the patriarch of
Alexandria, no doubt counseled by St. Athanasius.
Ossius, as the counselor of Constantine, obtained the
imperial support for the Nicene Creed.
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“Consubstantial” means one in substance and essence
with the Father. The Father and Son are not two
different beings endowed with different natures, but
one divine Being, and the same one divine nature or
substance.
At the Council of Nicaea, although about seventeen
were opposed to it, only two together with Arius
eventually refused to sign the Nicene Creed
formulated by the Council.
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Arius was condemned and sent into exile.

Eusebius of Nicomedia was also exiled for three
years, although he had reluctantly signed the Creed.

However, the great tragedy of the Council of Nicaea
was that it was opposed and diluted for over fifty
years by many bishops pressured by the emperors.
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By a skillful use of intrigue and flattery of the
Imperial power, the Arian party gained control of
important episcopal sees, and used this power to gain
the reinstatement of exiled Arian bishops and to
secure the banishment of the most important orthodox
prelates, such as St. Athanasius and Eustathius the
patriarch of Antioch, whom they accused of
immorality and disloyalty to the emperor.
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• In 328 Constantine recalled Arius and Eusebius of
Nicomedia from exile, and the latter was reinstated
as bishop.
• In 334 the Emperor ordered the readmission of Arius
into full communion with the Church, an order which
Athanasius refused.
•Athanasius was condemned in a regional synod at
Tyre and exiled to a distant region of the Empire.
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•Athanasius was charged with the murder of a bishop
named Arsenius and with using Arsenius’s right arm
for sorcery. An arm was gruesomely displayed as
evidence. St. Athanasius found Arsenius, very much
alive and in hiding in a monastery in Tyre, and so
Athanasius countered the charges by producing
Arsenius with both his arms. Nevertheless, he was still
exiled.
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Death of Arius
The synods of Tyre and Jerusalem called for the
readmission of Arius into communion with the
Church. A solemn rite of reinstatement was planned in
336. Alexander, the patriarch of Constantinople,
ordered a weeklong fast to beseech God not to bring it
about. On the eve of the day appointed for his
triumph, Arius suddenly died in a horrible way,
spilling out his intestines in a manner reminiscent of
the death of Judas.
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Athanasius, Letter 54 to Serapion concerning the death of Arius

“In this event there was displayed somewhat more than a
human judgment. For the Lord Himself, judging between
the threats of the Eusebians and the prayer of Alexander,
has in this event given sentence against the heresy of the
Arians; showing it to be unworthy of ecclesiastical
fellowship, and manifesting to all, that though it have
patronage of Emperor and of all men, yet that by the Church
itself it is condemned.”
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•Constantine died in the following year. He was
baptized on his deathbed by the head of the Arian
party, Eusebius of Nicomedia.
• He was succeeded by his son Constantius II (reigned
337–361), who also supported the Arians.
• After the death of Constantine, Athanasius was able
to return to Alexandria, but he was exiled again in
339, and an excommunicated priest was elected in
his place.
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Fourth Century Confusion
• The semi-Arians adopted compromise formulas, weakening the 

Nicene Creed in one seemingly small but in fact fundamental point, 
adding an “i” to the key word, “consubstantial.” The new term was 
then “homoi-ousios”: like in substance, which thus differed in just 
by an iota. 
• Others held only the term “like” (homoi, but not “like in essence”), 

which would imply even greater dissimilarity of the Son from the 
Father. 
• The more radical and coherent Arians, on the contrary, did not 

even hold the Son to be like the Father in substance, but rather 
unlike. In Greek this was referred to as (an-homoi), and they were 
known as the Anomoeans (the “unlikes”!). 30



•St. Athanasius (ca. 296–373) was the instrument
raised up by God to defeat the Arian heresy. He was
a young deacon in the Church of Alexandria and
secretary to the Patriarch when it began.
•He accompanied his Patriarch Alexander to the
Council of Nicaea, in which, despite his youth, he
may have played a major role.
•He was made bishop of Alexandria in 328.
•He died in 373 after suffering countless tribulations
for the Nicene faith, including five periods of exile
totaling seventeen years.
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•St. Athanasius’s central argument is that the Son is
the same God as the Father, and not another God,
because He shares everything concerning the divine
nature and being: majesty, eternity, omnipotence,
omniscience, etc.
•This is what is meant by saying that the Son is
“consubstantial” with the Father. “Consubstantial”
means sharing the same divine nature. If the Son did
not share these essential properties of God, He could
not be said to be the same God, but would be a lesser
divinity, introducing polytheism. Arius’s heresy is a
kind of hierarchical polytheism. 32



Athanasius, Oration Against the Arians 3.3.4

“I am in the Father, and the Father in Me” (John 14:10). For
the Son is in the Father, as it is allowed us to know, because
the whole Being of the Son is proper to the Father’s essence,
as radiance from light, and stream from fountain; so that
whoever sees the Son, sees what is proper to the Father, and
knows that the Son’s Being, because from the Father, is
therefore in the Father. For the Father is in the Son, since the
Son is what is from the Father and proper to Him, as in the
radiance the sun, and in the word the thought, and in the
stream the fountain.…
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Athanasius, Oration Against the Arians 3.3.4

“For they are one, not as one thing divided into two parts,
and these nothing but one, nor as one thing twice named, so
that the same becomes at one time Father, at another His
own Son, for since Sabellius held this he was judged a
heretic. But they are two, because the Father is Father and is
not also Son, and the Son is Son and not also Father; but the
nature is one; (for the offspring is not unlike its parent, for it
is his image) and all that is the Father’s is the Son’s.”
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Athanasius, Oration Against the Arians 3.3.4

“Wherefore neither is the Son another God, for He
was not procured from without, else there would be
many, if a godhead be procured foreign from the
Father’s; for if the Son be other, as an Offspring, still
He is the Same as God; and He and the Father are one
in propriety and peculiarity of nature, and in the
identity of the one Godhead, as has been said.”
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Although accused of introducing a non-Scriptural
term in the expression, homo-ousios, Athanasius
defended the consubstantiality of the Son from the
Scriptural revelation that Christ is the true Son of God
and as Son receives the essence of the Father.
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Athanasius, Discourse against the Arians 1.3.9

“Very Son of the Father, natural and genuine, proper to 
His essence, Wisdom Only-begotten, and Very and Only 
Word of God is He; not a creature or work, but an 
offspring proper to the Father’s essence. Wherefore He 
is very God, existing one in essence (homo-ousios) with 
the very Father; while other beings, to whom He said, ‘I 
said ye are gods’ (Ps 82:6), had this grace from the 
Father, only by participation of the Word, through the 
Spirit. 
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Athanasius, Discourse against the Arians 1.3.9

“For He is the expression of the Father’s Person, 
and Light from Light, and Power, and very Image 
of the Father’s essence. For this too the Lord has 
said, “He that hath seen me, hath seen the 
Father” (John 14:9). And He ever was and is, and 
never was not. For the Father being everlasting, 
His Word and His Wisdom must be everlasting.”
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•Athanasius shows that the Arian doctrine implies
that before the “creation” of the Word, God would
have been deprived of being Wisdom, Word, and
Life, for Christ is the Word and Wisdom of the
Father, and the Life.
•He cites Pope St. Dionysius and Origen who made
the same argument in the previous century, showing
that this doctrine defined at the Council of Nicaea is
traditional in the Church:
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Athanasius, Defense of the Nicene Definition 6.27

“And concerning the everlasting co-existence of 
the Word with the Father, and that He is not of 
another essence or subsistence, but proper to the 
Father’s, as the Bishops in the Council said, you 
may hear again also from . . . Origen. . . . “For let 
him understand well who dares to say, ‘Once the 
Son was not,’ that he is saying, ‘Once Wisdom was 
not,’ and ‘Word was not,’ and ‘Life was not.’”
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•Catholic doctrine teaches that the three Persons of the
Trinity are distinct solely by a difference in the relation
of origin, and not by any difference in nature or
essence. This teaching is clearly found in Athanasius,
and is the essence of his Trinitarian doctrine.
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Athanasius, Discourse against the Arians 4.1

“For the Word, being Son of the One God, is referred to 
Him of whom He is; so that Father and Son are two, yet the 
Monad of the Godhead is indivisible and inseparable. And 
thus too we preserve One Beginning of Godhead and not 
two Beginnings. . . . And of this very Beginning the Word is 
by nature Son, not as if another beginning, subsisting by 
Himself, nor having come into being externally to that 
Beginning, lest from that diversity a Dyarchy and Polyarchy 
should ensue; but of the one Beginning He is Son, Wisdom, 
Word, existing from It.”
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St. Athanasius makes another interesting argument
against Arius, based on the fact that creation is
attributed to the Word in the prologue to the Gospel of
John. Only the transcendent uncreated God can create
creatures ex nihilo (out of nothing), for that requires
an infinite power. Therefore, the Word is the
transcendent uncreated God, and not a kind of super-
archangel as Arius imagined (and as the Jehovah’s
Witnesses believe today), or as the Gnostics believed.
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Athanasius, Discourse against the Arians 2.21-22

“But if what the Father works, the Son also works, and 
what the Son creates is the creation of the Father, then if 
also the Son himself is a work and creature of the Father, it 
turns out that he makes himself and thus will be creator of 
himself (since the Father's works are also works of the 
Son), which is senseless and impossible. . . . The Word 
would not be maker of all things if he himself was one of 
the things created. For neither are angels able to create, 
being themselves creatures. . . . And if it is through the 
Word that God creates and makes, then the Word himself 
is not among the things that are created and made.”
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•Arius thought the Son was the first creature, made as a
mediator to bring into being all the other creatures.
•Athanasius points out that this would order the Son to
the work of creation (as an instrument of creation),
rather than all creation being ordered to the glory of the
Son.
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Athanasius, Discourse against the Arians 2.31

“The Word of God did not come to be on our 
account but rather it is we who have come into 
being for his sake and ‘in him all things were 
created’ (Col 1:16). . . . Even if it was the Father's 
conception not to make things that come into 
being, the Word would none the less still be ‘with 
God’ (John 1:1) and the Father ‘in him’ (John 
10:38, 14:10).”
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Athanasius: The eternal generation of the Son 
is by nature, not a free choice
•Since God freely creates all creatures by His will, it is 

fitting that there be a higher mode of generation 
that is not by free will but by nature, which is the 
eternal generation of the Son. We see in human 
affairs that what is by nature—such as our natural 
desire for happiness and goodness—is the 
foundation of all that is by free choice. So by 
analogy, it is fitting that there be a generation in God 
that is by nature, which is the eternal exemplar of all 
bringing forth of creatures by the free will of God.
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Athanasius, Discourse against the Arians 2.2

“For if they grant to God the willing of what is not, 
why do they not acknowledge of God what 
supersedes the willing? But what supersedes the 
willing is his bringing-forth and his being Father, by 
nature, of his own Word. Therefore, if that which is 
first, which is according to nature, does not exist, 
according to their mindlessness, how can that which 
is second, which is according to will, come to be? But 
what is first is the Word, and the creation is second.”
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Soteriological Argument
•Athanasius also argues that only God can save man. Just as the
Creator had to be God, so likewise the Redeemer. Athanasius
reasons that Christ must Himself be by essence, as the eternal
Word, what He comes to give to us by participation. He came to
make us “partakers in the divine nature,” according to 2 Peter 1:4.
Therefore Christ must possess that nature in full to make us
partakers of it.
•He can divinize us only insofar as He is fully God, sharing the
same essence as the Father. He can make us sons of God by
adoption because He is Son by nature. He can restore the image of
God in man because He is the perfect Image of the Father by
nature. 49



Athanasius, Discourse against the Arians 2.70

“But humanity would not have been deified if joined to a 
creature, or unless the Son was true God. And humanity 
would not have come into the presence of the Father 
unless the one who put on the body was his true Word by 
nature. Just as we would not have been freed from sin and 
the curse unless the flesh which the Word put on was 
human by nature—for there would be no communion for 
us with what is other than human—so also humanity 
would not have been deified unless the Word who became 
flesh was by nature from the Father and true and proper 
to him.”
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Why Did the Emperors Support Arianism?

•Constantine and his sons went over to the Arian side, despite
Constantine’s glory in calling the Council of Nicaea.
• The Arian heresy can seem more rational and simple because it
reduces the mysteries of the Trinity and the Incarnation.
• The Arian conception of divinity was more like an absolutist
conception of imperial power. The Arian idea of God is of a
monarchy without true communion of equality between the
Father, Son, and the Spirit. The Father creates and governs
through His Son who came into being at His will and serves as
His regent. Such a conception of God is a better image of
monarchical or absolutist political power.
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Eusebius of Caesarea, Panegyric of Constantine

“Invested as he is with a semblance of heavenly sovereignty, he
directs his gaze above, and frames his earthly government according
to the pattern of that Divine original, feeling strength in its
conformity to the monarchy of God. And this conformity is granted
by the universal Sovereign to man alone of the creatures of this earth:
for He only is the author of sovereign power, who decrees that all
should be subject to the rule of one. And surely monarchy far
transcends every other constitution and form of government: for that
democratic equality of power which is its opposite, may rather be
described as anarchy and disorder.”
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Arianism, like most heresies, was an elitist movement
St. John Henry Newman explains:
“The laity, as a whole, revolted from it in every part of
Christendom. It was an epidemic of the schools and of
theologians, and to them it was mainly confined. It did
not spread among the parish priests and their flocks, or
the great body of the monks; though, as time went on,
it gained a certain portion of some of the large towns,
and some monastic communities. The classes which
had furnished martyrs in the persecutions were in no
sense the seat of the heresy.”
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•What was at stake in the Arian heresy was the divinity
of Christ and the unity of the Trinity.
•The Arian heresy rationalized the mystery of the
Trinity and the Incarnation by lessening the Christian
claim, saying that Christ was neither perfect God nor
perfect man but something in between, a super-
archangel who mediates between the Father and
creation.
•The true God would be the Father alone. This position
denies that God has an unfathomable inner life of
eternal and ineffable communion and self-giving in
equality and complementarity of persons. 54



•Reason alone could never discover this interior life of
God. However, it is fitting that we learn from Christ
that God is not a sublime Solitary but a Communion
of love of three Persons, who, although truly distinct,
are yet the one God, and being consubstantial are not
three deities.
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•Arius multiplies the divinity into three but seeks to
preserve unity in the divine nature by holding that only
the Father is the true God.
•He thinks unity between the Father and the Son lies in
the union of their wills.
•The Catholic faith confesses the full divinity of the
Son and the Spirit. The unity between the Persons is on
the level of being and not just of will because the Son
and the Spirit are consubstantial with the Father.
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•Since the Son is consubstantial with the Father, they
are not two Gods, for the Son is what the Father is,
except that He is Son and not Father. The Father has
nothing that the Son does not have, except Paternity.
The Son has nothing that the Father does not have,
except Filiation. The Holy Spirit also is everything that
the Father and Son are, but He alone proceeds from the
Father and the Son.
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•Arius denies the inner life of communion of the
Trinity. The ineffable eternal communion of the Trinity
is denied.
•Arius falls into polytheism by holding two different
gods—the full divinity of the Father and the
subordinate second-class divinity of the Son.
•And if Christ is not the true God, in the full sense of
the word, then he is not to be worshipped or adored,
for, as Christ said to Satan when tempted in the desert,
“God alone shall you serve.”
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•The Catholic position is true to the creed of Israel and
to the revelation of Christ. Arianism is true to neither.
•The Shema: “Hear, O Israel: The Lord our God is one
Lord; and you shall love the Lord your God with all
your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your
might” (Deut 6:4–5).
•Isaiah 45:21: “There is no other god besides me, a
righteous God and a Savior; there is none besides me.”
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•The doctrine of the Trinity does not violate this most
central Creed of Israel because of the consubstantiality
of the three divine Persons.
• If the Son is not consubstantial with the Father, but a
“god” with a small “g,” then Christianity would have
departed from the faith of Israel by introducing
multiplicity and inequality into the divinity.
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• If Christ were not consubstantial with the Father, then
He could not be Savior, for His sacrifice would not
have had infinite merit to satisfy for all the sins of
mankind.
• If Christ were not consubstantial with the Father, we
would have no access to the inner life of God through
Christ, such that we become sons of God in the Son of
God.
•The sacraments, especially Baptism and the Eucharist,
would lose their reason for being, which is to
communicate to us a share in the very life of God
through the merits of the Passion of Christ. 61



• If Christ were not consubstantial with the Father, He
could not have revealed the Father to mankind.
Matthew 11:27: “No one knows the Father except the
Son and any one to whom the Son chooses to reveal
Him.”
•Denial of the consubstantiality of Christ with the
Father destroys the entire edifice of Christianity. St.
Athanasius was not a foolish zealot in suffering great
tribulations to defend the word “consubstantial” in the
Creed.
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