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Emperor Constantine 

     A major turning point in Western history occurred when the Roman Emperor Constantine converted to 

Christianity in A.D. 312.  In 313 Constantine issue the “Edict of Milan” which granted toleration of Christianity 

and other religions, throughout the Empire.  Constantine ordered that Sunday be granted the same legal rights 

as pagan feasts and that feasts in memory of Christian martyrs be recognized.  He also outlawed gladiatorial 

shows (although some persisted until the 5th century).  Later on, Emperor Theodosius would make Christianity 

the official religion of the Empire (around A.D. 380), but for now, it was accepted by the Emperor and he raised 

his children in the faith.  By A.D. 314, the cross appeared on Constantine’s coinage, but so did the figures of 

Sol Invictus and Mars Convervator.  So Constantine supported both Christianity and paganism, and he himself 

retained the title pontifex maximus, the chief priest of the state cult, until his death in A.D. 337. 

 

The Arian Controversy  

    From it’s very beginnings, Christianity had been involved in theological controversies.  In Paul’s day, the 

burning issue was the relationship between Jewish and Gentile converts.  Then came the debates about 

Gnosticism.  In the third century, the main point in discussion was what to do with the lapsed (those who had 

renounced their faith in Christ, while under persecution).  All the controversies were significant, and often bitter, 

but they remained debates within the church, eventually settled by solid argument and holiness of life.  Civil 

authorities paid little attention to the controversies within the church.   

     After the conversion of Constantine, however, that changed.  Now it was possible to appeal to the state to 

settle a theological question.  And the Empire had a vested interest in the unity of the church.  Indeed, 

Constantine hoped it would become “the cement of the Empire.”  Soon, the state started using its power to 

force theological agreement among Christians.   

     One important controversy that Constantine would weigh in on, began as a local conflict between a bishop 

and a priest in the city of Alexandria.  The bishop of Alexandria, Alexander, disagreed on several issues with 

Arius, one of the most popular presbyters in the city.  The main issue was whether the Word of God was 

coeternal with the Father.  Alexander held that the Word existed eternally with the Father; Arius argued that the 

Word was not coeternal with the Father, but the first of God’s creations.  Arius argued that what Alexander 

proposed was a denial of Christian monotheism.  Alexander retorted that Arius’ position denied the divinity of 

the Word, and therefore, also the divinity of Jesus.   From the very beginning the church had worshipped Jesus 

Christ, and Arius’ proposal would now force it either to cease such worship, or to declare that it was 

worshipping a creature….the debate became quite heated and threatened to divide the Eastern church.  Such 

was the state of affairs when Constantine decided to intervene.  

  

The Council of Nicea 

      The Council of Nicea was a convocation of all the bishops in the Christian Church and was held in the city 

of Nicea, in Asia Minor, in A.D. 325.  It was called by Emperor Constantine and he covered the expenses of all 

the Bishops (around 300) in attendance.  The Council of Bishops hammered out many legislative matters and 

dealt with the Arian Controversy, overwhelmingly rejecting the argument that  the Word was the first of God’s 

creations, and not coeternal with the Father.  What the Bishops agreed upon, would eventually become known 

as The Nicene Creed.       (see below) 

 

 

 



The Nicene Creed 

We believe in one God, 
the Father, the Almighty, 
maker of heaven and earth, 
of all that is, seen and unseen. 
 

We believe in one Lord, Jesus Christ, 
the only Son of God, 
eternally begotten of the Father, 
God from God, Light from Light, 
true God from true God, 
begotten, not made, 
of one Being with the Father; 
through him all things were made. 
For us and for our salvation 

he came down from heaven, 
was incarnate of the Holy Spirit and the Virgin Mary 
and became truly human. 
For our sake he was crucified under Pontius Pilate; 
he suffered death and was buried. 
On the third day he rose again 
in accordance with the Scriptures; 
he ascended into heaven 
and is seated at the right hand of the Father. 
He will come again in glory 
to judge the living and the dead, 
and his kingdom will have no end. 
 

We believe in the Holy Spirit, the Lord, the giver of life,  
 who proceeds from the Father and the Son, 
 who with the Father and the Son  
  is worshiped and glorified,  
 who has spoken through the prophets. 
 We believe in one holy catholic* and apostolic church. 
 We acknowledge one baptism 
  for the forgiveness of sins. 
 We look for the resurrection of the dead, 
  and the life of the world to come. Amen. 
 

*universal church 

 


