
1 
 

From Theological Assumption to Dogmatic Posit: The Arian Controversy, Consubstantiality, 
and the Formulation of the Nicene Creed 

 

 

Douglas C. Youvan 

doug@youvan.com 

www.youvan.com 

February 22, 2026 

 

 

Early Christianity in the fourth century faced a severe existential threat not from external 
persecution, but from internal epistemological fragmentation. As the faith expanded, disparate 
regional factions relied on unexamined theological assumptions regarding the nature of Jesus 
Christ. The Arian faction operated on a strict logical assumption that the Son, being begotten, 
must be a created entity. Conversely, the Alexandrian orthodox faction relied on a soteriological 
assumption that only a fully divine savior could redeem humanity. Because both factions utilized 
the same scriptural texts to validate contradictory assumptions, the resulting deadlock 
threatened to fracture the Roman Empire. This paper examines the Council of Nicaea as a 
pivotal epistemological shift in religious history, marking the transition from passive theological 
assumption to active philosophical positing. To resolve the Arian controversy, church authorities 
abandoned strictly biblical vocabulary and formally posited the non-scriptural term 
homoousios, or consubstantiality. By analyzing this linguistic and conceptual leap, this paper 
explores how the deliberate positing of the Nicene Creed established the rigid architectural 
boundaries of Christian orthodoxy and fundamentally altered the trajectory of Western 
theological discourse. 
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1. Introduction 

The dawn of the fourth century marked a profound metamorphosis for the Christian faith. 
Emerging from the shadows of intermittent but brutal state-sponsored persecution, Christianity 
found itself not only legalized but actively patronized by the Roman Empire under Constantine 
the Great. However, this newfound external security illuminated a severe internal vulnerability. 
The rapid and organic spread of the religion across diverse linguistic and cultural landscapes had 
resulted in a decentralized theological framework. Beliefs were largely held as unexamined 
assumptions passed down through regional traditions and localized pastoral teachings. The 
most critical and contentious of these assumptions concerned the precise ontological nature of 
Jesus Christ and his relationship to God the Father. When contradictory regional assumptions 
inevitably collided on the imperial stage, the resulting crisis threatened to fracture both the 
church and the empire. This paper explores how the Council of Nicaea functioned as a 
watershed moment in intellectual history, marking the definitive transition from a religious 
epistemology based on passive, scriptural assumption to one founded on active, philosophical 
positing. 

1.1 The Epistemological Problem of Early Christianity 

To understand the crisis that led to the Council of Nicaea, one must first examine how early 
Christians constructed their knowledge of the divine. In the first three centuries of the common 
era, Christian epistemology was inherently fragmented. There was no universally recognized, 
closed canon of the New Testament, nor was there a centralized magisterium to enforce 
doctrinal uniformity. Knowledge was transmitted through a network of regional bishoprics, each 
heavily influenced by the distinct philosophical and cultural currents of their respective cities, 
such as Antioch, Alexandria, and Rome. 

The core epistemological problem lay in the paradox of Christian worship. The earliest Christians 
inherited a strict, uncompromising monotheism from their Jewish roots. Yet, from the very 
beginning, they also engaged in the liturgical worship of Jesus Christ. For generations, believers 
simply assumed that Jesus was divine without rigorously defining the mechanics of that divinity. 
They lived within the tension of worshipping two figures while claiming there was only one God. 

As Christianity increasingly engaged with educated Greco-Roman society, this unexamined 
assumption became intellectually untenable. Prominent thinkers within the church began to 
apply Hellenistic philosophical frameworks to their faith, attempting to resolve the paradox. 
However, because they were working from different foundational assumptions regarding the 
nature of God, logic, and salvation, their conclusions were diametrically opposed. The 
epistemological tools of the era, primarily quoting inherited scriptures, proved completely 
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insufficient to resolve these disputes, as the texts themselves were ambiguous enough to 
support multiple, conflicting assumptions. 

1.2 Scope and Methodology 

The purpose of this paper is to analyze the Arian controversy and the subsequent Council of 
Nicaea not merely as a sequence of historical events, but as a fundamental shift in the 
architecture of religious belief. This analysis will interpret the historical theological dispute 
through the specific conceptual lens of assumption versus posit. 

The methodology relies on a structural and philosophical analysis of the arguments presented 
by the primary factions in the early fourth century. It will trace the logical pathways of the Arian 
faction, demonstrating how their conclusions were the inevitable result of strict, hierarchal 
assumptions. In contrast, it will examine the Alexandrian orthodox faction to illustrate how their 
soteriological assumptions rendered the Arian position unacceptable. Furthermore, the paper 
will analyze the specific linguistic and philosophical choices made at the Council of Nicaea, 
focusing heavily on the structural mechanisms of the Nicene Creed itself. 

The scope of this paper is intentionally concentrated on the epistemological crisis leading up to 
the year 325 CE and the immediate formulation of the conciliar creed. While the debates 
regarding the dual nature of Christ continued for centuries, culminating in later councils such as 
Chalcedon, this examination is strictly concerned with the foundational paradigm shift at 
Nicaea. By isolating this moment, the paper demonstrates how the deliberate act of positing 
extra-biblical terminology permanently altered the methodology of Christian theology, 
transitioning the faith from a decentralized community of shared assumptions into a unified 
institution governed by dogmatic boundaries. 

 

2. The Historical Context of the Fourth-Century Church 

The transition of the Christian faith from the third to the fourth century is one of the most 
abrupt and consequential paradigm shifts in human history. To understand why the Arian 
controversy necessitated such a radical epistemological intervention at Nicaea, one must first 
examine the sociopolitical and structural realities of the church during this era. The church of 
the early fourth century was an institution experiencing severe whiplash, rapidly transitioning 
from a struggle for physical survival to the sudden burden of imperial integration. 

2.1 From Persecuted Sect to Imperial Religion 

For the first three centuries of its existence, Christianity was an illicit religion within the Roman 
Empire. While persecution was not always constant or universally applied, it was a persistent 
threat that climaxed during the Diocletianic Persecution at the dawn of the fourth century. 
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During these periods, the primary existential concern of the church was endurance, not 
philosophical precision. The apologetic writings of this era were largely directed outward, 
defending the morality and civic loyalty of Christians against pagan accusations, rather than 
turning inward to meticulously define the metaphysical mechanics of the Trinity. 

This dynamic inverted entirely with the ascension of Emperor Constantine. Following his victory 
at the Milvian Bridge, Constantine issued the Edict of Milan in 313 CE, officially tolerating 
Christianity and restoring confiscated church property. In less than a decade, the faith moved 
from the catacombs to the basilicas. Constantine elevated Christians to high civic offices, heavily 
funded the copying of scriptures, and integrated church leaders into the social elite of the 
empire. 

However, Constantine viewed his patronage of the church through the lens of Roman political 
theology, where the stability of the state was directly tied to the proper unified worship of the 
divine. He expected Christianity to act as a unifying cultural glue for a fracturing empire. 
Instead, as the external pressure of persecution evaporated, the internal theological fault lines 
of the church were exposed. The emperor was dismayed to find that the religion he intended to 
use to unite Rome was itself deeply divided by unexamined assumptions and regional disputes. 

2.2 Regional Theologies and the Lack of Central Dogma 

The lack of theological cohesion in the early fourth century was a direct result of the church's 
historical development. As Christianity spread across the Mediterranean basin, it adapted to the 
distinct intellectual ecosystems of major urban centers. Without a centralized communication 
network, a globally recognized magisterium, or even a universally agreed-upon New Testament 
canon, early Christian communities developed localized traditions and theological vocabularies. 

Two prominent intellectual centers exemplified this regional fragmentation: Alexandria and 
Antioch. The Alexandrian school, situated in a city famous for Hellenistic philosophy and 
Neoplatonism, heavily favored allegorical interpretations of scripture. Thinkers in Alexandria 
were deeply concerned with the metaphysical unity of God and the eternal, unchanging nature 
of the divine. Conversely, the Antiochene school in Syria leaned toward a more literal, historical 
exegesis of scripture. Antiochene theologians emphasized the distinctness of the human and 
divine natures, deeply concerned with preserving the moral example of the historical Jesus. 

These differing methodologies meant that the two regions operated on entirely different sets of 
intellectual assumptions. A bishop in Syria and a bishop in Egypt could read the exact same 
Gospel text and arrive at vastly different conclusions regarding the nature of Christ. 
Furthermore, there was no central mechanism to resolve these discrepancies. While the Bishop 
of Rome held a place of high honor and historical prestige, the centralized administrative 
authority of the papacy as understood in later centuries did not yet exist. The church was 
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essentially a confederation of local bishops who shared a common foundational narrative but 
lacked a universal, dogmatic vocabulary. 

It was within this environment of decentralized authority and divergent regional assumptions 
that the spark of the Arian controversy would ignite into an empire-wide conflagration, 
ultimately forcing the church to establish its first universal posit. 

 

3. The Arian Assumption: Logic and Hierarchy 

The theological crisis that necessitated the Council of Nicaea did not arise from malice or a 
deliberate desire to fracture the church, but rather from a strict adherence to logical deduction 
based on prevailing philosophical assumptions. At the center of this intellectual storm was 
Arius, a highly educated, charismatic, and ascetic presbyter serving in the Baucalis district of 
Alexandria. Arius sought to protect the absolute transcendence, immutability, and indivisibility 
of God the Father. It was a traditional and widely respected theological goal, yet one that, when 
pushed to its ultimate logical conclusion using the tools of Hellenistic philosophy, required 
categorizing the Son as a fundamentally different type of being from the Father. 

3.1 Arius of Alexandria and Philosophical Influences 

Arius was deeply embedded in the intellectual currents of his time, heavily influenced by both 
the Antiochene theological tradition and the dominant philosophical systems of Middle 
Platonism and early Neoplatonism. A foundational assumption of this philosophical milieu was 
the concept of absolute divine simplicity. God, often conceived as the ultimate Monad or the 
Unmoved Mover, must be completely unoriginated, indivisible, and impervious to change. 

To suggest that this supreme God could literally share His essence with another being implied 
that the divine essence was quantifiable, divisible, or subject to alteration. In the Platonized 
mindset of the era, if God could be divided or extended into a second distinct person of equal 
stature, He would no longer be the absolute, perfect One. Furthermore, historical evidence 
suggests Arius was a pupil of Lucian of Antioch, a highly regarded scholar and martyr who 
emphasized a strict, literal interpretation of biblical texts and advocated for a subordinationist 
view of the divine hierarchy, where the Son is strictly subordinate to the Father. Armed with this 
philosophical and theological framework, Arius viewed the emerging orthodox assertion that 
the Son was co-eternal or of the exact same substance as the Father as a dangerous theological 
error. To Arius, such concepts sounded dangerously like polytheism, or worse, a material, 
physical misunderstanding of how the spiritual divine nature operated. For Arius, protecting the 
absolute majesty of the one true God required maintaining an impenetrable ontological barrier 
between the uncreated Creator and everything else that exists. 
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3.2 The Presupposition of a Created Son 

Operating from this strict philosophical foundation, Arius arrived at his central theological 
assumption through what appeared to his followers as unassailable human logic. The core of his 
argument rested heavily on the linguistic definitions of the terms Father and Son. In human 
experience and biology, a father must necessarily pre-exist a son in order to generate him. 
Therefore, Arius reasoned, if God the Father begot God the Son, the act of begetting intrinsically 
implies a beginning. 

This led to the most famous and polarizing maxim of the Arian movement: there was a time 
when he was not. Because the Son had a definitive beginning, he could not possibly be co-
eternal with the unoriginated Father. Consequently, Arius deduced that the Son must be 
categorized not as part of the uncreated Godhead, but as a creation. Arius did not view the Son 
as an ordinary creature; he posited that the Son was the first, highest, and most perfect of all 
God's creations, brought into existence out of nothing before the dawn of time to serve as the 
divine architect and agent through which the rest of the physical universe was formed. 

While Arius was perfectly willing to grant Jesus exalted titles, even referring to him as a god in 
an honorific or functional sense, he remained steadfast in his assumption that the Son's divinity 
was acquired by grace and participation, not by inherent nature. Because the Son was a created 
being, he was technically liable to change and, theoretically, capable of moral variance, though 
Arius maintained that Jesus remained perfectly obedient to the Father through the exercise of 
his own free will. By assuming that the linguistic constraints of human generation applied 
directly to divine reality, Arius constructed a rigid, highly logical, and deeply hierarchical cosmos. 
In his view, to elevate the Son to the exact same ontological level as the Father was not only 
logically absurd but a blasphemous violation of God's absolute uniqueness. This unyielding 
assumption set the stage for an inevitable and explosive collision with the Alexandrian bishops, 
who believed that the very mechanics of human salvation depended entirely on the absolute, 
uncreated divinity of Christ. 

 

4. The Orthodox Assumption: Soteriology and Worship 

While the Arian faction operated from a top-down philosophical framework driven by the logic 
of absolute divine simplicity, the opposing orthodox faction in Alexandria operated from a 
bottom-up framework driven by the lived experience of salvation and liturgy. Led initially by 
Bishop Alexander of Alexandria, and later intellectually championed by his formidable protégé 
Athanasius, this faction viewed the Arian logical deductions not merely as flawed philosophy, 
but as a catastrophic dismantling of the Christian religion. To Alexander and his supporters, the 
primary epistemological starting point was not the abstract definition of an unoriginated 
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Monad, but rather the practical mechanics of how humanity is saved. They held two unyielding 
assumptions that fundamentally contradicted the Arian premise: an assumption regarding the 
ontological requirements for redemption, and an assumption regarding the validity of the 
church's historical worship practices. 

4.1 Alexander of Alexandria and the Necessity of Divine Redemption 

The cornerstone of the orthodox argument against Arius rested on a strictly soteriological 
assumption, meaning an assumption based on the doctrine of salvation. In the Alexandrian 
view, the central crisis of humanity was its subjection to death and corruption following the fall 
from grace. To rescue humanity from this ontological decay, human nature had to be reunited 
with the eternal, life-giving essence of God. 

Alexander and his adherents argued that no creature, regardless of how exalted, ancient, or 
powerful, possesses the inherent capacity to bestow eternal life or conquer death. If the Son 
were a created being, as Arius asserted, he would still reside on the human side of the infinite 
ontological chasm that separates the Creator from the creation. A creature might serve as a 
moral exemplar or a supreme teacher, but a creature cannot recreate the cosmos or unite 
human nature to the divine essence. The orthodox faction assumed that salvation required a 
savior who was intrinsically part of the uncreated Godhead. 

This framework would later be crystallized by Athanasius in the famous soteriological maxim 
that God became man so that man might become divine. This concept of deification or theosis 
required the incarnate Word to possess the exact same divine substance as the Father. If the 
Son's divinity was merely acquired by participation or grace, he could not permanently graft 
humanity into the divine life. Therefore, Alexander assumed that for the narrative of Christian 
redemption to be mechanically effective, the Son could not have a beginning, could not be 
created from nothing, and must be co-eternal with the Father. To accept the Arian posit of a 
created Son was, in the orthodox view, to forfeit the mechanism of human salvation entirely. 

4.2 The Problem of Idolatry in Early Christian Worship 

The second deeply entrenched assumption held by the orthodox faction was liturgical. Long 
before the theological controversies of the fourth century erupted, the early Christian 
communities were characterized by their worship practices. From the first century onward, 
Christians prayed to Jesus, baptized in his name, and sang hymns to him as if to a god. The 
fundamental maxim of early church epistemology was often lex orandi, lex credendi, meaning 
the law of praying is the law of believing. The liturgy itself was an assumed repository of truth. 

Alexander recognized a devastating logical trap in the Arian theology regarding this established 
worship. Christianity had inherited from Judaism a fierce, uncompromising rejection of idolatry, 
defined explicitly as the worship of any created thing alongside or instead of the Creator. If Arius 



10 
 

was correct, and the Son was a product of creation brought into existence out of nothing, then 
the entire Christian church had been committing mass, systemic idolatry for three centuries by 
offering divine worship to a creature. 

Furthermore, Alexander argued that Arianism functionally reduced Christianity to a form of 
pagan polytheism. By positing a supreme, unoriginated God and a secondary, lesser created god 
who executed the will of the Father, Arius had inadvertently constructed a pantheon. For the 
orthodox faction, the assumption that the historic worship of the church was valid and 
righteous demanded the corresponding assumption that the object of that worship, Jesus 
Christ, was fully and equally God. The orthodox bishops could not accept a theological premise 
that retroactively condemned generations of martyrs and saints as idolaters. Thus, the orthodox 
reliance on soteriological necessity and liturgical tradition formed an impenetrable intellectual 
wall against Arian logic, resulting in a theological deadlock that scriptural debate alone could no 
longer resolve. 

 

5. The Deadlock of Scriptural Exegesis 

As the Arian controversy escalated from a local Alexandrian dispute to an empire-wide crisis, 
both factions naturally turned to the foundational texts of the Christian faith to secure victory. 
In the early fourth century, the ultimate arbiter of truth for any Christian theologian was 
scripture. However, this reliance on the biblical text revealed a profound methodological flaw in 
early Christian epistemology. Because the two factions approached the texts with 
fundamentally incompatible baseline assumptions—Arius with his logical hierarchy and 
Alexander with his soteriological necessity—they were incapable of reaching a consensus. They 
were not merely arguing over the text; they were arguing over the hermeneutical lens through 
which the text must be read. This resulted in a grueling, intractable deadlock where scripture 
was weaponized by both sides, proving that an unexamined assumption cannot be defeated 
solely by quoting an ambiguous authority. 

5.1 Competing Interpretations of the Gospels 

The debates leading up to Nicaea functioned largely as a war of competing biblical prooftexts. 
The Arian faction systematically gathered every verse in the Old and New Testaments that 
appeared to demonstrate the subordination, limitation, or created nature of the Son. A central 
pillar of their argument was a Greek translation of Proverbs concerning the personification of 
Wisdom, which they equated with the Son, stating that the Lord created him at the beginning of 
his work. In the Gospels, Arians leaned heavily on passages emphasizing the Son's obedience, 
suffering, and finite knowledge. When Jesus stated that the Father is greater than he, or 
admitted that he did not know the day or the hour of the end times, the Arians viewed this as 
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definitive, scriptural proof of their assumption. To them, a fully divine, uncreated being could 
not be ignorant, nor could he be lesser than the Father. 

Conversely, the orthodox faction compiled their own arsenal of texts to support their 
assumption of co-equal divinity. They pointed to the prologue of the Gospel of John, which 
explicitly identified the Word as God and asserted that all things were made through him, 
implying the Word himself could not be part of the created order. When Jesus declared that he 
and the Father are one, or that whoever has seen him has seen the Father, the Alexandrian 
orthodox read this as an unambiguous declaration of shared divine substance. 

The deadlock occurred because neither side was willing to abandon its underlying assumption 
when confronted with the opposing faction's verses. Instead, they employed sophisticated 
exegetical maneuvers to neutralize the contradictory texts. When confronted with verses about 
the Son's equality with God, Arians argued this was an equality of will and moral alignment, not 
an equality of eternal substance. When confronted with verses about the Son's limitations or 
created status, the orthodox argued these passages referred exclusively to the Son's incarnate, 
human nature, not his eternal divine nature. The scriptures were effectively neutralized by the 
sheer force of the competing assumptions. 

5.2 The Insufficiency of Biblical Vocabulary in Doctrinal Dispute 

This exegetical stalemate exposed a critical reality about the nature of the Christian scriptures: 
the Bible is not a systematic theology textbook, nor is it written in the precise philosophical 
language of Greco-Roman academia. The scriptural vocabulary utilized to describe the 
relationship between God and Jesus is inherently pastoral, narrative, and deeply metaphorical. 
Words like son, word, image, and begotten are analogies drawn from human experience, 
intended to convey relational truths rather than strict metaphysical blueprints. 

When a word like begotten was introduced into the rigorous, zero-sum environment of a 
philosophical dispute, its ambiguity became a fatal liability. To the Arians, begotten literally 
meant generated in time, thus implying a beginning. To the orthodox, begotten meant an 
eternal, continuous relational origin that did not imply a temporal start. The biblical vocabulary 
was simply too malleable. It lacked the precision required to act as a definitive boundary marker 
against heresy. 

The realization that scripture alone was insufficient to resolve the crisis was a terrifying 
epistemological shock for the early church. As long as the debate remained confined to biblical 
vocabulary, Arius and his followers could easily sign any orthodox confession, secretly redefining 
the biblical words to fit their own subordinationist assumptions. The church leaders realized 
that relying on a shared text was meaningless if they did not share a unified dictionary. To break 
the deadlock and save the church from endless fragmentation, they would have to do 
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something unprecedented. They would have to step outside the safety of biblical language and 
actively construct a new philosophical posit to force a definitive clarification. 

 

6. The Council of Nicaea: Imperial Intervention 

The theological deadlock between the Arian and orthodox factions might have remained a 
localized eastern dispute indefinitely, fought through endless exchanging of letters and regional 
synods, had it not intersected with the geopolitical ambitions of the Roman Empire. The 
transition from an internal religious squabble to a world-historical event was entirely the result 
of imperial intervention. Emperor Constantine the Great, having recently consolidated absolute 
power over the Roman world, recognized that the epistemological crisis within Christianity was 
rapidly evolving into a severe political liability. To resolve the paralyzing clash of theological 
assumptions, Constantine provided the venue, the authority, and the immense political 
pressure required to force the church to establish a definitive, unified posit. 

6.1 Emperor Constantine and the Political Demand for Unity 

To understand Constantine's intervention, one must recognize that his primary concern was not 
the metaphysical precision of Christian doctrine, but the preservation of the Pax Romana. In 324 
CE, Constantine defeated his eastern rival, Licinius, becoming the sole ruler of a unified Roman 
Empire. He envisioned Christianity as the vital cultural and spiritual adhesive that would bind 
together a vast, diverse, and often fractured civilization. However, upon securing the East, 
Constantine was immediately confronted with the reality of the Arian controversy. The dispute 
had spilled out of academic circles into the streets of Alexandria and beyond, sparking public 
riots, dividing families, and leading to the public mockery of Christian theology in pagan 
theaters. 

Constantine initially viewed the controversy with immense frustration, categorizing the debate 
over the exact nature of the Son's generation as an idle, academic triviality. In a letter 
dispatched to both Bishop Alexander and Arius, mediated by his trusted theological advisor 
Hosius of Corduba, the emperor chastised both men for disrupting the peace of the empire over 
what he deemed an inconsequential fight over words. Constantine operated on the traditional 
Roman political assumption that religious disunity offended the divine and invited the wrath of 
God upon the state. 

When Hosius returned and informed the emperor that the dispute was rooted in fundamentally 
incompatible assumptions that could not be resolved by a simple command to reconcile, 
Constantine realized a more drastic measure was required. The emperor needed a unified 
church to legitimize his unified empire. He could no longer afford a religion governed by 
localized, conflicting assumptions. Therefore, Constantine exercised his imperial authority to 
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summon the bishops of the Christian world to a single, unprecedented gathering. He was not 
interested in deciding the theology himself; he was interested in locking the church leaders in a 
room until they generated a universal consensus that could be enforced as imperial law. 

6.2 The Gathering of the Bishops in 325 CE 

The resulting assembly was the Council of Nicaea, convened in the early summer of 325 CE. The 
location itself was highly strategic. Nicaea, located in Bithynia in modern-day Turkey, was easily 
accessible by sea and the imperial post system, and crucially, it was located near Constantine’s 
imperial residence in Nicomedia. The emperor covered the travel expenses for the attending 
bishops, utilizing the state's infrastructure to facilitate a gathering of a magnitude the church 
had never before experienced. 

The council was intended to be an ecumenical, or universal, representation of the worldwide 
church, though the actual demographics heavily favored the East. Approximately three hundred 
bishops attended, alongside a multitude of accompanying presbyters, deacons, and acolytes. 
The Western church was sparsely represented, with the aging Bishop of Rome sending two 
legates in his stead, alongside a handful of other western figures like Hosius. The overwhelming 
majority of the attendees were Greek-speaking easterners who were deeply immersed in the 
philosophical nuances that fueled the Arian debate. 

The physical gathering of these men provided a stark visual representation of the church's rapid 
transition from persecution to power. Many of the older bishops arriving at the imperial palace 
in Nicaea bore the physical mutilations of the Diocletianic persecution from only a decade prior. 
Men missing eyes, bearing the scars of the lash, or walking with hamstrung legs were now 
walking past Roman imperial guards who stood at attention, saluting them as dignitaries of the 
state. 

Constantine formally opened the council, delivering a welcoming address in Latin that 
emphasized peace, harmony, and the urgent necessity of resolving internal discord. By placing 
the full weight of the imperial apparatus behind the council, Constantine permanently altered 
the stakes of Christian theological debate. The bishops understood that they were not merely 
settling an academic dispute; they were tasked with drafting the constitutional framework for 
the religion of the empire. Under the watchful eye of the emperor, the church was forced to 
abandon its reliance on ambiguous, assumed traditions and undertake the difficult, highly 
controversial task of positing a definitive, binding dogma. 
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7. The Linguistic and Philosophical Leap 

The defining moment of the Council of Nicaea, and arguably one of the most critical 
epistemological shifts in the history of Western thought, occurred when the assembled bishops 
realized that their traditional methodology for resolving disputes had entirely failed. For weeks, 
the council attempted to draft a unifying statement of faith using exclusively scriptural language. 
However, every time the orthodox faction proposed a biblical phrase to secure the absolute 
divinity of the Son, the Arian minority agreed to it, secretly interpreting the text through their 
own subordinationist assumptions. The church was trapped in an interpretive labyrinth. To 
escape, the council had to execute a massive linguistic and philosophical leap: they had to 
deliberately construct a non-biblical posit that was completely immune to Arian 
reinterpretation. 

7.1 The Introduction of Extra-Biblical Terminology 

The transition from scripture to philosophy was not made eagerly. For the early church, the 
language of the Bible was sacred, sufficient, and heavily guarded. To introduce vocabulary 
synthesized by pagan Greek philosophers into a holy creed was viewed by many conservative 
bishops as a dangerous, bordering on heretical, innovation. The initial drafts presented at 
Nicaea were little more than mosaics of established biblical verses, describing Christ as the 
Word, the power of God, and the exact image of the Father. 

Yet, historical accounts of the council reveal that as these scriptural drafts were read aloud, the 
Arian delegates could be seen winking and whispering to one another. Because they assumed 
the Son was a creation, they were perfectly willing to call him the power of God, reasoning that 
even insects are referred to as the great power of God in the prophetic books of the Old 
Testament. They would agree that the Son was the image of the Father, but only in the way that 
a human being is made in the image of God—as a reflection, not the reality. The biblical 
vocabulary was completely compromised by subjective assumptions. 

The realization that an unexamined assumption could hollow out the meaning of sacred text 
forced a methodological crisis. The orthodox faction recognized that they needed a theological 
firewall. They needed a word that was so precise, so unambiguous, and so fundamentally 
incompatible with the Arian logical hierarchy that no Arian could sign their name to it. To 
achieve this, the council had to abandon the pastoral poetry of the apostles and adopt the 
surgical precision of the metaphysicians. They turned to the Greek philosophical concept of 
ousia, meaning essence, being, or fundamental substance. 

7.2 Positing Homoousios: Meaning and Intellectual Friction 

The specific term that the council formally posited to break the deadlock was homoousios, a 
compound Greek word translating to consubstantial or of the same substance. By asserting that 
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the Son was homoousios with the Father, the council was declaring that whatever the ineffable, 
uncreated, eternal essence of God the Father is, the Son consists of that exact same essence. 

This was not a passive assumption; it was a highly deliberate, engineered posit. It was a 
conceptual tool designed to do one specific job: eliminate the Arian premise. If the Son is of the 
exact same uncreated substance as the Father, he cannot be a creature brought into existence 
out of nothing. The Arian assumption of a temporal beginning for the Son was instantly 
annihilated by the posit of shared eternal substance. 

However, the introduction of homoousios generated immense intellectual friction, even among 
the bishops who vehemently opposed Arius. The vast majority of the attendees at Nicaea were 
moderates who were deeply uncomfortable with the new posit for three primary reasons. First, 
the word was unapologetically unscriptural, setting a terrifying precedent for future doctrinal 
development. Second, in the philosophical lexicons of the era, ousia often carried materialistic 
overtones. To speak of two entities sharing the same substance sounded to some like taking a 
block of gold and cutting it in two, implying that the divine nature was physical and divisible. 

Third, and most dangerously, the posit of homoousios sounded dangerously close to 
Sabellianism. Sabellius was an earlier heretic who taught that the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit 
were not distinct persons at all, but merely three temporary masks or modes worn by a single, 
monolithic God. By emphasizing the absolute unity of substance, many eastern bishops feared 
the council was overcorrecting and obliterating the distinct, relational personhood of the Son 
entirely. 

Despite these profound reservations, the political pressure from Emperor Constantine, 
combined with the absolute necessity of fencing out the Arian theology, forced the council's 
hand. The bishops accepted the posit not because it perfectly or safely described the mystery of 
the divine, but because it was the only epistemological mechanism capable of preserving the 
soteriological foundation of their faith. 

 

8. The Architecture of the Nicene Creed 

The document produced by the Council of Nicaea in the summer of 325 CE was not merely a 
statement of faith; it was a piece of highly engineered theological architecture. Prior to Nicaea, 
local churches utilized various baptismal formulas that summarized the core narrative of the 
Christian religion. These earlier creeds were generally fluid, heavily reliant on scriptural 
vocabulary, and designed primarily for the catechetical instruction of new converts. The Nicene 
Creed, however, was designed with an entirely different objective. It was constructed as a legal 
and philosophical boundary marker, intended to enforce a specific epistemological posit and 
permanently exclude a specific theological assumption from the orthodox communion. 



16 
 

8.1 Structural Analysis of the Creedal Statements 

To understand the mechanics of the Nicene Creed, one must examine how the council modified 
the traditional, tripartite baptismal formulas of the era, such as the Old Roman Symbol. The 
traditional structure divided belief into three articles: belief in God the Father, belief in Jesus 
Christ the Son, and belief in the Holy Spirit. In the original formulas, the second article 
concerning the Son was largely historical and narrative, affirming his birth, crucifixion, 
resurrection, and future judgment. 

At Nicaea, the bishops took this familiar framework and radically expanded the second article, 
shifting its focus from historical narrative to metaphysical ontology. They interrupted the story 
of Jesus of Nazareth to insert a dense, philosophical exposition on the eternal nature of the pre-
incarnate Word. The phrasing was rhythmic and repetitive, designed to close every conceivable 
linguistic loophole that an Arian sympathizer might exploit. For example, the phrase God from 
God, Light from Light, true God from true God was layered specifically to enforce the posit of 
absolute equality. By identifying the Son as true God, the architecture of the creed explicitly 
rejected the Arian assumption that the Son was a secondary, lesser, or merely honorific deity. 
The repetition served as a conceptual hammer, driving home the reality that the Son was a 
direct, undiluted extension of the Father's eternal essence, much as a sunbeam is an undiluted 
extension of the sun itself, possessing the exact same illuminating nature. 

8.2 Defensive Phrasing and the Explicit Condemnation of Arianism 

The defensive nature of the creed becomes most apparent in its deliberate juxtaposition of 
specific verbs. The most critical phrase in this regard is begotten, not made. This four-word 
sequence represents the absolute distillation of the council's purpose. It formally posited that 
while the Son derives his existence relationally from the Father—hence, begotten—this process 
is entirely distinct from the act of creation. By explicitly stating not made, the creed severed the 
Arian logical link between generation and creation. It established a new dogmatic paradigm 
where divine begetting is an eternal, uncreated reality, fundamentally different from the 
temporal genesis of the physical universe. 

This defensive posturing culminated in the insertion of the controversial posit discussed in the 
previous section: consubstantial, or homoousios, with the Father. Embedded within the heart of 
the second article, this term acted as the ultimate theological firewall. It was the one word that 
could not be allegorized, spiritualized, or subordinated by the Arian faction. 

Furthermore, the original 325 CE version of the creed did not end with the positive affirmations 
of faith. It concluded with a harsh, legally binding appendix known as the anathemas. This 
section moved from positing truth to explicitly condemning error. 
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The anathemas explicitly listed and cursed the core assumptions of the Arian movement. It 
condemned those who say "There was a time when he was not," and "Before he was begotten 
he was not," as well as those who claimed the Son came to be from things that were not, or 
that he was of a different hypostasis or substance. By attaching these explicit condemnations 
directly to the baptismal confession, the Council of Nicaea transformed the creed from a simple 
pastoral tool into a strict, exclusionary test of orthodoxy. To hold the Arian assumption was no 
longer simply to be in error; it was to be formally exiled from the universal church and, by 
extension of Constantine's patronage, from the grace of the Roman state. The transition from 
passive assumption to weaponized dogmatic posit was complete. 

 

9. Historical Impact and the Legacy of the Posit 

The formulation and promulgation of the Nicene Creed in 325 CE did not act as a miraculous 
panacea for the fractures within early Christianity. In fact, by forcing the church to transition 
from a landscape of localized assumptions to a rigid, universally binding posit, the Council of 
Nicaea inaugurated a period of intense theological warfare that would destabilize the Roman 
Empire for another half-century. However, the true legacy of Nicaea extends far beyond the 
immediate theological squabbles of late antiquity. By demonstrating that a decentralized 
religion could utilize imperial authority and philosophical precision to engineer a definitive 
boundary of truth, Nicaea permanently altered the epistemological architecture of Western 
civilization. 

9.1 The Immediate Aftermath and Continuing Resistance 

Emperor Constantine believed that the signing of the Nicene Creed, backed by the threat of 
imperial exile for any bishop who refused to subscribe, would instantly manifest the unified 
church he desired. Almost immediately, however, the sheer bluntness of the posit generated 
severe buyer’s remorse, particularly among the eastern bishops. Once they returned to their 
respective dioceses, removed from the overpowering presence of the emperor, the underlying 
assumptions that fueled the Arian controversy surged back to the surface. 

The primary target of this resistance was the extra-biblical term homoousios. Many moderate 
eastern bishops felt they had been coerced into signing a document that dangerously blurred 
the distinction between the Father and the Son, risking a collapse into Sabellianism. In the 
decades following Nicaea, an anti-Nicene coalition formed, leading to a resurgence of semi-
Arian theologies. These factions proposed alternative posits, most notably the term 
homoiousios, which asserted that the Son was of a similar substance to the Father, rather than 
the exact same substance. This seemingly minute linguistic distinction—often mocked by 
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secular historians as a war over a single Greek iota—was in reality a desperate attempt to 
resurrect the hierarchical assumptions that Nicaea had sought to eradicate. 

The resulting decades were characterized by ecclesiastical chaos. Depending on the theological 
leanings of the sitting Roman emperor, church councils were convened to overturn the Nicene 
posit, and prominent orthodox defenders, most notably Athanasius of Alexandria, were 
repeatedly exiled and reinstated. It was not until the Council of Constantinople in 381 CE, under 
the staunchly orthodox Emperor Theodosius I, that the Nicene posit was finally and 
permanently secured as the undeniable foundation of the Christian faith. The resistance 
ultimately failed because the Nicene formulation, despite its philosophical friction, proved to be 
the only framework capable of preserving both the absolute divinity of Christ and the logical 
coherence of Christian soteriology. 

9.2 The Structural Shift from Assumption to Dogma in Western Thought 

While the immediate historical aftermath was chaotic, the long-term structural impact of the 
Nicene posit cannot be overstated. Prior to 325 CE, the boundaries of Christian belief were 
porous, maintained by a loose network of shared liturgical practices, pastoral traditions, and 
regional assumptions about the interpretation of scripture. Heresy was often addressed locally 
and handled organically. Nicaea destroyed this decentralized paradigm. It established a new 
structural reality where truth was no longer merely assumed; it was formally defined, 
philosophically articulated, and codified into a universal legal document. 

This transition gave birth to the concept of formalized dogma in the West. Dogma requires a 
fundamentally different epistemology than assumption. An assumption can survive ambiguity; a 
dogma demands absolute precision. By integrating Hellenistic metaphysical concepts into its 
core confession, the church demonstrated that faith and philosophy were not mutually 
exclusive, but structurally dependent upon one another to maintain coherence on a global 
scale. This synthesis became the intellectual engine for later patristic and scholastic theology, 
laying the groundwork for thinkers ranging from Augustine of Hippo to Thomas Aquinas. 

Furthermore, Nicaea inextricably linked the enforcement of intellectual posit with the power of 
the state. It established the blueprint for Christendom, an era where the theological definitions 
of the church and the political stability of the empire were viewed as deeply synonymous. For 
the next millennium, the Western world would operate on the Nicene precedent: when 
competing ideas threaten the social or intellectual order, authorities must convene, debate, and 
formulate a binding, exclusionary posit. This structural shift effectively trained European 
civilization to conceptualize truth not as a fluid, localized tradition, but as a universally 
applicable, philosophically defensible, and legally enforceable boundary, a legacy that continues 
to influence both theological and secular ideologies to this day. 
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10. Conclusion 

The narrative of early Christianity is often simplified into a linear progression from persecution 
to triumph, yet the internal reality of the fourth-century church was far more precarious. The 
Arian controversy exposed a fundamental weakness in the foundational architecture of the 
religion: it was built upon a loose network of shared but ultimately unexamined assumptions. 
When those assumptions were subjected to the rigors of Hellenistic logic and the political 
pressures of a unified Roman Empire, the entire system threatened to collapse. The Council of 
Nicaea, therefore, stands as a monument not merely to theological victory, but to a profound 
evolution in human epistemology. 

10.1 Summary of Findings 

This paper has demonstrated that the crisis culminating in the year 325 CE was inherently 
epistemological. The Arian faction, driven by the philosophical assumption of absolute divine 
simplicity and the logical constraints of human generation, deduced that the Son must be a 
created entity. Conversely, the Alexandrian orthodox faction operated on an immovable 
soteriological assumption: only a savior who was fully and eternally God could bridge the 
ontological gap to redeem humanity, and only a fully divine Son could be rightfully worshipped 
without committing idolatry. 

Because both factions utilized the identical, pastoral vocabulary of the biblical texts to validate 
completely incompatible worldviews, traditional scriptural exegesis resulted in an impenetrable 
deadlock. The pastoral language of the early church was simply too malleable to function as a 
definitive doctrinal boundary. To prevent the fracturing of both the church and the empire, 
Emperor Constantine forced the bishops to abandon their reliance on localized traditions. The 
resulting breakthrough was the deliberate linguistic and philosophical leap of positing the extra-
biblical Greek term homoousios. By asserting that the Son is of the exact same uncreated 
substance as the Father, the council engineered a theological firewall that perfectly neutralized 
the Arian assumption of a temporal beginning for the Son. Nicaea permanently shifted the 
church from a decentralized community bound by organic assumptions to an imperial 
institution governed by precise, legally binding, and philosophically defensible dogmatic posits. 

10.2 Final Thoughts on the Epistemology of Belief 

The transformation from theological assumption to dogmatic posit at Nicaea provides a 
enduring lesson on the mechanics of human belief systems. An assumption is inherently 
passive; it is an inherited intellectual comfort that functions adequately only until it encounters 
a foreign framework. When a belief system scales—whether it is a world religion, a political 
ideology, or a scientific paradigm—the ambiguity that allowed for its initial organic growth 
becomes its greatest vulnerability. 
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To survive fragmentation, a system must inevitably transition to the active, defensive posture of 
a posit. A posit forces clarity. It requires its adherents to articulate not only what they believe, 
but precisely how and why they believe it, often requiring the synthesis of entirely new 
vocabularies to eliminate interpretive loopholes. The architects of the Nicene Creed understood 
that preserving the core truth of their faith required sacrificing the comfortable ambiguity of 
their ancient traditions. They recognized that truth, when threatened by logical deconstruction, 
cannot rely on the assumption of shared understanding; it must be aggressively defined, 
structurally fortified, and vigilantly defended. In doing so, they created the epistemological 
blueprint for Western civilization, demonstrating that the ultimate survival of any profound idea 
relies on the courage to drag it out of the shadows of assumption and into the unforgiving light 
of a formal posit. 
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