
Introduction 

This book is about what is conventionally known as 'The Arian 
Controversy', but neither the word . Arian' nor the word 
'controversy' appears in the main title. The reason for this is that the 
author is convinced that the expression 'the Arian Controversy' is a 
serious misnomer . 

In the first place Arius was not a particularly significant writer 1 and 
the people of his day, whether they agreed with him or not, did not 
regard him as a particularly significant writer. He may have written a 
lot of works apart from his Thalia and one or two letters, which are 
all that survive. But ifhe did write other works neither his supporters 
nor his opponents thought them worth preserving. Those who 
follow his theological tradition seldom or never quote him, and 
sometimes directly disavow connection with him (e.g. Auxentius of 
Milan and Palladius ofRatiaria). He was not a great heresiarch in the 
same sense as Marcion or Mani or Pelagius might deserve that term. 
He virtually disappears from the controversy at an early stage in its 
course. It is true, of course, that during the controversy accusati~ns of 
'Arianism' were thrown around freely. It might be said that at the 
Council of Serdica in 343 one half of the Church accused the other 
half of being' Arian', while in its turn that half accused the other of 
being 'Sabellian'. But these were wild unsubstantiated pieces of 
propaganda. The doctrinal issues scarcely appear in a recognisable 
form. capable of being attacked or defended, until in 357 the Second 
Council of Sirmium, twenty-one years after the death of Arius, 
produced an unmistakably Arian Creed. and even this Creed makes 
no reference to him. The views of Arius were such as in a peculiar 
manner to bring into unavoidable prominence a doctrinal crisis 
which had gradually been gathering, without giving one school of 
thought among those existing at that time complete satisfaction. He 
was the spark that started the explosion. but in himself he was of no 
great Significance. 
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The epithet 'Arian' then is scarcely justified to describe the 
movement of thought in the fourth century which culminated in the 
Nicene-Constantinopolitan Creed. But is the word 'controversy' 
adequate either? That there ,:"as plenty of controversy during this 
period nobody can deny. But the controversy raged round different 
subjects at different times, and at some times there was almost no 
controversy at all. If there was any controversy from 330 to 34', it 
was a controversy about the behaviour of Athanasius in his see of 
Alexandria. Eusebius of Caesarea could during those years write his 
Commentary on the Psalms and (probably) Athanasius his Contra Gentes 
and De Incarnatione without making any direct reference at all to the 
'Arian Controversy'. There was a long period of confusion and 
uncertainty from 34i to 357 when it was far from clear what the 
controversy was about, if there was a controversy. The situation was 
peculiarly complicated by the constant use of similar or identical 
terms by different parties in different senses, without any party 
realising that the others were using the same words, such as ousia, and 
hypostasis, in different meanings. Tertullian had long before provided 
the term persona to Latin-speaking theologians to describe that which 
within the Trinity should be regarded as Three rather than One. But 
Western theologians in the fourth century, in as far as there were any, 
were curiously shy of using this term. Hilary seldom uses it; Ambrose 
in his De Fide scarcely employs it at all. Marius Victorinus explicitly 
and emphatically rejects it. Eastern, Greek-speaking theologians had 
no agreed term for this concept whatever. Latin substantia was as 
equivocal as Greek ousia or hypostasis. When apparent agreement was 
reached at Nicaea in 325 the Creed which was the instrument of 
agreement contained in one of its anathemas a confusion of terms so 
disastrous as to render its eirenic function virtually worthless. Should 
this state of affairs be called a controversy, or a search in a fog. a 
situation when 

'ignorant armies clash by night'? 

Another important point to realise about the period which forms 
the subject of this book is that it was not a history of the defence of an 
agreed and settled orthodoxy against the assaults of open heresy. On 
the subject which was primarily under discussion there was not as yet 
any orthodox doctrine. The accounts of what happened which have 
come down to us were mostly written by those who belonged to the 
school of thought which eventually prevailed and have been deeply 
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coloured by that fact. The supporters of this view wanted their 
readers to think that orthodoxy on the subject under discussion had 
always existed and that the period was simply a story of the defence of 
that orthodoxy against heresy and error. But it ought to be obvious 
that this could not possibly have been the case. If the solution to the 
problem was clear from the start, why did the controversy last sixty 
years? Why did it involve several successive Roman Emperors and 
entail the holding of at least twenty councils? Why the polemical 
treatises, depositions of bishops of all opinions, riots, antagonism of 
parties, numerous creeds, division between Latin-speaking 
Westerners and Greek-speaking Easterners? The defence of well
established and well-known orthodoxy could not possibly account 
for such widespread and long-lasting disturbances. Both sides -
indeed''!!l sides, for there were more than two - appealed confidently 
to tradition to support them. All sides believed that they had the 
authority of.Scripture in their favour. Each described the others as 
unorthodox, untraditional and unScriptural. And most had some, 
though only partial,justification for their claims. In fact nobody, not 
even Athanasius, had a wholly unblemished record of orthodoxy in 
the course of events. Some of the Easterners had indeed readmitted 
Arius to communion. Almost all the Eastern theologians believed 
that the Son was in some sense subordinated to the Father before the 
Incarnation. But t~the Westerners had at Serdica in 343 produced 
a theological statement which appeared to have the most alarmingly 
Sabellian complexion, and 'Athanasius had certainly supported this 
statement, though he later denied its existence. Marcellus of Ancyra 
had produced a theology which was ingenious and in some respects 
percipient, but which could quite properly be called Sabellian; and 
for many years Athanasius and the Pope refused to disown Marcellus. 
With the exception of Athanasius virtually every theologian, East 
and West, accepted some form of subordinationism at least up to the 
year 355; subordinationism might indeed, until the denouement of 
the controversy, have been described as accepted orthodoxy. Hilary 
in order to defend his Trinitarian theology plunges wildly into 
Docetism. Pope. Liberius signs a doctrinal formula which was widely 
believed in the West to be rankly Arian and certainly was not in 
accordance with pro-Nicene orthodoxy. Ambrose supports the 
Apollinarian Vitalian for some time after his unorthodoxy has been 
evident to Eastern theologians, and Damasus supports the near
Sabellian Paulinus of Antioch. This is not the story of a defence of 
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The Origins 

Earlier in this work Eusebius has emphasized the limitations 'of the 
analogy of ray and light and of perfume arid source. They do not 
sufficiently allow for the distinctness and subordination of the' 
Son,116 nor his own dependence on the Father's will.'17 On the 
whole however Eusebius' favourite doctrine is that the Son is in effect 
the image of the Father's substance (&he,"v 'ii<; 0~(J(a<;).118 And on the 
subject of time, he dislikes using any language introducing the 
concept of time, but insists that the Father has existed before the Son 
and that the Son is not unoriginated, and has derived from the will 
and power of the Father .119 

It can be seen already that Eusebius did not ad6pt the doctrine of 
the eternal generation of the Son of his master Origen.'2o Nor could 
he when he wrote the Demonstratio have honestly subscribed to the 
view that the Son was consubstantial with the Father.121 On the 
other hand, he specifically disowns the doctrine that the Son derived 
from" non-existence. One can see why some have thought that the 
Demonstratio was written after the outbreak of the Arian controversy. 
It touches on many of the pointS raised by Arius, the manner of the 
Son's generation, his origin from the Father's will, his relation to 
time. But'it is more-satisfactory to take the Demonstratio as witnessing 
to the fact that many of the is~ues raised by the controversy were 
under lively discussion before Arius and Alexander publicly clashed. 
Eusebius has started from a basical~y Origenist position, -influenced 
certainly by the concept, widespread in Middle Platonism, of a 
supreme being who was tnetaphysically so abstract as to be virtually 
or actually unknowable, and a second principle, nous or logos who can 
take form (&lSo<;) and make the higher principle known. But, perhaps 
under the pressure of events. he appears to be moving in a direction 
which would render him more sympathetic to Arius' theology of 
drastic subordinationism without having reached entire agreement 
with it. 

His Christology more or less agrees with this analysis. He is most 
insistent upon the distinct reality of the Son, and of the Spirit. We 
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The Early Supporters of Arius 

find in him the formula which often occurs elsewhereof'Father truly 
Father, Son truly Son, and Spirit truly Spirit"22 included in the creed 
which he submitted to the Council ofNicaea. He describes the Word 
as unlike human words, 'possessing -his own individual existence 
(o1tocrtaO"lv) which is altogether divine and spiritual, and existing in 
its own mode (l&ico~), and -again acting in its own mode, immaterial 
and incorporeal, and in all respects assimilated (ltapOllolco".V1]v) to the 
nature of the first and unoriginated and sole God."23 In his late 
Ecclesiastical Theology (which is notable for its deafening silence on the 
subject of the homoousios) he accuses Marcellus of Ancyra of rejecting 
the hypostasis i.e. the distinct individuality, of the Son, but also 
condemns another view which is that there are two hypostases, one 
unoriginated (dytvTl'toV) and one created out of non-existence. 124 It is 
not that Eusebius objected to the doctrine that there are two 
hypostases. A little later he asserts firmly the distinct reality of the 
hypostasis of the Father and of the Son.·2• But he stopped short of 
saying that one of them was made out of nothing. Later in the same 
work he declares that the Church does not preach two gods nor two 
unoriginated nor two unbeginning, 'nor two substances, juxtaposed 
to each other as of equal rank' (BUo O~(JiUl<; ll~ {(JOtlllia<; 
Ctvtlnape~ayo"'val<; CtA.A.1jA.Ul<;). 

Like Origen, and the Origenist Gregory of Nyssa, he believed that 
after the winding-up of history Christ's human body would be 
absorbed in the divine life and disappear, But.in his picture of the 
incarnate L9gos he does not follow Origen. The Saviour's human 
body was a mere instrument used by the Word for his own purposes. 
He applies Isa 19: 1, which refers to the Lord coming to Egypt riding 
on a swift cloud, to the Flight intO Egypt. Christ's human body is 
made up of earthy substance, and it is as it were riding upon this that 
the infant Christ enters Egypt.' 27 On the subject which has attracted 
some interest in recent years, and which is of particular interest to our 
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