“What were the political implications of conflicts between Arian and Orthodox teaching about Christ’s divinity from before 382?”
This paper will consider the political implications of conflicts between Arian and Orthodox teaching between 318 and 382 CE. It will briefly discuss the differences between Orthodox and Arian teaching and the respective champions of each camp. It will then consider the political implications within that contemporary time frame, in terms of the 4th Century Church, the Roman Emperors, the Roman Court, and the populace of both the Eastern and Western Empire, including Christians, Pagans and Jews.  Finally, this essay will consider the implications of these conflicts on neighbouring nations. 
This paper will recommend that the divisions created by the Arian crisis were exacerbated by several factors. Firstly, tensions between Eastern and Western branches of the Church, secondly tensions created by the dilemma of a newly Christian Emperor, both for the Pagan majority within the Empire, and secondly for the growing Christian Church. Thirdly tensions arising from the Church examining its own structure and, fourthly the chaos created within the church because of its public examination of its own Christology, and finally the dangers for both Roman Society, and the Church in terms of loyalties within the political maelstrom of the period.
The question at the root of the Arian controversy was: “Just how divine is Christ?” [footnoteRef:2], whether Jesus was of the same essence as God, as reflected in the Holy Trinity, which was the Orthodox position within the Christian Church, or whether Jesus Christ; was instead a “creature” or creation of God and therefore was not created divine, which was the Arian position.  Gwatkin provides an interesting summary of the debate: “It began by attempting to establish Christian positions, and ended by subverting each and all of them”[footnoteRef:3]   [2:  C.F.Evans., P.R. Ackroyd &, ed. The Cambridge History of the Bible From The Beggings to Jerome. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press., 1970.]  [3:  Gwatkin, HM. Studies of Arianism. Second. Cambridge: Deighton Bell and Co., 1900. P 2.] 

In 311CE, Constantine as Caesar; had converted to Christianity, whilst his co-ruler in the East; Licinius as Augustus; remained pagan. It was therefore likely, that the more political titles used of Jesus, such as Son of God, Messiah, and King of Kings, would be re-examined in light of the Christian conversion of a Roman emperor.  Whilst Christians had always respected the Roman state, they had held themselves apart, as the goal of Christians was to become a citizen of the Kingdom of God, rather that the Roman Empire. However, the conversion of Constantine meant that suddenly, the Church had become an extension of the state, and that the state had become a protector of Christians, and later an enforcer of Christianity and that therefore the role of the Roman Emperor within the Christian Church had to be considered, alongside the titles of Jesus Christ[footnoteRef:4]  [4:  Williams, George Huntston. “Christology and Church-State Relations in the Fourth Century.” Church History 20.3 (1951). 01 May 2024. <https://www.jstor.org/stable/3161893>. P4] 

Proclaiming the Edict of Milan (313 CE), the Emperors Constantine and Licinius had ordained that Christianity was to be tolerated within the Empire, that Christian persecution should cease, and that seized property be restored. The Edict was extended to all religions, which would have served as a political appeasement for both co-rulers and their courts. However, when, in 324, Licinius was exiled, and executed on the charge of rebellion. Constantine became the single Emperor and was therefore able to nurture Christianity without contradiction. 
In 318Ce, there was debate within the Church regarding the heresy of Sabellianism; which was the belief that God was a single entity, with three different facets. This had been condemned by the church as heresy. Arguing initially against Sabellianism, Arius, of Alexandria, the initiator of Arianism, stated that “If the Father begat the son, He that was begotten had a beginning to His existence; from which it is clear that once the Son did not exist, and it follows of necessity that His hypostasis is a created one.” However, clearly Arius’ words against Sabellianism deployed an argument that could then also be used to challenge the Orthodox doctrine of the Holy Trinity, understood as one God with three permanent and distinct identities, all three coexistent, consubstantial, and of the same ranking. 
Having read of Arius’ teachings in 218 CE, Bishop Athanasius of Alexandria was outraged, as he saw the danger to the Doctrine of the Trinity; and therefore, published On the Incarnation[footnoteRef:5] which was the first of many publications of rebuttal. From this point forwards, Arius, and Athanasius becoming the two key faces of the Arian, and Orthodox positions within the Arian controversy, respectively. [5:  Athanasius, St. On the Incarnation. Durham: CreateSpace Publishing, 2017.] 

The danger of division, against the advantages of a united Christian Church held significant potential benefits for Constantine, in that Christianity was a religion that united people across national boundaries, transcending local autonomies, and instead bringing everyone together under Rome under the beneficent newly Christian leadership of himself as the first Christian Emperor. Historians note that although we have no evidence; in terms of written material, of Constantine’s strategy in terms of utilising Christianity, it seems highly likely that Constantine saw the opportunity to stabilise the Roman empire, with what should have been the uniting banner of God. 
Constantine felt that the only way to gain the united church he needed, was to gain a general agreement in terms of the Arian crisis from Bishops worldwide, so, he convened the first full ecumenical council, with a goal of agreeing the position of the Christian Church in terms of either orthodoxy, or Arianism.    The consensus of the Council of Nicaea was that the Church should unite under the banner of orthodoxy, and that Arianism should be noted as a heresy. Constantine was satisfied with the outcome and enforced the edict fully as the spiritual basis of the Empire. He issued an edict that anyone who disagreed was evil and impious, and whose works should be destroyed. This applied particularly to Arius and his followers, where books were seized and burned, with anyone found owning such books and refusing to destroy them, sentenced to death, “not merely that his depraved teaching might be utterly destroyed, but that not a single record of it should be left to posterity.”[footnoteRef:6] Such Imperial edicts were an extremely serious measure; taken rarely, and as a last resort attempt to remove all living memory of the individual.  Previous examples were the Emperors Nero and Caligula, as their recorded actions were thought to directly harm Rome itself.  [6:  Cochrane, Charles Norris. Christianity and Classical Culture. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1940.p210] 

The most important religious and political tool created by the Council of Nicaea was the production and publication of the first Nicene Creed, which contained basic statements of belief, particularly clear affirmations regarding the unity of Christ with God, and to affirm his absolute divinity in contrast with the Arian claims of His creaturely status[footnoteRef:7]. This creed was a powerful tool in that it united all Christians together with simple; learnable lines which were publicised in every Christian territory. Although developed slightly in the 5th Century CE, a version of this creed; the Apostles Creed is still recited in Churches around the world on a daily basis. [7:  McGrath, Alister E. Christian Theology. An Introduction. Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell, 2011.p15] 

Already, by 325CE, the spread of Christianity was beginning to outstrip the boundaries of the Empire[footnoteRef:8], so that by making Christianity an official religion of the Roman empire, and then proclaiming himself  defender of the Christian faithful, Constantine was able to effectively extend his influence as both Roman Emperor, but also defender of Christianity, into new geographies, never previously conquered by the Empire, such as Germany and into the Far East[footnoteRef:9].  For example, the emperor wrote to the King of Persia: King Sapor, proclaiming himself “defender of the faithful, the enemy of tyrants and persecutors,”[footnoteRef:10]  then suggesting that he commends the Christians within King Sapor’s realm to his “……humanity. Treat them kindly. For so you will do yourself and us an immense service.”[footnoteRef:11]  Cochrane notes that this new position of a Roman Emperor, considering himself the sword of God, and the protector of Christianity, effectively broke the previous Classical political model of political self-sufficiency.[footnoteRef:12] [8:  Patrick O'Brien, ed (2003). Atlas of World History. New York: Oxford University Press. pp. 44-5. 0-19-521921-X.]  [9:  Cochrane, Charles Norris. Christianity and Classical Culture. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1940.p210]  [10:  Cochrane, Charles Norris. Christianity and Classical Culture. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1940.p211.]  [11:  Ibid]  [12:  Ibid] 

The other benefit of encouraging Christianity within the Empire was that it could serve Constantine as a uniting factor within the Roman Empire itself, as the Eastern Part of the Empire; previously governed by Licinius, had a large Christian population, and would be less prone to potential further rebellion, should Christianity become favoured within the Empire.  Similarly, in the West of the Empire, the territories were experiencing increased military and political disruption, as the Empire faced challenges from the Goths. 
The political considerations for Christians within the Roman Empire were mixed. If part of a united Church, with no controversy over Christology, one issue facing the Christian populace was how far to fit in with the Roman authorities. The civic privileges granted by toleration of Christianity, were immense; property restored, ability to worship unhindered, and opportunities to fully engage with the Roman government in terms of governmental, civic and professional roles, however the issues created by the Arian Controversy, must have made it very difficult to know how to live life within the Empire without fear of the changing loyalties of the Emperor and his court creating the danger of charges of heresy, if Christians were on the wrong side of the debate.  Further, 
This uncertainty even affected the Roman Court, as Eusebius; an Arian; recorded;   “whenever the emperors were friendly and peacefully disposed towards us, it enjoyed an inexpressibly bountiful harvest of good things”.[footnoteRef:13]  However, “but as their authority increased day by day without check or hindrance, they suddenly cancelled their peaceful attitude toward us and started a perpetual war.”[footnoteRef:14]   [13:  Eusebius. The Church History. Trans. Paul L. Maier. Grand Rapids: Kregal Publications, 1999. P 305.]  [14:  Ibid] 

However, Karl Barth notes that this would have been a dilemma for the Church as Christians had viewed themselves as revolutionaries, with the state being the enemy, but one to whom they must accede. As the state had absolute power, it conflicted with the God’s Kingdom, therefore Christianity “does not agree with the State, it negates it – both its presupposition and its essence”[footnoteRef:15].  [15:  Michael Lieb, Emma Mason, Jonathan Roberts & Christopher Rowland., ed. The Oxford Handbook of the Reception History of the Bible. Oxford: Oxford University Press., 2014. Tim Gorringe,  Karl Barth on Romans. P 597] 

Chadwick notes that “the doctrinal disagreements quickly became inextricably associated with matters of order, discipline and authority …… (within the) gradually growing tension between the Greek East and the Latin West.”[footnoteRef:16] [16:  Chadwick, Henry. The Early Church. The Pelican History of the Church:1. London: Penguin Books, 1967. P 133.] 

However, instead of a powerful, united Christian community, which would bring peace, and through peace; prosperity to his Empire, Constantine saw the Church splitting between the schools of Arianism, and Orthodoxy, Eastern Church, and Western Church. Gwatkin[footnoteRef:17] comments that the origin of Arianism in the east of the Empire in 318 had evolved because the Western Church was smaller, more insular, and traditionally, more passive in terms of simply accepting the orthodoxy of the contents of the New Testament, whereas the Eastern Church, with significantly higher density of geographical population[footnoteRef:18], had evolved in closer proximity to the pagan Eastern religions, and was therefore more likely to be influenced by their content, with Arianism originating in Alexandria which lay close to both Jewish and pagan influences.  [17:  Gwatkin, HM. Studies of Arianism. Second. Cambridge: Deighton Bell and Co., 1900. P 16]  [18:  W.D.Borrie. The Growth and Control of World Population. London: Cox and Wyman Ltd, 1970 p43] 

Burkhardt is quoted by Drake as having the opinion that Constantine was not a particularly religious Christian, and that his only interest in Christianity was as a tool to support his power and ambition,[footnoteRef:19] with his only interest being to gain sufficient consensus within the Church to maximise its influence. Therefore, it was essential that to leverage the power of a Christian empire, he needed the Church to agree a unifying position on Arianism.  [19:  Drake., H.A. “Constantine and Consensus.” Church History 64.1 (1995): 1-15. 18 May 2024. <https://www.jstor.org/stable/3168653>. P2] 

To this end, Constantine convened the first Ecumenical Council of Nicaea in 325CE, where he hoped to engage Bishops from all over the world, to come together under his Roman patronage, to agree a consensus on the Arian controversy. Cochrane notes that Constantine was pleased to see world-wide attendance, and that this was the first time that the Universal Church had been given a voice[footnoteRef:20], and was a demonstration that Constantine’s intervention had a unifying effect on the Church.  [20:  Cochrane, Charles Norris. Christianity and Classical Culture. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1940.p210] 

Whilst a Christian, Constantine was essentially a Roman at heart, and Burns described that this first Council was modelled in terms of procedure and protocol on the Roman Senate, with any decrees issued as a result, signed and brought into law only by the Emperor, and that thus, it was both a political and religious event of major importance.[footnoteRef:21] This was a clever move, making the Emperor, both a key state and religious authority.  His cooperation was essential should any religious matter seek to be turned into law. [21:  Burns, J.H., ed. The Cambridge History of Medieval Political Thought c.350 - C.1450. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010. P66-7] 

However, despite their defeat at Nicaea, followers of Arian teaching did not simply give up and go away, instead by 335, with the influence of Eusebius; the Arian brother of the Constantine’s wife, and his court historian, Cochrane notes that Constantine, was already looking for ways to mitigate the restraints on Arianism he had established with the Council of Nicene, and began by encouraging Arian attacks on Athanasius, by banishing Athanasius, and finally by accepting baptism from the Arian Bishop of Nicodemia[footnoteRef:22]. [22:  Cochrane, Charles Norris. Christianity and Classical Culture. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1940 p249.] 

Throughout Roman history, Emperors, and high-ranking Roman officials had utilised building projects, and public patronages as ways of proclaiming their triumphs, whether it be victories in battle, conquest, or piety. Their goal is to give a public demonstration of their power, importance, and connections. As such, it is interesting to note that we can find no evidence of Arian inspired architecture or decoration until the 5th Century CE after the goth invasion of the Roman Empire. Conversely, these monuments were used to demonstrate the glory of the orthodox or Catholic church. One key example is the building under Constantine of the Church of the Holy Sepulchre in 4th Century Jerusalem, which is still recognised as one of the holiest Christian sites in the world today. 
Cochrane suggests that there was a mutual benefit for both Romans and the Church, in terms of the spread of Christianity, in that there is evidence between 323-325CE of popular patronage of the Church, and that the patrons received a “subtle glorification of the benefactor”.[footnoteRef:23] This was a pattern familiar from the pagan Roman Empire, where a perception of piety was greatly admired, and those who sponsored alters or building projects dedicated to the gods, won renown. [23:  Cochrane, Charles Norris. Christianity and Classical Culture. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1940.p208.] 

Where Constantine, and his successors  Constantine II (337-340CE), Constans (337-350CE) were supporters of the orthodox position, the Emperor Constantinius (337-361CE) supported Arianism, and when his brothers had died, and he became the single Emperor, he took a highly critical position against orthodoxy for the remainder of his reign[footnoteRef:24].  More prosaically, Eusebius; an Arian and Constantine’s court historian took the view that the Roman Empire was now a tool of God himself enabling the Kingdom of God on earth. However, Karl Peterson[footnoteRef:25] considered that the idea of Christian monotheism did not fit well with the existing paganism within the Roman Empire, and that this linked with the role of the emperor made an uneasy fit. [24:  Jones, Donald. A First Index to Early Church History. Lichfield, 1959. P8]  [25:  Peterson, Erik. Theological Tractates. Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2011.] 

For example, we can track the changes in the attitudes of the Emperor between 318-381, moving from Constantine, who seemed uneasy in his dual role as emperor but also Christian, looking for consensus within the Church, rather than always the heavy hand of the Emperor, and  as such did not accept baptism, and forego the Imperial robes until late in his life, whereas the Arian Constantinius adopted the role of Bishop of Bishops, placing himself as the ultimate authority within the Church[footnoteRef:26]; meaning that the role of Arianism was no longer a matter requiring the consensus of the worldwide Church, but instead, a matter which Constantinius could steer.  The implications of this are shown in the encouragement of persecution of the Orthodox members of the church, which had been unknown by Christian Emperors to this time, and as Athanasius stated: “Persecution was peculiarly the disgrace of the new heresy.”[footnoteRef:27] [26:  Cochrane, Charles Norris. Christianity and Classical Culture. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1940 p257.]  [27:  Cochrane, Charles Norris. Christianity and Classical Culture. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1940 p258.] 

Turning to the political implications of the Arian Controversy, on members of the Roman Empire and beyond, it is useful to consider that the Jews were still a world power; often with significant influence within each of the countries they had settled, although they were scattered across multiple territories, much like the early Christian Church, but with a respectability earned from the long-standing history of their religion, and its shared roots with Christianity.  However, the Jews supported the Arian position as they did not recognize Jesus Christ as the Messiah, and so an Arian stance that denied the divinity of Jesus Christ, was attractive to them[footnoteRef:28]. Further, the Jewish community were frequently involved in insurrections at the command of Arian opponents of Athanasius in Alexandria[footnoteRef:29].   [28:  Gwatkin, HM. The Arian Controversy. London: William Mann, 2022.p25]  [29:  Gwatkin, HM. The Arian Controversy. London: William Mann, 2022.p26] 

Equally, Paganism was very much a living and influential series of religions between 318-382CE, both within the Empire and without. The early Christian Church had developed intact within the Roman Empire despite the long history of persecution. By 318, although Christianity was tolerated, it only had around 16-17% of the population as converts, so it was generally Pagan adherents who held positions of authority in Roman society. 
One can only imagine how challenging it must have been for the pagan populace to see the new religion of Christianity effectively take over their society, with a Christian emperor, initially tolerance of Christianity, and then Christianity growing in influence exponentially with pagan temples shut, pagans prevented from key roles in society, Christian building programmes, and eventually the closure and destruction of pagan temples, alongside the adoption of Christianity, as the official religion of the Roman Empire in 381CE.   Of course, one blip in the advance of Christianity, was the short reign of Julian between 361-363CE, when Julian attempted to restore paganism as the key religion of the Roman Empire and resumed persecutions of Christians. The emperor Valens (364-378 CE) was also an Arian follower. 
One of the reasons that Constantinius, and Valens supported the Arian cause, was that by this time, the eastern empire and Asia had become the nominal the centre of power within the Roman Empire, with its higher population, deeply conservative nature, support for Arianism, and with the Western Empire declining and under constant threat of invasion, Gwatkin observes that “every change in their action can be explained with reference to the changes of opinion in Asia.”[footnoteRef:30] [30:  Gwatkin, HM. The Arian Controversy. London: William Mann, 2022.p27.] 

Finally, the Emperor Gratian (375-383 CE) convened the Ecumenical Council of Constantinople in 381, issued an edict noting Christianity as the official religion of the Roman Empire, and once again condemned Arianism as heresy. Although not produced until the 5th Century CE, some contents of the Theodosian code provide interesting insights into the legislation of the Roman Empire in relation to Christianity in the fourth century CE, with several references to the conflict of Arianism within Christianity made. The clear statement of support for Orthodoxy is shown in 380CE where Emperors Gratian, Vatinian, and Theodosius Augusti issue the edict: “We shall believe in the single Deity of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit, under the concept of equal majesty and of the Holy Trinity”. The edict then threatens those who will not accept the guidance: “The rest, however, ……. their meeting places shall not receive the name of churches, and they shall be smitten first by divine vengeance and secondly by the retribution of our hostility, which we shall assume in accordance with divine judgement.”[footnoteRef:31] [31:  Theodosian Code XVI. I,2.  Quoted in:  Reinhold., Naphtali Lewis and Meyer, ed. Roman Civilization. Selected Readings. The Empire. Vol. II. New York: Columbia University Press., 1990. II vols p614-5.] 

If we consider the impact of the Arian conflict on other nations, little interest in Arianism can be identified in Africa, Persia, or the British Isles, however Gwatkin notes that there were concentrations of adherents in present day Türkiye[footnoteRef:32]. However, the Goths, Visigoths, and Ostrogoths kingdoms around Rome were receptive to the teachings of Ulfilas (311-383CE) who was known as the Apostle of the Goths. He adopted Arian beliefs and evangelised the kingdoms around Rome. When the political stability of the Western Roman Empire was overthrown, at the Battle of Hadrianople in 378CE, these conquering races, with Arian beliefs were free to move as they wished within the Western Roman Empire, spreading their Arian beliefs as they went. This is particularly seen in Iberia and North Africa, although the earliest known Arian church relief was discovered from the 5th Century CE Ravenna in Northern Italy, whilst under Goth rule.  [32:  Gwatkin, HM. The Arian Controversy. London: William Mann, 2022.p27.] 

Heer notes that the Jews received welcome within these new Arian communities of Ostrogoths in Italy, and Visigoths in Iberia. Later, King Theodoric even organizing reparations for the Jewish community when synagogues were destroyed in Rome and Ravenna. In fact, even later fighting for them against Byzantine troops, led by Belisarius; Military commander of the Eastern Roman Empire[footnoteRef:33].  [33:  Heer, Friedrich. God's First Love. Christians and Jews over two thousand years. London: Orion Books Ltd, 1999.p49.
] 

The idea of conversion to Christianity, must have been a difficult challenge to the inhabitants of the Roman Empire. Hundreds of years of pagan worship had served them well, with the Empire becoming arguably the most powerful Empire the world had ever seen. There would have been limited choice in terms of choosing conversion as politically, the tide was turning against Paganism both in terms of popular belief, but also in terms of being able to live and work effectively within the empire. 
Finally, after the Gothic war was over, and the Empire had officially become centred on Constantinople, Emperor Theodosius (379-385CE) entered Constantinople in 380 and asked the bishop to agree to the Nicene faith or be banished. He refused, and Gwatkin says: “So ended the forty years of Arian domination in Constantinople[footnoteRef:34]. His next edict was to forbid heretical demonstrations or gatherings inside cities, and that all churches should be given up to the orthodox representative. He convened the council of Constantinople in 381CE, He also prohibited worship of the pagan pantheon, and supported persecution of their followers by authorising destruction of temples and limiting Roman Citizenship to those who were Christians[footnoteRef:35].  [34:  Gwatkin, HM. The Arian Controversy. London: William Mann, 2022.p88]  [35:  Burns, J.H., ed. The Cambridge History of Medieval Political Thought c.350 - C.1450. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010. P67] 

 However, with two battling schools of thought in terms of orthodoxy and Arianism, it must have been terrifying to know which one to choose. Durant[footnoteRef:36] considers that whilst Christianity has often been blamed with the decline of the Roman Empire, as the traditional pagan religious values of devotion to the success of the state, were replaced with Christianity, which encouraged them to seek individual salvation through prayer. Durant argues that it was the immigration of different faiths, and toleration of all, that led to the decline. Further, he argues that Christianity should have provided a stronger, more stabilising lead in terms of the Empire, if it had not been for the “chaos of creeds.”[footnoteRef:37] [36:  Durant, Will. The Story of Civilization III Caesar and Christ. New York: Simon and Schuster, 1944.p667]  [37:  Ibid] 

Conclusion
The Arian controversy fuelled the fires of what proved to be a perfect storm in terms of fourth century politics and religion within the Roman Empire. As Christianity slowly became accepted throughout the Roman Empire from 313CE, the newly converted Emperor Constantine hoped to use the unifying power of Christianity, both to unite his Eastern and Western Empires and to amplify his influence as defender of the faith, into territories not previously governed by the Roman Empire. However, the differences between the Eastern and Western Churches in terms of their Christology proved to be a divisive force within the Empire, and despite ongoing attempts at gaining unification and agreement, Emperors chose one Christology, or another, and banishments and accusations of heresy tortured the church for over sixty years. Perhaps because of the weaknesses exposed by these extreme divisions in the Church, the Emperor Julian (360-363CE) even attempted to prevent Christian worship, and to return the Empire, to its previously known gods. Finally, Arianism was politically and religiously defeated, and Christianity with an Orthodox Christology became the official religion of the Roman Empire. It must be considered however, how difficult, and dangerous those sixty years must have been for the early Christian community and the Roman Empire, as both Romans and the Church led ongoing politico-religious challenges. To be on the wrong side at the wrong time could mean persecution, charges of heresy, banishment, and even execution. Therefore, the Arian controversy was a tragic episode for the Church and the Roman Empire, and only hindered its establishment and growth within the Roman Empire between 318 and 381CE. It has been suggested that Christianity caused the fall of the Roman Empire. If that is true, certainly, the Arian Controversy cannot have helped. 
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