The following will offer an analysis of St Cyril of Alexandria’s work; On the Unity of Christ[footnoteRef:2], which examines the question of whether Jesus Christ was born as God, thereby being an equal part of the Holy Trinity; as maintained by St Cyril,  or whether Jesus Christ had been born human, and that God had possessed an existing human body to manifest his incarnation on earth, as maintained by Bishop Nestorius of Constantinople. This essay will consider the historical audience for this work, being early Christian Church.  However, it will consider the differing reception in terms of Christian, Greek, Roman, Jewish and other pagan religions. [2:  St Cyril of Alexandria. On the Unity of the Christ. (New York:  St Vladimir’s Seminary Press. 1995)] 

The question which had inspired fierce debate within the church, and particularly between Nestorius; Bishop of Constantinople,  and St Cyril; Bishop of Alexandria; was, whether Mary could rightly be called; “Mary Mother of God,” and therefore “Theotokos;” the bearer of God, or whether her correct title should be “Christotokos” as the bearer of Christ. 
Nestorius proposed that it was impossible for Mary to have given birth to God, as God had existed for all time, that it was not possible for God to be suffer and die by the hand of mankind, and that therefore, Mary had given birth to Christotokos, as the Messiah, and prophesised within the Jewish Bible,  or Androtokos, as a human, co-inhabiting a temple in terms of the body of Jesus Christ. 
St Cyril uses his treatise to examine and refute many of the arguments in favour of using the term Christotokos; championed by Nestorius; powerfully arguing that Mary gave birth to Jesus Christ as full God and is therefore rightly titled Theotokos.  St Cyril mirrors the approach of his predecessor in the Alexandrian Church, Athanasius,  justifying his conclusion by urging conservatism, in terms of consideration of Jewish Bible prophecy, along with that of the teaching contained within the Gospels, the Acts of the Apostles, and the Epistles of the early Church. 
It is evident that the detailed beliefs of the early Church evolved slowly, with early devotion to the life, works and resurrection of Jesus Christ, as a Jewish man who had fulfilled the prophecies of the Jewish Bible, changing over time as increasing numbers of Gentiles; and ever expanding geographies and audiences for the faith; making the Jewish prophecies and beliefs less relevant.  There was also a danger, that as Christianity expanded into other territories, it might become entangled with the pre-existing religions of the locale.  As a result, it became increasingly important to be able to answer questions about Jesus regarding the correct Christology to use, particularly when the key questions differed throughout the audience. 
Jesus Christ has been described as “the man who fits no formula”[footnoteRef:3]with debate raging for centuries within the evolving Christian faith, in terms of whether or not Jesus considered himself the Word of God[footnoteRef:4]; whether He was the Servant of God; implying a subservience to God the Father, the Suffering Servant of Deutero Isaiah,[footnoteRef:5] the Messiah, the anointed one of God; ie, given a formal role on earth to fulfil, the Son of God; being of equal standing, still God, but in the form of the Son, or the Son of God, being sent by God, and subservient to him.   [3:  Schweizer.  Jesus. New Testament Library.  (Great Britain:  SCM Press Ltd. 1971) p13]  [4:  John 1:14 “And the Word became flesh and lived among us”]  [5:  For instance: Isaiah 52:15-53] 

Debates had raged concerning whether or not Jesus Christ could be God, as he had been crucified; and as such killed in a way considered cursed by the Jews, and therefore it was not possible that he had been God.  Debates had also raged that he could not be God, as he had been born through a human woman, suffered, and died, and that therefore the God would not have succumbed to those indignities.  
The council of Nicene had been held in 321CE over 100 years earlier, to discuss the question of the homosousias of Jesus Christ and produced the Nicene Creed, which was intended to be the agreed position of the second century church in terms of an authorised, and shared belief.  However, it is clear that even one years later, there were still many questions to be answered.  
As Ryan Reeves notes; “Creeds limit language,” and that where gaps in information are seen, theologians will invent language to elaborate[footnoteRef:6].  However, the gap in the Nicene creed is that it does not mention the origin of Jesus Christ, and it does not specify whether Jesus Christ was of the same matter as God; or homosousias.  Schillebeeckx holds that the contextual environment of the early Church; expansion outside of the area of Judea, into the Roman Empire, and into the predominantly Greek cities,  added to the necessity of filling the perceived gaps in theological understanding, noting that Christians were “constantly being obliged to explain and defend their Christian profession and their own identities to others ……. Firstly Aramaic and Geek Jews, then pagans, finally fellow-Christians who deviated from what had meanwhile come to be recognised …. As a universal Apostolic faith”[footnoteRef:7]  In the same way as a political party, if the followers could not answer basic questions, there was a question of believability and credibility. [6:  Ryan Reeves:  Disputes on Christ:  Nestorius and Cyril Youtube 2015.  Accessed 19/02/2024.]  [7:  Schillebeedckx E.  Jesus an experiment in Christology.   (London:  Collins 1979). P559. ] 

Bishop Nestorius of Constantinople chose to fill the one of the perceived gaps in theological understanding,  with a series of publications questioning the legitimacy of calling Mary the “Mother of God.”  He challenged that she was not Theotokos; or the God Bearer, but rather that Mary was Christotokos; or bearer of the Messiah.  
He was raising a question which the early Church was finding difficult to answer, in terms of “How has the divinity of Christ been able to cohere with his humanity?”[footnoteRef:8]  As it seemed unbelievable that God was ever a mewling baby.  Chadwick notes that “Nothing caused so much scandal as a remark of Nestorius that ‘God is not a baby two or three months old.”[footnoteRef:9]  There seemed to be no reasonable, or easy answer to the question, so Nestorius and his followers had concluded that the only possible answer was that the man Jesus had somehow dwelt with the human Messiah, and the divine God, in the equivalent of a co-tenanted temple in terms of the body of Jesus, as it was impossible that God himself could have suffered and died at the hand of mankind.     [8:  Armstrong K. A History of God. (New York:  Ballantine Books. 1994). P 125]  [9:  Chadwick H. The Early Church. (Harmondsworth:  Penguin Books Ltd,  1967).p198] 

Graef[footnoteRef:10] notes that Nestorius is likely to have become a biblical scholar trained in the Antiochene school, which stressed the separateness of the human body of Christ from his divinity.  They reasoned that as God had existed for eternity, it was not possible for Mary to have given birth to him, therefore she had only given birth to the human part. Nestorius was also keen to refute any assumption that Jesus Christ had been born in the same manner as a Greek demigod, through the association of the god with a human host[footnoteRef:11].  As Graef notes: “Mary was only the mother of the man, Anthropotokos, or the mother of Christ, Christotokos, but on no account the Mother of God, Theotokos.” [footnoteRef:12] Further, when Jesus died on the cross, it was not possible that God could have been killed by humans, so it must just have been merely the human element of Him that had been destroyed. [10:  Graef, H.   Mary. A History of Doctrine and Devotion. (London:  Sheed and Ward, 1985). P101]  [11:  Graef, H.   Mary. A History of Doctrine and Devotion. (London:  Sheed and Ward, 1985). P104]  [12:  Graef, H.   Mary. A History of Doctrine and Devotion. (London:  Sheed and Ward, 1985).p103] 

However, the issue to St Cyril and his followers, was that if God had never become human, in the form of Jesus Christ, then how could the stories in the Gospels be true?  How could the Doctrine of Redemption be valid?  How could Jesus have sent the Holy Spirit to be his advocate and our teacher, if Jesus were not God?  How could the Doctrine of the Trinity be valid?  They concluded that Nestorius’ view was heresy and that he must be proven wrong. 
Therefore, Cyril began a long campaign of challenging and attempting to negate Nestorius’ teaching.  This included a litany of letters between the two Bishops arguing their respective points of view, and progressed to the Council of Ephesus in 431 where a general Synod had been eventually called to decide which point of view would become official policy.  
It should be noted that there was an overlying political element to the debate, which was that the early Church was split in terms of rivalry between the importance and authority of the Sees of Constantinople, and Alexandria, which sometimes held differing views. It was therefore vital to gain a consensus in terms of agreed Christological beliefs, between the representatives of each one.
After a messy and problem stricken, politically charged council, which included threats of excommunication, appeals to both the Pope and the Emperor, and interventions from each one, with both Nestorius and St Cyril gaining, losing, and in the case of St Cyril eventually regaining support, a consensus was reached that St Cyril’s opinion would become official doctrine, and that Nestorius should be banished. However, until his death, Nestorius continued to argue the point, and perhaps this is why St Cyril wrote On the Unity of Christ[footnoteRef:13]in the aftermath of the counsel, near the end of his career. [13:  St Cyril of Alexandria. On the Unity of the Christ. (New York:  St Vladimir’s Seminary Press. 1995)] 

On the Unity of Christ[footnoteRef:14]is written using powerful language, and it contains many less than flattering references to Nestorius, some, quite surprising to be seen written by a Bishop.   For instance: “As for the inventors of impure heresies, those profaners and apostates who have opened their mouths wide against the divine glory……. We could accuse them of having slipped in their madness as low as the foolish pagans, perhaps even lower.”[footnoteRef:15]  However, Young notes that in one of St Cyril’s epistles, he expresses his lack of hostility; and love towards Nestorius; but that he feels absolutely compelled to protect the legacy of the sacred doctrine and to protect it from the “scandal which concerns all the churches of the Roman Empire.” [footnoteRef:16] [14:  ibid]  [15:  ibid Both; p 50.]  [16:  Young, FM.  From Nicaea to Chalcedon.  A Guide to the Literature and its Background. (London:  SCM Press Ltd.  2002). p 241] 

Young notes that the work of St Cyril was not just a repeating statement of scripture, but rather On the Unity of the Christ is written using the formalized model of a philosophical dialogue between St Cyril and character B, who is not identified.  Cyril had used this format previously in On Worship in Spirit and Truth, with the intention of utilising the dialogue format to facilitate and support a thorough and critical enquiry, where a question was asked; in this case regarding the question of Theotokos, and that at least two proponents examine the question in detail[footnoteRef:17].  The intentional result of this form of critical enquiry was to undertake a detailed debate of the question, whilst leaving the reader to determine the validity of each argument and to eventually form their own conclusion.   Argumentation was a format used regularly by Philosophers such as Cicero and XX, in Roman times, along with the theologians of the early church, such as Athanasius in De Incarnatione Verbi Dei[footnoteRef:18], and later; Anselm in Cur Deus Homo[footnoteRef:19]  [17:  Ibid p 246]  [18:  Athanasius, De Incarnatione Verbi Dei, (London: CreateSpace Publishing, 2009)]  [19:  Anselm. Cur Deus Homo (London:  Oxford World Classics, 2008). ] 

Cyril’s argument is well summarised within the final paragraphs of his treatise[footnoteRef:20]. Firstly, that if readers want to define the doctrine of faith without error, they should reference the teaching of “our holy fathers,” without embellishment or interpretation.  Secondly, that the foundation stone of all faith must be Jesus Christ. “For no one is able to lay any other foundation apart from that already in position”[footnoteRef:21] Thirdly, that Jesus Christ was one person; both God and man at the same time;  and “To the same one we attribute both the divine and human characteristics.”[footnoteRef:22] Additionally, that through a process of “emptying out his divinity” only then was Jesus was able to learn what only mankind could understand, and experience the human experiences of birth;  and then suffering and death on the cross, whilst at all times remaining without sin, and remaining fully God[footnoteRef:23]. [20:  St Cyril of Alexandria. On the Unity of the Christ. (New York:  St Vladimir’s Seminary Press. 1995) p133]  [21:  1 Corinithians 3:10-11]  [22:  St Cyril of Alexandria. On the Unity of the Christ. (New York:  St Vladimir’s Seminary Press. 1995) p133]  [23:  Ibid  p219] 

However, these arguments are consistently expanded within the treatise itself.  The following selection provides limited examples.  Cyril complains that seemingly “seasonally” “some are foolish enough to bring down the Word and Only Begotten Son of God …….. they reduce him from equality with God the Father by denying his consubstantiality.”[footnoteRef:24]  Meaning that they are wrongly denying that Jesus Christ is of the same essence; the same being as God the Father.   In doing so, Cyril argues, they deny the eternal God himself, even before his incarnation as Jesus Christ.   [24:  Ibid  p50] 

However, here, Cyril immediately cites his supreme authority in these matters, the Holy Scriptures themselves, which present the truth:  “Nonetheless, God-inspired scripture will cry out against both forms of madness.  It acts as the ambassador of truth and shows up the feeble and shameful system of these people.”[footnoteRef:25] [25:  Ibid  p51] 

Cyril references what he considers to be the destructive innovation; and elaboration of the scriptures, from Nestorius; “as he sees fit”[footnoteRef:26] in terms of adding his own interpretation to the questions not easily answered; such as the form of Jesus Christ at birth, such as:  “denies that the holy virgin is the Mother of God, and calls her Christ-Mother instead, or Mother-of-the man, not to mention the other shocking and absurd ideas he introduces to the orthodox and pure teachings of the catholic Church.”[footnoteRef:27] [26:  Ibid p52]  [27:  Ibid p52] 

Character B, suggests that perhaps Jesus was born because “God took up his being in her and from her?”[footnoteRef:28] meaning, could it be that God had relations with Mary, and so produced the Son, as would have been familiar from Greek and Roman myth.  Cyril, immediately refutes his question, as it was important that as Christianity spread into the Graeco Roman world, that Jesus Christ was not perceived as a traditional demigod, because if he had been such, he would have been lesser that God, and therefore unable to provide the required level of sacrifice to achieve redemption for the human race.  “On the contrary, as God, he was ineffably begotten by nature from the Father and was coeternal with him.”[footnoteRef:29] [28:  Ibid p53]  [29:  Ibid p53] 

The authorities and concepts used by St Cyril are clearly described in what Graef notes has been called “the most famous Marian sermon of antiquity.[footnoteRef:30]” which was delivered either during or closely following the Council of Ephesus.  In this sermon, Cyril uses a number of key designations to describe Mary, and these epithets summarise his approach:  “Hail Mary Theotokos, venerable jewel of the whole earth, never-extinguished lamp, crown of virginity, sceptre of orthodoxy, never-destroyed sanctuary, vessel of the Incomprehensible, Mother and Virgin …”.[footnoteRef:31]  Cyril names Mary as Mother of God, specifies her virginity; indicating her  purity and morality, using the descriptor “crown” with a clear intention to demonstrate her equivalence to royalty.  Similarly, the use of the word sceptre linked with orthodoxy indicates her being an emblem and authority of traditional belief.  The idea of Mary being a “never-extinguished lamp” with likely links to John’s Gospel where Jesus is described as “The Light shines in the darkness, and the darkness did not overcome it.”[footnoteRef:32] Finally, the idea of Mary being a vessel of the “Incomprehensible” leads us to the position, that we cannot really understand exactly how God was born in human form, but that somehow that happened.  It may indeed be incomprehensible to us, but our faith, and the teaching of the New Testament; including the words of Jesus Christ himself state clearly that it was so.  [30:  Graef, H.   Mary. A History of Doctrine and Devotion. (London:  Sheed and Ward, 1985).p111]  [31:  Ibid.p112]  [32:  John 1:5] 

The foundation principle of St Cyril’s teaching, however is that he, like Athanasius before him, is expressing Christian tradition, and most importantly the truth.  Cyril maintains that it is the truth clearly because he is maintaining what he has found in both the Jewish Bible, and that teachings of Jesus.  As, if his predecessors have said that Jesus stated his position as being God, then it must be true.  Young however, notes the negative aspect of Cyril’s personal confidence in his truth, by noting that he was “prepared to stop at nothing to ensure its triumph.  This made it impossible for him to listen to others with sympathy, so that he can be convicted of misunderstanding and unfairness from his own writings”[footnoteRef:33]. [33:  Young, FM.  From Nicaea to Chalcedon.  A Guide to the Literature and its Background. (London:  SCM Press Ltd.  2002).p242] 

Cyril leans heavily on Orthodoxy, the writings of the New Testament, and references to Biblical prophecy to support his claims.  Additionally, he perpetuates the approach of his predecessors within the Alexandrian school Christology, such as Athanasius’ work; De Incarnatione Verbi Dei[footnoteRef:34] Young summarises saying that Cyril’s approach was essentially conservatism, and that “his characteristic stance was a straightforward appeal to tradition.”[footnoteRef:35]  Essentially Cyril is perpetuating the teaching of his predecessor in the Alexandrian School; Athanasius who similarly applied his arguments to the basis of scripture and historical teaching.   [34: Athanasius, 'De Incarnatione Verbi Dei,’ (CreateSpace Publishing) chapter 1. P9.]  [35:  Young, FM.  From Nicaea to Chalcedon.  A Guide to the Literature and its Background. (London:  SCM Press Ltd.  2002).p246] 

It is evident that St Cyril’s work at the Council of Ephesus, his subsequent preaching, his ongoing negotiations with the key players in the early Church, and his treatise On the Unity of Christ[footnoteRef:36]did much to ensure the ongoing veneration of Mary.  Whilst there is an inherent tendency in human history to venerate the mother figure and childbirth, whether it be mother earth, or mother goddesses; such as Gaia, Rhea, or Artemis in Greek mythology, Venus and Juno in Roman mythology, or Isis and Nut in Egyptian mythology.  Graef notes that the result of Cyril’s work, was a significant rise in Marian devotion[footnoteRef:37], and that the usual services linked the fall of Adam and Eve, using Mary as the opposite; or redeemer of Eve’s sin, whilst linking the identity of Jesus Christ as the new Adam.   [36:  St Cyril of Alexandria. On the Unity of the Christ. (New York:  St Vladimir’s Seminary Press. 1995)]  [37:  Graef, H.   Mary. A History of Doctrine and Devotion. (London:  Sheed and Ward, 1985). P 112.] 

In conclusion, the debate between Nestorius and St Cyril in the early fifth century CE, was a key moment in the development of Christology, which had been evolving slowly since the beginning of the Christian Church.  In that highly politicised time, with the Bishops of the Holy Sees, competing for influence and authority within the new Church, with a developing Christology which was evolving from a basic appreciation of the life and works of Jesus, to; at least; for the last one hundred years or so, a desire to embellish, explain, argue and agree new, or at least new to be explicitly stated; elements of Christology.  With geographically and sometimes theologically independent Holy Sees, it was vital that all of the young Church could agree a general consensus at Synod.   This was particularly important in the case of the treatise “On the Unity of Christ” as an extremely difficult question had been posed to the Church in terms of how it could be possible that Mary had been able to give birth to God, whilst clearly God had existed since the beginning of time, and therefore how exactly; if at all, Jesus Christ had been able to exist as both God, but also human without sin.  If the Church had chosen to agree that Mary’s child had been born through an interaction with God, it is likely that particularly the Gentile audience would have designated Jesus Christ as demigod, as seen in Greek and Roman Mythology.  However, even more dangerous in concept and effect, was that if the Church agreed with Nestorius, that it was impossible that Mary had given birth to Jesus Christ, as human, or if in any sense, he had been born not completely God, the danger was that whilst he could indeed be perhaps considered a Messiah in the Jewish sense, and in line with prophecies concerning the line of King David, that did not make him God, and that if he was not God in every sense, many of the saying attributed to Jesus in terms of “I am”, the prophecy of John the Baptist, and some of the prophecies of the Jewish Bible, were untrue.   
Most importantly, it was only if Jesus Christ had been born both God and man, would he have been able to both be part of the Triune Godhead, and to have thereby had the capacity and capability to firstly understand mankind, and communicate with mankind as God, secondly, to have taken on the sins of the world, thirdly to offer himself as a worthy sacrifice; as God in human form; to sacrifice himself for the sins of the world, and finally, to redeem mankind through his death.  Therefore, the suggestion from Nestorius that Jesus Christ was not God when he made his sacrifice, was considered heresy, and Cyril felt that he had to do everything in his power to counteract the conjecture, and instead remind everyone of the “truth”.  
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