
First and Second Councils of Nicaea

[325AD and 787AD]

1] First Council of Nicaea

Quote:

“The First Council of Nicaea was the earliest ecumenical council (meaning "worldwide

council" - though actually limited to the Roman Empire) of the Christian Church, held in

the city of Nicaea in 325 C.E. The council summoned all the Bishops of the Christian 

Church who produced a significant statement of Christian doctrine, known as the Nicene

Creed that sought to clarify issues of Christology, in particular, whether Jesus was of the 

same substance as God the Father or merely of similar substance. Saint Alexander of 

Alexandria and Athanasius took the first position while the popular presbyter Arius took 

the second. The council voted against Arius[1]

The council was called by the Roman Emperor Constantine I in order to resolve 

christological disagreements and to consolidate greater unity in his empire. The event 

was historically significant because it was the first effort to attain consensus in the 

church through an assembly representing all of Christendom.[2] Further, "Constantine in

convoking and presiding over the council signaled a measure of imperial control over the

church."[2] The Nicene Creed established a precedent for subsequent ecumenical 

councils of bishops' to create statements of belief and canons of doctrinal orthodoxy— 

the intent being to define unity of beliefs for the whole of Christendom.

Character and purpose

Constantine the Great summoned the bishops of the Christian Church to Nicaea to 

address divisions in the Church. (Mosaic in Hagia Sophia, Constantinople, c. 1000).
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The First Council of Nicaea was convened by Constantine I upon the recommendations 

of a synod led by Hosius of Cordoba in the Eastertide of 325 C.E. This synod had been 

charged with investigation of the trouble brought about by the Arian controversy in the 

Greek-speaking east.[3] To most bishops, the teachings of Arius were heretical and 

dangerous to the salvation of souls. In the summer of 325 C.E., the bishops of all 

provinces were summoned to Nicaea (now known as İznik, in modern-day Turkey), a 

place easily accessible to the majority of them, particularly those of Asia 

Minor, Syria, Palestine, Egypt, Greece, and Thrace.

Approximately 250 to 318 bishops attended, from every region of 

the Empire except Britain. This was the first general council in the history of the Church 

since the Apostolic Council of Jerusalem, which had established the conditions upon 

which Gentiles could join the Church.[4] The resolutions in the council, being 

ecumenical, were intended for the whole Church.

Attendees

Emperor Constantine had invited all 1800 bishops of the Christian church (about 1000 in

the east and 800 in the west), but a lesser and unknown number attended. Eusebius of 

Caesarea counted 250,[5] Athanasius of Alexandria counted 318,[6] and Eustathius of 

Antioch counted 270[7] (all three were present at the council). Later, Socrates 

Scholasticus recorded more than 300,[8] and Evagrius,[9] Hilarius,[10] Saint 

Jerome  [11]   and Rufinus recorded 318.

The participating bishops were given free travel to and from their episcopal sees to the 

council, as well as lodging. These bishops did not travel alone; each one had permission 

to bring with him two priests and three deacons; so the total number of attendees would 

have been above 1500. Eusebius speaks of an almost innumerable host of accompanying

priests, deacons and acolytes.
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A special prominence was also attached to this council because the persecution of 

Christians had just ended with the February 313 Edict of Milan by Emperors Constantine

and Licinius.

The Eastern bishops formed the great majority. Of these, the first rank was held by the 

three patriarchs: Alexander of Alexandria,[12] Eustathius of Antioch,[12] and Macarius 

of Jerusalem.[12] Many of the assembled fathers—for instance, Paphnutius of Thebes, 

Potamon of Heraclea and Paul of Neocaesarea[12]—had stood forth as confessors of the 

faith and came to the council with the marks of persecution on their faces. Other 

remarkable attendees were Eusebius of Nicomedia; Eusebius of Caesarea; Nicholas of 

Myra; Aristakes of Armenia (son of Saint Gregory the Illuminator); Leontius of 

Caesarea; Jacob of Nisibis, a former hermit; Hypatius of Granga; Protogenes of Sardica; 

Melitius of Sebastopolis; Achilleus of Larissa; Athanasius of Thessaly[12] and Spyridion

of Trimythous, who even while a bishop made his living as a shepherd. From foreign 

places came a Persian bishop John, a Gothic bishop Theophilus and Stratophilus, bishop 

of Pitiunt in Egrisi (located at the border of modern-day Russia and Georgia outside of 

the Roman Empire).

The Latin-speaking provinces sent at least five representatives: Marcus of Calabria from 

Italia, Cecilian of Carthage from North Africa, Hosius of Córdoba from Hispania, 

Nicasius of Dijon from Gaul,[12] and Domnus of Stridon from the province of 

the Danube. Pope Silvester I declined to attend, pleading infirmity, but he was 

represented by two priests.

Athanasius of Alexandria, a young deacon and companion of Bishop Alexander of 

Alexandria, was among these assistants. Athanasius eventually spent most of his life 

battling against Arianism. Alexander of Constantinople, then a presbyter, was also 

present as representative of his aged bishop.[12]
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The supporters of Arius included Secundus of Ptolemais,[13] Theonus of Marmarica,

[14] Zphyrius, and Dathes, all of whom hailed from Libya and the Pentapolis. Other 

supporters included Eusebius of Nicomedia,[15] Eusebius of Caesarea, Paulinus of 

Tyrus, Actius of Lydda, Menophantus of Ephesus, and Theognus of Nicaea.[16]  [12]  

"Resplendent in purple and gold, Constantine made a ceremonial entrance at the opening

of the council, probably in early June, but respectfully seated the bishops ahead of 

himself."[4] He was present as an observer, but he did not vote. Constantine organized 

the Council along the lines of the Roman Senate. "Ossius [Hosius] presided over its 

deliberations; he probably, and the two priests of Rome certainly, came as 

representatives of the Pope.[4]...”

Source

2] Second council of Nicaea

Quote:

“The Second Council of Nicaea, also known as the the Seventh Ecumenical 

Council, was a meeting of Christian bishops in 787 C.E. in Nicaea, present-day 

İznik, Turkey. The council acted to restore the veneration of icons, a practice which had 

been suppressed by in the Byzantine Empire during the reign of Leo III (717-741) and 

officially banned by his son, Constantine V (741-775). It overturned the earlier Council 

of Hieria, also known as the Iconoclast Council, which had earlier described itself as the 

"Seventh Ecumenical Council."

Iconoclasm developed in the context of the Muslim advance as Christians began to 

question whether the use of icons violated the Ten Commandments and emperors felt 

that their military setbacks against the Muslims were the result of God's displeasure. 

After the death of Emperor Leo IV Isaurian, his wife, Empress Irene, moved to restore 
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icon veneration by appointing her former secretary as the new patriarch of 

Constantinople and summoning a new ecumenical council. The council was initially 

convened in the capital but was interrupted due to a violent outbreak of opposition. It 

was then moved to Nicaea, where it was concluded after eight sessions. It declared the 

propriety of "images of Jesus Christ, the Virgin Mary, the holy angels, as well as those of

the saints, and other pious and holy men." It also deposed all bishops and clergy who 

refused to allow such things.

The council was later overturned by by Emperor Leo V, who instituted a second period 

of iconoclasm in 813. This would last until another empress, Theodora, came to power 

as regent in 843 and restored the use of images based on II Nicaea. The council is 

particularly important in Eastern Orthodoxy and is the last council to be recognized as 

ecumenical by both Catholic and Orthodox traditions.

A simple cross: example of iconoclast art which replaced earlier Byzantine mosaics in 

the Hagia Irene Church in Constantinople

In Byzantine Christian history, iconoclasm developed in part as a reaction to Islam. The 

military threat from the expanding Muslim empire, coupled with its expanding cultural 

influence, created substantial opposition to the use of icons among certain factions in the

Eastern Roman Empire. Some took the view that ions were offensive to God, a violation 

of one of the Ten Commandments: "You shall not make for yourself an idol in the form 

of anything in heaven above or on the earth beneath or in the waters below" (Ex. 20:4). 

Others argued that icons strengthened the Muslims in their claims that Islam was more 

pure than Christianity in its adherence to God's laws.

After Emperor Justinian II issued gold coins featuring a full-face image of Christ in 695, 

the accusation that these constituted "graven images" caused Patriarch Germanus I of 

Constantinople to write that "now whole towns and multitudes of people are in 

considerable agitation over this matter." Between 726 and 730 the Emperor Leo III 

5

https://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Muslim
https://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Ten_Commandments
https://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/God
https://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Icon
https://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Islam
https://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Iconoclasm
https://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Eastern_Orthodoxy
https://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Iconoclasm
https://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Saint
https://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Angel
https://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Virgin_Mary
https://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Jesus
https://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Ecumenical_council


Isaurian ordered the removal of an image of Jesus over the imperial palace gate 

in Constantinople, possibly believing that recent military setbacks against the Muslims 

was due to God's anger against Christian idolatry. Although the move was met with 

violent opposition, Leo forbade the veneration of icons in an edict 730, confiscating not 

only icons and statues, but also many other valuable decorated objects from the 

churches. Patriarch Germanus opposed the ban and either resigned or was deposed. In 

the West, Pope Gregory III condemned the emperor's actions, resulting in a new schism 

between Rome and Constantinople.

Leo's iconoclastic policy was strengthened during the reign of his son Constantine V 

(741-775). In 754, Constantine V summoned the "first" Seventh Ecumenical Council, 

also known as the "Iconoclast Council," in which 338 bishops participated and 

condemned the veneration of icons as heresy, declaring: "If anyone ventures to represent 

the divine image of the Word (Christ) after the Incarnation with material colors, let him 

be anathema! …If anyone shall endeavor to represent the forms of the saints in lifeless 

pictures… let him be anathema!"

Some monasteries, however, became strongholds of icon veneration. The Syrian 

monk John of Damascus emerged as the main opponent of iconoclasm, together 

with Theodore the Studite. Constantine V moved forcefully against those monasteries 

which did not comply with his iconclastic policy. His son, Leo IV (775-80), initially 

attempted to reconcile the pro- and anti-icon factions, but near the end of his life, took a 

more severe attitude in support of iconoclasm.

Leo IV's wife, Empress Irene, however, supported icon veneration. After Leo's death, she

took power as regent for her son, Constantine VI (780-97). It was she who initiated a 

new ecumenical council, ultimately called the Second Council of Nicaea...”

Source
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