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As we move toward a better understanding of what is called “The 
Holy Roman Empire,” we need to understand first of all how the 
Roman Empire became “Holy” in the first place. As is often the 
case, governmental systems tend to stray from original intent 
when they become led by religions unless God is truly at the 
center of it all. Old Testament Israel saw a few decades when 
kings, priests and elders were aligned with God, but the ideal kept 
slipping away as carnality, greed, and idolatry became more 
chronic. 
 
We have discussed the conversion of Constantine in an earlier 
chapter. The point that needs to be emphasized here is that the 
conversion of the emperor was regarded by Christians of that era 
as an act of God (so said Eusebius, church historian). Eusebius 
was certain the defeat of Maxentius’s army at the Tiber River by 
Constantine was no less a miracle than the drowning of Pharaoh’s 
army in the Red Sea. 
 
The observations of Eusebius may indeed be true, but we see two 
trends emerging during this era that have repercussions even into 
modern times. First of all, we see that the social system of Rome 
declared a treaty with counter-culture followers of Jesus. 
Christianity became tolerated, then preferred, then required. The 
unintended consequence would be the interference of the Church 
and its mission by the new governmental caretaker. Ancient Israel 
operated at its best under a theocracy, but such a governmental 
structure can only operate within the confines of God’s Word and 
the establishing of holy leaders who are committed to the 
Scriptures. We see in Israel a hobbling effect when either kings, 
priests, or people strayed from the dynamic of absolute divine 
authority. Proverbs 29:18 teaches: “Where there is no vision, the 
people perish.” A more insightful English translation reads this 
way: “Where there is no revelation, people cast off restraint; but 
blessed is the one who heeds wisdom’s instruction.” When a 
society moves away from the concept of absolute truth (i.e. God’s 
Word), then restraint eventually becomes almost non-existent, 
and the dominant culture becomes like Israel in the days of the 
Judges-“there was no king in the land, and everyman did as he 
saw fit.” Judges 21:25 
 

Under Emperor Diocletian (prior to 312), Christianity had been 
outlawed and persecuted-especially during the last two years of 
his reign. With Constantine’s conversion, the official state policy 
against Christians ended, and the Church enjoyed peace on most 
fronts. Byzantium (present-day Istanbul) was renamed 
Constantinople and became the center of Christianity. Just as the 
Church enjoyed rest upon Saul’s conversion, they now enjoyed 
rest and a renewed sense of mission and purpose. Unfortunately, 
the political intrigues of kings and emperors would largely defile 
the Church for centuries to come. It is my opinion that we are yet 
to fully recover from the abuses of The Holy Roman Empire. 
 
From the positive perspective, the Church generally lived 
honorably during the dark years of trouble, and there has always 
been a righteous remnant throughout the history of Christianity. 
To the credit of the Early Church, victories were won under the 
oppression of Rome by faith, prayer, and devotion exhibited on a 
continual basis. 
 
Early in this period, the Church faced battles over her doctrine. 
One conflict was concerning The Trinity. Another controversy 
would arise concerning the nature of Christ. It should be noted 
that these fourth century doctrinal statements in no way 
expressed the idea of The Trinity and the divinity of Christ for the 
first time. Critics of Christianity use these events to imply that 
nobody believed in the triune nature of God or the divinity of 
Jesus until centuries after His death, but such statements are 
absurd. The councils and creeds of this era only served to explain 
fully what had been the doctrine of the Church from the very 
beginning. The Creeds were not a presentation of new truth, but 
rather a codifying and explanation of what was always embraced 
as eternal truths. 
 
We have discussed the formation of the Bible, and the rise and 
role of Bishops. As the Church culture became diluted with the 
infusion of Rome’s values, the first serious doctrinal conflict 
occurred over the understanding of The Trinity. I think no major 
world religion has any concept as defining and distinctive as the 
idea that God is three persons, yet fully one. It is a doctrine that 
cannot be fully understood by the natural mind. It is indeed a great 
statement of faith. Most attempts to explain the Trinitarian 
concept are flawed and one-dimensional. The Trinity cannot be 
compared to an egg (yolk, white, and shell.) Water serves no 
better as an explanation (gaseous steam, liquid, solid ice). If there 
are any analogous objects available to us, it might be the 
mystifying concepts of time and space. Not only are there three 
elements at least) to time and space, there are other qualifiers that 
might point us to The Trinity. Concerning time: there is past, 
present, and future. Time cannot exist if one element is removed; 
all three components are required for time to exist. Past, present, 



and future are inextricably linked. Yet the past is not the present; 
the present is not the future, the future is not the past. This is 
where you need an aspirin. The three manifestations of time show 
us that (1) each exists, (2) each is not the other, yet (3) neither can 
exist without the other. They are separate entirely, yet they are 
linked in a way that is absolutely necessary for their expression. 
 
Space is a similar concept: length, height, depth. Length is not 
depth, depth is not height, height is not length. Yet one cannot 
exist without the other. Time to take another aspirin. 
 
The doctrine of the Triune God is indeed a theological mystery. 
The good news is that we are not called to understand The Trinity, 
only to believe in it. Bible teacher Sidlow Baxter summed it up this 
way: “The Bible gives us enough information to make our faith 
intelligent but withholds enough information to give our faith 
room to grow.” Such faith is not “blind,” rather it points out the 
limits of human wisdom and the infinite nature of God. 
 
These early Christians needed to clarify Biblical teaching because 
the disruptive Gnostic teachers of earlier days still had a following, 
though the numbers were diminishing. As early as the days of the 
Apostle John, false teachings about the nature of God in general 
and the nature of Christ in particular were causing confusion, 
heresy, and apostasy in many churches throughout the Empire 
(see the Epistles of John).  
 
In his excellent work of church history, Dr. Bruce L. Shelly 
observes “The early church typically believed The Trinity to be a 
mystery that is honored or respected, not a riddle to be solved or 
explained by some logical exercise.”i  
 
One approach used to explain The Trinity was known as Modalism. 
This view saw God as one entity expressing himself in three 
modes. To illustrate, I am known to my wife as her husband; to my 
children as “Daddy,” to my grandchildren as “Papa”-but all three 
are really just a man called Stephen. Thus, when God acted in one 
way He was known as the Father; another set of actions in another 
period of time revealed Him not as “Father,” but as “Son.” When 
he moved in other ways, God was seen as “Spirit.” Just one of the 
problems with this view is that it cannot explain moments of 
interaction between Father, Son, and Spirit (such as the 
interaction during Jesus’ baptism in water). 
 
A similar approach, also rejected by the Church was called 
Subordinationism, which explained The Trinity by saying there is 
one true God (the Father) assisted by lesser gods of lesser rank  
 
(Jesus, Holy Spirit). This view was recognized as heresy by the 
Council of Nicea in 325 AD. 

 
By far the most troubling and persistent heresy concerning The 
Trinity was championed by Arius, a pastor and theologian in 
Alexandria. In 318, Arius began teaching that Jesus was a “lesser 
god” who was created by The Father, and did not exist before his 
appearance as a baby in Bethlehem. This was nothing more than 
a new presentation of Gnosticism that had nearly wrecked the 
Church centuries before. Riots literally broke out in various cities, 
so Emperor Constantine got involved by calling a church-wide 
council to bring resolution. Approximately 300 Bishops met in 
Nicea (Nicaea). The teaching of Arius was almost unanimously 
rejected early on. The tougher task was to carefully craft a 
doctrinal statement that would put to rest he controversy. A small 
phrase was used to define orthodoxy: Jesus was “the same 
substance” or “one substance” with God the Father. Followers of 
Arius insisted that Jesus was of “substance like God.” The Greek 
words were remarkably similar, “same substance” was the English 
translation of homo ousion, and “like substance“ comes from 

homoiousios. Church historians are fond of pointing out that 
Christians leaders “argued over a diphthong” (the combination of 
two vowels in a single syllable), but what a huge difference that 
one iota made! (An iota is the equivalent of the English letter i) At 
stake were the deity of Jesus, the essence of The Trinity. In an age 
that tends to deemphasize doctrine, the lessons of Nicea remind 
us that every letter matters. 
 
While both the decision and influence of the Nicean Council were 
correct and significant, one troubling precedent emerged. The 
three Bishops, including Arius, who disagreed with the Nicean 
findings were banished. In the years that followed, exile became a 
weapon in the hands of the Emperors to send Bishops into places 
of ignominy or even death. Athanasius, who eventually became 
the Bishop of Alexandria and continually challenged the Emperors 
for their intrusion into ecclesiastical affairs, was exiled at least five 
times as the debate over Arianism continued for the next half 
century. 
 
So, the primary lesson from Nicea is that doctrine matters. 
 
The next chapter will chronicle the spiritual resurgence known as 
Monasticism, just one of the results of the battle in Christendom 
between mysticism and scholasticism.  
 
 
1 op cit. pages 106 
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