
Heresies of the Late Roman period 

The Church had struggled against heresies since the Apostolic Age. By the fourth century, it 
had already labored against divisions and sects inspired by erroneous teaching such as 
Gnosticism, Montanism, and Manichaeism. (See Early Heresies for details). But most of these 
heresies were adopted only by isolated sects and had no political or government backing. Once 
Christianity became the official state religion of the Roman Empire, however, the threat of 
heresies became more serious. This was because in many cases heretical sects became 
complicated by politics and desire for control of Church assets and resources. 

The most serious heresy to affect the Church during its first millennium was Arianism, which 
began during the age of Constantine and continued to divide the Church for over 250 years. 
And the reason it survived for so long after it was condemned by multiple Church councils was 
that it was adopted by a politically powerful ruling class that sought to make the Church 
subservient to the state. But what was true of Arianism was also true of many other heresies of 
the age: their adherents had political as well as theological ambitions.  Because of its 
importance, the Arian Heresy will be discussed before the other heresies of the 4th, 5th and 6th 
centuries.  

The Arian Heresy 

Shortly after Constantine became emperor and ended the persecution of Christians, Arius, a 
priest of Alexandria, began spreading a heresy that had far-reaching effects on the Church for 
centuries to come. Arius taught that God the Son was not equal to God the Father in all his 
perfections. He claimed that the person of Christ had not existed from eternity, but was created 
by God the Father. This is the doctrine of Arianism. 

At the time Aruis began spreading his heresy, St. Athanasius was the bishop of Alexandria. He 
immediately opposed Arius and assured that his errors were condemned by the Council of 
Nicaea in 325. However, owing to ambiguity of its teachers and to the influence of the imperial 
court, Arianism spread over a large part of Christendom even after it was condemned. This was 
undoubtedly due to the fact that Arianism was adopted by several members of the imperial 
family and for a time Arian bishops and churches enjoyed government favor. Because 
Athanasius continued to strongly resist Arius, and opposed even powerful members of the 
imperial court, he was sent into exile five times over forty years. 

Imperial Supporters of Arianism included: 

 Constantia, sister of Constantine the Great 

 Constans and Constantius, sons of Constantine 

 Valens, the Roman Emperor 

But in spite of the interference of heretical bishops, cowardly prelates, and meddling 
government officials, the consistent defense of the faith by Athanasius and others had its effect, 
and over time the true religion prevailed. Emperor Jovian, who succeeded Julian the Apostate 
as Emperor, was himself a Christian, and had suffered for his faith. He brought an end to the 
imperial favor shown to Arians, and most of the remaining Roman Emperors were at least 
nominally Catholic. By the end of the fourth century, the heresy of Arius subsided in the Eastern 
provinces, where it had once been most active. 

http://catholic/index.php?c=fiatlux&s=study-info&f=/site/hclass/saints_heroes/fall/php/councils


Unfortunately, at the same time the heresy was falling out of favor in the East it was spreading 
among the Gothic tribes of the West. The missionary bishop Ulfilas lived when the heresy was 
at its height and he made it his purpose to translate the Bible into the Gothic language and to 
preach Arian Christianity to the Goths. During the life of Ulfilas, the Gothic tribes lived on the 
border of Roman territory, north of the Danube and posed little threat to the Empire. But in  376 
thousands of Goths crossed into Roman territory and for six years battled armies of the Eastern 
Emperor throughout the Balkans. Eventually they were allowed to settle in Roman territory and 
became foederati, or foreign soldiers assigned to border region, in the pay of the Roman 
Emperor. 
 
During the following century, the Gothic tribes in the Balkans, as well as other Arian tribes, 
migrated west into the regions abandoned by the Roman government. There they established 
kingdoms in Spain, Italy, and Africa whose governing classes were predominantly Arian. For 
most of the fifth and sixth centuries, the Army and ruling classes of much of Western Europe 
were Germanic Arians rather than Roman Christians. A detailed history of the Arian kingdoms in 
the west can be found on the Arian Kingdoms page 

Other Heresies of the Late Roman Period 

The Heresy of Macedonius—Allied with Arianism was the heresy of Macedonius (d. 370), who 
taught that the Holy Ghost is not of the same nature and essence as the Father, but less than 
either Father or Son. This error was condemned in the Council of Constantinople, 381. 
 
The Schism of the Donatists—In 311, certain bishops headed by one Donatus (d. 
355) pretended that the ordination of Cecilian, Bishop of Carthage, was unlawful. The question 
being submitted to the Pope, he decided in favor of Cecilian. This enraged the Donatists, who 
took possession of the churches by main force and destroyed the alters and sacred vessels. 
 
St. Augustine took the greatest trouble to bring back the Donatists, and succeeded in converting 
many of them. All the African bishops were ordered to meet at Carthage, there to settle the 
dispute by a conference presided over by the tribune Marcellinus. At the end of three days 
Marcellinus decided in favor of the Catholics. St. Augustine had hoped that the heretics could be 
conciliated by an appeal to reason, but acts of violence and cruelty on the part of the Donatists 
and their adherents, gave evidence that stringent measures were needed. 

To protect their lives and property, as well as to ensure their freedom of religious opinion, the 
Catholics were obliged to call upon the civil power. Many of the Donatists returned to the 
Church; however, the schism lasted in Northern Africa till the arrival of the Saracens in the 
seventh century. The works of St. Augustine show that much was written in defense of the 
Donatist schism, but little remains of these writings. 

The Heresy of Nestorius—One hundred years after Arius, Nestorius (d. 450), Patriarch of 
Constantinople, attacked the Catholic doctrine concerning the unity of the person of Christ. He 
taught that there are two persons in Christ, and that the Blessed Virgin is not the Mother of God, 
but only of Christ's human person. St. Cyril, of Alexandria, defended the glories of Our Lady, but 
Nestorius held to his error. A general council was called at Ephesus, 431, and the heresy of 
Nestorius was formally condemned. The joy of the people of Ephesus, when they heard that the 
title "Mother of God "was acknowledged by the Church, was unbounded. 
 



Heresy of Eutyches—Eutyches (d. 456), an aged priest, who lived in a monastery near 
Constantinople, while opposing Nestorianism, fell into an opposite error and taught that Jesus 
Christ has only one nature, a mixture of the divine and human. Flavian, Bishop of 
Constantinople, held a synod, 448, which excommunicated Eutyches and condemned his 
heresy. Against this error and those who, under the name of Monophysites, maintained and 
defended it, St. Leo the Great fought with the zeal and ability of an apostle. The heresy was 
condemned in the year 451 by the General Council at Chalcedon. As several Eastern Emperors 
continued to favor Eutychianism, the heresy, under different forms, spread rapidly, and was 
again condemned at the General Council at Constantinople, 553, after which it gradually died 
out. 
 
Heresy of Pelagius—Pelagius (d. 418) was a native of Britain, but went to Rome at the end of 
the fourth century and commenced to teach false doctrines. He denied original sin and the 
necessity of grace, maintaining that man without the aid of grace can fulfill the commandments 
of God. When Rome was sacked by the Goths, 410, Pelagius went to Carthage, where St. 
Augustine soon pointed out the errors of the pernicious doctrine. By deceiving his judges, 
Pelagius had himself acquitted of the charge of heresy. St. Augustine brought the question 
before two synods, which condemned the teaching. The decrees of these synods were sent to 
Rome, and when the Pope confirmed them, St. Augustine said, "Rome has spoken, the cause is 
ended." The formal condemnation was at the Council of Ephesus. 

The Councils of the Church 

The Nicene Council added explanations to that part of the Apostles Creed which teaches us 
what we must believe about Jesus Christ, true God and true man; the Council of Constantinople 
did the same to the Eighth Article, explaining more fully the Catholic Doctrine about the Holy 
Ghost. 

 



The Creed called the Nicene, which is said on Sundays and the Feasts of Our Lady, and of the 
Apostles and Doctors of the Church, consists of two parts. The first part was drawn up at Nicaea 
to explain the first seven articles of the Apostles Creed. The second part, the explanation of the 
last five articles, was added at Constantinople. 

 

Council Date Decision 

I. Nicaea 325    Condemned Arius. 

I. Constantinople 381    Condemned Macedonius. 

Ephesus    431    Condemned Nestorius. 

Chalcedon    451    Condemned Eutysches. 

II. Constantinople    553    Condemned Theodorus, who favored Nestorius. 

III. Constantinople    680    Condemned Monothelites. 

II. Nicaea    787    Condemned the Iconoclasts. 

IV. Constantinople    870    Condemned Photius, author of the Greek Schism. 

I. Lateran    1123    Regulated the rights of Church and State in election of Popes. 

II. Lateran    1139    Condemned Peter of Bruys and Arnold of Brescia. 

III. Lateran    1179    Condemned the Waldenses and Albigenses. 

IV. Lateran    1215    Regulated general legislation; established the Inquisition. 

I. Lyons    1245    Decreed a General Crusade. 

II. Lyons   1274    Confirmed doctrine of dual procession of the Holy Ghost. 

Vienne   1312    Abolished Knights Templars. 

Constance    1414-18    Elected Martin V; ended Western Schism. 

Florence    1438    Effected the reconciliation of the Greeks. 

V. Lateran    1512    Reestablished Church Discipline. 

Trent    1545-63    Condemned Luther, Calvin and others. 

I. Vatican    1869-70    Declared Infallibility of Pope. 

 


