
The Church in the East 

During the fifth and sixth centuries, the great heresy that threatened the Church in the West was 
Arianism. In the east, however, many different heresies held sway and the Eastern Church was 
greatly weakened by division. The problem of Arianism was solved in the west, not by 
theological debates or Church councils, but by conversion of Germanic leaders to Catholicism. 
The problem of heresies in the Eastern Church was much more politicized and Church councils 
were critical in combating them. 

The East was united politically under the Emperor in Constantinople, but this unity did not 
preserve the Eastern Church from attacks by heresy. This was especially true when adherence 
to heresies became involved with competing political factions within the imperial government. Of 
the all the serious heresies that threatened the Church during the late Roman period, all only 
Pelagianism arose in the West. Arianism, Macedonians, Nestorianism, the Monophysites, and 
the Heresy of Eutyches all arose in the East, and divided the Eastern Church, in some cases 
permanently. The fact that many of the Heresiarchs who promoted these heresies were 
powerful bishops in the East, shows how deeply the Eastern Church was divided. 

In contrast, the division of political power in the West into many independent nations in some 
ways hindered the spread of heresies. Since bishops tended to be aligned with national 
interests, imperial politics and alliances were not important influences, and local heresies could 
not easily spread their influence across national boundaries. 

Justinian and Belisarius 

During the fifth century, as the unity of the Western Empire broke down altogether, the Eastern 
Roman Emperors attempted to retain the alliance of the new rulers by the Western nations by 
naming them as 'Consuls' in service to Constantinople. Clovis, king of the Franks, and Odoacer, 
king of Italy, were both nominally recognized as allies of the Eastern Empire. The Emperors who 
ruled during the fifth century, however, were pressed by Barbarians in the north, and Persians in 
the east, and had little real influence in the west. 

But in A.D. 527 Justinian came to the throne, an Emperor who, not satisfied with nominal power, 
determined on having the reality. Although Justinian rarely led armies himself, he had at his 
service Belisarius, the greatest general of his age, and the last great Roman general. In 534 
Belisarius was sent Africa, where the Vandals held sway. In a short time he was able to 
reconquer much of Northern Africa free the southern shore of the Mediterranean from the yoke 
of the Vandals, the fiercest and most cruel of the Arian tribes. The conquest of Belisarius in this 
case was a triumph for the Catholic Church, which again flourished in North Africa. 

Belisarius then turned his arms against Italy. Twenty years of conflict followed, and at length the 
whole Peninsula submitted to him, but the Gothic War took a terrible toll. Italy remained under 
the control of the Eastern Emperor during the life of Justinian, but on his death the pagan 
Lombards invaded the north, and were a source of conflict on the Peninsula for centuries. 

The early years of Justinian's reign were full of promise. He built several magnificent churches, 
the most glorious being the still renowned Sancta Sophia at Constantinople. He is, however, 
most famous for the code of civil law which he compiled from the old Roman laws. His work is 
known as the Justinian Code, and is the basis of nearly all European law, even to our day. A 
French writer says that it is "a Christian work, prepared by ceaseless Christian toil for more than 
two hundred years, and brought to maturity when Christianity was everything." 



The 'Three Chapters' Controversy 

Justinian's later years did not fulfill the early promise as far as the Church is concerned. He 
began to interfere in questions of doctrine, to exercise undue influence in the nomination of 
Bishops, and to allow his wicked Empress Theodora to carry out her infamous schemes. She 
was devoted to Eutychianism, and worked with the leaders of her party in favor of that heresy. 
She even gained over the brave Belisarius, and induced him to stain his glorious reputation by 
an odious crime. By her command he deposed Pope Sylverius, and set up as Pope Vigilius, a 
deacon whom Theodora had sent to Rome for the purpose. Then Pope Sylverius was 
murdered, and Vigilius was called on to pronounce judgment in favor of the Eutychians on a 
famous question which they had raised some time before. 

The Council of Chalcedon, which had condemned the heresy of Eutyches, had not when doing 
so named three Bishops who had written in favor of Nestorianism, because two of them had 
recanted and one was dead. The Eutychians imagined that if the Pope could be got to condemn 
these writings, which are known as the Three Chapters, it would throw discredit on the Council 
of Chalcedon, and make it appear there had been a mistake in its condemnation of 
Eutychianism. Fortunately, Vigilius, who had promised while still a deacon to obey the Empress, 
now that he was Pope refused to do her bidding. Though he was sent for to Constantinople, and 
kept prisoner during seven years, he would not yield. Eventually, however, he did condemn the 
Three Chapters but only for the purpose of reiterating opposition to Nestorianism. At the same 
time he upheld the authority of the other decrees of the Council of Chalcedon. 

This decision correctly condemned both Nestorians and Eutychians but pleased neither party, 
so the Second Council of Constantinople was called, in 553. The Pope was not present at its 
sittings. The Council began by recognizing the four previous General Councils, and then 
condemned anew every heresy, including Eutychianism, which had been previously 
condemned. Finally, the Three Chapters were examined and condemned. Pope Vigilius would 
not approve the Acts of the Councils, because, as no Western Bishops had been present, he 
feared a schism. His successor, however, confirmed the decrees, and thus the Council has 
come to be regarded as a General Council. 

 

The Monophysites and Pope Honorius 

It will be remembered that the Eutychians had said that there is but one nature in Jesus Christ, 
(they are therefore sometimes called Monophysites—asserters of one nature) and that the 
Church, in condemning this heresy, had defined that in Jesus Christ there is but one Divine 
Person, but that He has both the nature of God and the nature of man. 

An attempt was made to reconcile the Eutychians to the Church by Sergius, Patriarch of 
Constantinople, and others. Unfortunately, in trying to gain them, they altered the clear 
statement of doctrine that had been made by the Council of Chalcedon, and said that though 
there were two natures in Jesus Christ, our Lord had but one will, namely, the Divine. (These 
heretics bear the name of Monothelites—assertors of one will.) This was really to fall back into 
the old error, as our Lord could not have the nature of man if one of the essential powers of the 
human soul were wanting. The Catechism teaches us that to have the nature of man is to have 
a body and a soul like ours. Now, the three powers of the soul are the memory, the 
understanding, and the will. To believe that our Lord had no human will was to believe that our 
Blessed Lord had not a perfect human nature. 



But Sergius did worse than this. He tried to deceive Pope Honorius and to beguile him into 
saying something that the Monothelites could consider as approving their doctrines. He wrote a 
misleading account to the Pope of what was going on, pretending that if all debates on the 
subject could be stopped the trouble would cease. So Pope Honorius wrote forbidding for the 
present all discussion on the matter of the two wills in Jesus Christ. He evidently did not suspect 
Sergius, and answered in words that might easily be misunderstood, and unfortunately they 
were. 

The Emperors took great part in this controversy, defending the heresy and persecuting the 
Popes. Constans II. summoned Pope Martin I. to Constantinople, had him ill-treated, imprisoned 
and exiled. The holy Pope soon died of hardships and want. 

The miserable contest went on for nearly a hundred years. Then Pope Agatho called another 
General Council. It met at Constantinople in A.D. 680, and condemned the heresy, stating the 
true doctrine thus: That in Jesus Christ there are two distinct wills and operations, the one 
Divine, the other human, never conflicting, but the human will always perfectly subject to the 
Divine. 

This Council also censured Pope Honorius, not for any error of doctrine, but for negligence in 
not doing what he might have done to stop the growth of the evil. 

 


