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Only two longer ancient narratives can be found in the theological debates 
at the Council of Nicaea (325) which preceded the subscription of the Nicene 
Creed. There is firstly a letter by Eusebius, the bishop of Caesarea in Palestine, 
addressed to Eusebius’ own diocese. In this letter written during the Council 
or shortly after, Eusebius explained the conditions upon which he was able 
to agree with the Nicene Creed. Eusebius’ Letter to his Diocese (Epistula ad 
Caesarienses) contains the first extant theological comments on the Nicene 
Creed2. Secondly, there is a treatise by the Alexandrian bishop Athanasius On 
the Decrees of Nicaea (De decretis Nicaenae synodi), composed during the 
350s, at least a quarter of a century after the Council at Nicaea3. In this writing, 
Athanasius argued against the associates of Acacius, a successor of Eusebius 
in the episcopal see at Caesarea4, and developed the detailed defence of the 
Nicene terminology, not found in Athanasius’ earlier texts5. As the traditional 
name of the Athanasius’ writing indicates, De decretis Nicaenae synodi is not 
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1 This study is a result of research funded by the Czech Science Foundation as the project GA 
ČR P401/12/G168 “History and Interpretation of the Bible”.

2 For the edition of the Eusebius’ letter: DSP 1, 54-60.
3 Cf. Athanasius, De decretis Nicaenae synodi, in Athanasius Werke, ed. H.G. Opitz, Band II, 

Teil 1, Lieferung 3, Berlin – Leipzig 1935, 28-31.
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only a theological treatise, but also involves those documents concerning the 
Council of Nicaea which Athanasius had at his disposal. In the corpus of the 
documents on the proceedings and decisions of the Nicene council, which is 
attached to the theological part of De decretis Nicaenae synodi, the above-
mentioned Eusebius’ letter is placed first and quoted in extenso6.

Eusebius’ Letter to his Diocese was therefore well known to Athanasius 
and the Alexandrian bishop obviously attached a certain significance to it when 
including it into his treatise. Within his theological narrative, he mentioned 
Eusebius’ letter once explicitly7. We know that Athanasius sometimes incor-
porated texts of his opponents into his writings in order to polemize with their 
teaching8. Is this the reason why Athanasius cited Eusebius’ letter in De decre-
tis Nicaenae synodi? In spite of serious divergences between the teachings of 
both theologians, it seems that this is not the only reason. Athanasius seems to 
have at least affirmed Eusebius’ overall outline of the debate at the Council of 
Nicaea, and both theologians indicated the same terms of the Nicene Creed as 
the most controversial. The intention of the following analysis is to consider if 
there are traces of an implicit influence of Eusebius’ letter on the composition 
of De decretis Nicaenae synodi9. I will initially focus on the chapters De decre-
tis Nicaenae synodi 19, 20 and 24 where Athanasius deals with the Nicene ex-
pressions “from the essence of the Father” and “ÐmooÚsioj with the Father”, 
the two most important and most controversial terms of the Nicene theological 
debates which Eusebius also commented on. I will then briefly draw attention 
to chapter De decretis Nicaenae synodi 25 where Athanasius listed the defen-
ders of ÐmooÚsioj before the Nicene council.

1. A brief exposition of Eusebius’ arguments in Epistula ad Caesarienses. 
I would like to introduce the arguments which Eusebius of Caesarea used in 
the Letter to his Diocese. Eusebius presented two creeds in his account, first 
his own and second the Nicene, and thereafter described the course of the 

6 Cf. Athanasius, De decretis Nicaenae synodi 33.
7 Athanasius in De decretis Nicaenae synodi 3, 3 mentioned not only Eusebius’ letter, but also 

Eusebius’ explanations of “from the essence” and ÐmooÚsioj, the same expressions which Athana-
sius would be dealing with below; “di¦ tÁj ™pistolÁj tÕ ÐmooÚsion kaˆ tÕ ™k tÁj oÙs…aj m¾ 
¢rnhs£menoj fanerîj toàto shm©nai boÚletai”.

8 See e.g. texts of Arius and his supporters quoted in Orationes Contra Arianos I 5-6 or De 
synodis 15-18.

9 The influence of Eusebius writings on some Athanasius texts has been occasionally considered. 
See e.g. K. McCarthy Spoerl, Athanasius and the anti-Marcellan controversy, ZACh 10 (2006) 34-55. 
McCarthy Spoerl shows that pieces of the anti-Marcellan polemic known from Eusebius’ writings Con-
tra Marcellum and De ecclesiastica theologia may have been used by Athanasius in 350s in order to 
“build bridges with the moderate opponents of Nicaea in the face of more radical Anomoean thinkers”. 
For Athanasius’ polemic against the Eusebius’ theology in Orationes contra Arianos III cf. H. Stru-
twolf, Die Trinitätstheologie und Christologie des Euseb von Caesarea: Eine dogmengeschichtliche 
Untersuchung seiner Platonismus-Rezeption und Wirkungsgeschichte, Göttingen 1999, 391-408.
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debate by the Nicene bishops on the Nicene Creed, focusing in particular 
on the phrases “from the essence of the Father”, “begotten not made” and 
“ÐmooÚsioj with the Father”.

As Eusebius relates, he brought forward his own creed at the Council as 
proof of his orthodoxy. For the subsequent debate on Nicene terminology, Eu-
sebius’ statements on the Son’ origin from the Father mentioned in the Euse-
bius’ creed are of importance:

“We believe in […] one Lord Jesus Christ, the Word of God, God from God, 
Light from Light, Life from Life, only-begotten Son, first-born of all creation, 
before all ages begotten from the Father, through whom all things have come 
to being”10.

At the end of his creed, Eusebius stressed the actual existence of the Father, 
Son and Holy Spirit: Each of them is and exists, “the Father truly Father, the 
Son truly Son and the Holy Spirit truly Holy Spirit”11.

In the discussion on Nicene terminology, Eusebius of Caesarea was deter-
mined to qualify the terms “from the essence of the Father” and ÐmooÚsioj in 
order that the generation of the Son would not imply any material division in 
the essence of the Father or any experience or alteration12. This is the reason 
why Eusebius himself preferred the formulation “the Son is from the Father”, 
without mentioning the word “essence”:

“They (i.e. the bishops at Nicaea) professed that «from the essence» was in-
dicative of the Son’s being from the Father, yet without being as if a part of 
him. We thought it good to assent to this sense, because «the pious doctrine 
teaches that the Son was from the Father, not a part of His essence»”13.

In his comment on the Nicene expression “begotten not made”, Eusebius 
agreed to reject any likeness of the Son to the creatures and expounded the 
origin of the Son in the Father as the generation of essence superior (kre…ttwn 
oÙs…a) to all creatures:

10 Eusebius, Epistula ad Caesarienses 4, DSP 1, 54: “PisteÚomen e„j […] ›na kÚrion 'Ihsoàn 
CristÕn tÕn toà qeoà lÒgon, qeÕn ™k qeoà, fîj ™k fwtÒj, zw¾n ™k zwÁj, uƒÕn monogenÁ, 
prwtÒtokon p£shj kt…sewj, prÕ p£ntwn tîn a„ènwn ™k toà patrÕj gegennhmšnon, di' oá kaˆ 
™gšneto t¦ p£nta”.

11 Ibidem 5, DSP 1, 54: “toÚtwn ›kaston e�nai kaˆ Øp£rcein pisteÚontej patšra ¢lhqîj 
patšra kaˆ uƒÕn ¢lhqîj uƒÕn kaˆ pneàma ¤gion ¢lhqîj ¤gion pneàma”.

12 Cf. ibidem 12, DSP 1, 58: “«ÐmooÚsion e�nai toà patrÕj tÕn uƒÕn» ™xetazÒmenoj Ð lÒgoj 
sun…sthsin, oÙ kat¦ tÕn tîn swm£twn trÒpon oÙd� to‹j qnhto‹j zóoij paraplhs…wj, oÜte 
g¦r kat¦ dia…resin tÁj oÙs…aj oÜte kat¦ ¢potom»n, ¢ll' oÙd� kat£ ti p£qoj À trop¾n 
À ¢llo…wsin tÁj toà patrÕj oÙs…aj te kaˆ dun£mewj”.

13 Ibidem 9-10, DSP 1, 58: “kaˆ d¾ tÕ «™k tÁj oÙs…aj» æmologe‹to prÕj aÙtîn dhlwtikÕn 
e�nai toà ™k m�n toà patrÕj e�nai, oÙ m¾n æj mšroj Øp£rcein toà patrÒj. TaÚtV d� kaˆ ¹m‹n 
™dÒkei kalîj œcein sugkatat…qesqai tÍ diano…v tÁj eÙseboàj didaskal…aj ØpagoreuoÚshj 
™k toà patrÕj e�nai tÕn uƒÒn, oÙ m¾n mšroj aÙtoà tÁj oÙs…aj tugc£nein”.
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“In the same way we accepted «begotten and not made» because they said 
that «made» applied to the other creatures which came to be through the Son 
and to whom the Son had no likeness. Therefore the Son is not a creature 
similar to that which was made through him and he has a superior essence 
compared to every creature. This (essence) the divine Scriptures teach to have 
been generated from the Father”14.

Eusebius attempted to explain ÐmooÚsioj as well (it is the only comment 
on this term in all of Eusebius’ writings). According to Eusebius, ÐmooÚsioj 
may express only that the Son is likened in all things (kat¦ p£nta trÒpon 
¢fwmoiîsqai) to the Father due to his unique generation from the Father:

“`OmooÚsioj «with the Father» establishes that the Son of God bears no like-
ness to creatures which have come into existence, but is likened in all things 
only to the Father who begot him”15.

Eusebius explained the Nicene terminology within his monarchical view of 
the Father and Son relationship. There is only God the Father whose divine 
essence cannot undergo any corporeal experience when begetting the Son. The 
Son’s essence is superior to all creatures, although the relation to the Father’s 
is not clear. The generation of the Son from the Father does not establish a uni-
ty of essence, but only the complete likeness of the Son to the Father.

All Eusebius’ theological statements in these comments (the Son is generated 
from the Father, he bears no likeness to creatures, he is likened in all things to the 
Father) are regarded as a constant part of Eusebius’ teaching and can be found in 
his writings both before and after the Council of Nicaea16. One distinctive feature 
of his comments is that Eusebius often referred to the decision of the bishops first 
and then added his own assent and explanation. This would seem important for 
the comparison with Athanasius’ accounts of the same Nicene debate.

14 Ibidem 11, DSP 1, 58: “Kat¦ t¦ aÙt¦ d� kaˆ tÕ «gennhqšnta kaˆ oÙ poihqšnta» 
katedex£meqa, ™peid¾ tÕ «poihq�n» koinÕn œfasken e�nai prÒsrhma tîn loipîn ktism£twn 
tîn di¦ toà uƒoà genomšnwn, ïn oÙd�n Ómoion œcein tÕn uƒÒn: diÕ d¾ m¾ e�nai aÙtÕn po…hma 
to‹j di' aÙtoà genomšnoij ™mferšj, kre…ttonoj d� À kat¦ p©n po…hma tugc£nein oÙs…aj, ¿n 
™k toà patrÕj gegennÁsqai t¦ qe‹a did£skei lÒgia”.

15 Ibidem 13, DSP 1, 58: “parastatikÕn d� kaˆ e�nai tÕ «ÐmooÚsion tù patrˆ» toà mhdem…an 
™mfšreian prÕj t¦ genht¦ kt…smata tÕn uƒÕn toà qeoà fšrein, mÒnJ d� tù patrˆ tù gegennhkÒti 
kat¦ p£nta trÒpon ¢fwmoiîsqai”.

16 For the rejection of any division in the essence of the Father cf. Eusebius, Demonstratio evan-
gelica IV 15, 52 and V 1, 9, ed. I.A. Heikel, GCS 23 (Eusebius Werke 6), Berlin 1913, 181 and 211; 
for the notion of the generation of the Son and the likening to the Father in all aspects see e.g. idem, 
De ecclesiastica theologia I 10, 1, ed. E. Klostermann – G.Ch. Hansen, GCS 14 (Eusebius Werke 4), 
Berlin 1991, 68: “Ð d' ¢lhqîj uƒÕj toà qeoà, ™x aÙtoà ¤te d¾ ™k patrÕj ¢potecqe…j, e„kÒtwj 
kaˆ monogen¾j kaˆ ¢gaphtÕj crhmat…seien ¨n toà patrÒj: oÛtw d� kaˆ qeÕj ¨n e‡h. T… g¦r 
¨n gšnoito qeoà gšnnhma <À tÕ> tù gegennhkÒti ¢fwmoiwmšnon”; ibidem, III 21, 1, GCS 14, 
181: “mÒnon aÙtÕn uƒÕn monogenÁ ™gšnna Ð pat¾r kat¦ p£nta ¢fwmoiwmšnon aÙtù”. Cf. also 
idem, Demonstratio evangelica V 4, 12 and V 5, 10, GCS 23, 225-226 and 228.
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2. Athanasius’ answer in De decretis Nicaenae synodi. Athanasius in De 
decretis Nicaenae synodi described the proceedings of the Council of Nicaea 
as a discussion between the bishops and the Eusebians on the terminology 
which might properly express the unique origin of the Son in the Father. Ac-
cording to Athanasius, the bishops were forced to include the new terminology 
in the course of the debate, because the Eusebians were prepared to search for 
passages in the Scriptures to demonstrate that the expressions describing the 
Son’s relationship with the Father provided by the bishops could be applied 
to the coming into being of creatures or to the adoptive sonship of men. The 
bishops at Nicaea thereby initially offered the expressions of the Scripture, 
then rejected the Eusebian misreading and used non-Scriptural terminology. 
This is the exposition of the Nicene debate provided by Athanasius. Eusebius 
of Caesarea in his Letter to his Diocese made mention of the intention of the 
bishops to prefer the Scriptural wording during the composition of the Nicene 
Creed as well17, but in Athanasius’ narrative it was the crucial point of the 
controversy at Nicaea.

a) Discussion on the expression “from God” – ™k toà qeoà (De decretis 
Nicaenae synodi 19). Athanasius claimed in the first step that the Nicene bi-
shops intended to write scriptural words for the Creed:

“The Council wished to do away with the impious phrases of the Arians, and 
to use the acknowledged words of the Scriptures: the Son is not from nothing, 
but from God, he is Word and Wisdom, and not creature or work, but a proper 
offspring of the Father”18.

When writing about the words of the Scriptures, Athanasius obviously 
meant expressions concerning the Son’s relationship with the Father which 
did not contain the word oÙs…a (essence) and its compounds. In the quoted 
passage, there are biblical expressions “not from nothing” (™x oÙk Ôntwn)19, 
“from God” (™k toà qeoà), Word and Wisdom (lÒgoj and sof…a). At the end 
of the quote a non-Scriptural formulation occurs, not found in the Scriptures 
or in the Nicene Creed which Athanasius himself used to express his notion of 
the Son’s origin in the Father: The Son is “the proper offspring of the Father” 
(‡dion ™k toà patrÕj gšnnhma). It would seem that Athanasius ended the 
passage with a statement concerning the Son’s relationship with the Father, 

17 Eusebius concerning the Nicene anathemas (Epistula ad Caesarienses 15, DSP 1, 58-60): 
“And as to the anathemas published by them at the end of the Creed, they did not pain us, because 
they forbade using non-Scriptural words, from which almost all the confusion and disorder of the 
Church have come”.

18 Athanasius, De decretis Nicaenae synodi 19, 1: “TÁj sunÒdou boulomšnhj t¦j m�n tîn 
'Areianîn tÁj ¢sebe…aj lšxeij ¢nele‹n, t¦j d� tîn grafîn Ðmologoumšnaj fwn¦j gr£yai, 
Óti te uƒÒj ™stin oÙk ™x oÙk Ôntwn, ¢ll' ™k toà qeoà, kaˆ lÒgoj ™stˆ kaˆ sof…a, ¢ll' 
oÙ kt…sma oÙd� po…hma, ‡dion d� ™k toà patrÕj gšnnhma”.

19 2Mac 7, 28: “oÙk ™x Ôntwn ™po…hsen aÙt¦ Ð qeÒj”.
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which is close to those formulated in his Orations against the Arians (Oratio-
nes contra Arianos) in the 340s20.

Athanasius focused his argument below in chapter 19 on one of the quo-
ted biblical words, the expression “from God”. According to Athanasius, the 
Eusebians accepted the sentence “the Son is from God”, because they found 
passages in the Scriptures where the expression is used in the context of the 
creation of the world from God (1Cor 8, 6: There is one God, “from whom” 
all things, eŒj qeÕj ™x oá t¦ p£nta)21. Therefore, as Athanasius relates, the 
bishops at Nicaea expressed more distinctly the sense of the words “from God 
and wrote that the Son is “from the essence of God”22. Athanasius made two 
remarks concerning this description of the Nicene debate. Firstly, it was only 
a “creature” which is from God and it could be stated that the creatures, not 
the Son, are from God through his Word: “All things were brought into being, 
not being before, from Him through his Word (par' aÙtoà di¦ toà lÒgou)”23. 
Eusebius in the Letter to his Diocese agreed with the notion that the Son is not 
a creature and that he is not like creatures and explained that every creature 
came into being through the Son (t¦ di¦ toà uƒoà genomšna) and that only 
the Son was “generated from the Father”24. Both explanations, Eusebius’ and 
Athanasius’, correspond in that the created order (po…hma, kt…sma) came into 
being “through the Son”. Athanasius polemically added that only in this case 
was it appropriate to use the expression “from God”.

In the second remark, Athanasius provided the reason for the inclusion 
of the non-Scriptural word “essence” into the Creed. “From the essence” ex-
pressed the uniqueness of the origin of the Word-Son from the Father:

20 See e.g. Athanasius, Oratio contra Arianos I 9, 2: “‡dion tÁj toà PatrÕj oÙs…aj gšnnhma”; 
ibidem I 16, 4; ibidem II 24, 1; ibidem III 5, 1-2; ibidem III 62, 2. For the adjective ‡dioj in Athana-
sius’ texts cf. A. Louth, The Use of the Term ‡dioj in Alexandrian Theology from Alexander to Cyril, 
StPatr 19 (1989) 198-202, and Ayres, Nicaea and its Legacy, p. 114-115.

21 Cf. Athanasius, De decretis Nicaenae synodi 19, 1: “™boÚlonto tÕ ™k toà qeoà koinÕn 
e�nai prÕj ¹m©j kaˆ tÕn toà qeoà lÒgon mhdšn te ™n toÚtJ diafšrein”. Athanasius quoted two 
biblical texts containing from God 1Cor 8, 6 and 2Cor 5, 17-18.

22 Cf. ibidem 19, 2: “oƒ patšrej […] ºnagk£sqhsan loipÕn leukÒteron e„pe‹n tÕ ™k toà 
qeoà kaˆ gr£yai «™k tÁj oÙs…aj toà qeoà e�nai tÕn uƒÕn»”. The debate is clearly mirrored 
in the Nicene Creed as well. It reads: “We believe […] in one Lord, Jesus Christ, the Son of God, 
begotten from the Father, the only Son, that is, from the essence of the Father (gennhqšnta ™k toà 
patrÕj monogenÁ toutšstin ™k tÁj oÙs…aj toà patrÒj)”. The awkward formulation containing 
both expressions “from the Father and from the essence of the Father” could be read as follows: the 
only Son from the Father (™k toà patrÕj monogenÁ, i.e. formulation preferred by Eusebius) means 
from the essence of the Father.

23 Ibidem 19, 3: “toà qeoà Ôntoj t¦ p£nta par' aÙtoà di¦ toà lÒgou oÙk Ônta prÒteron 
e„j tÕ e�nai gšgone, di¦ toàto e‡rhtai tÕ ™k toà qeoà”.

24 Cf. above, note 14.
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“As to the Word, since he is not a creature, he alone is called and is from the 
Father and it is significant in this sense to say that the Son is «from the essence 
of the Father»”25.

Eusebius hesitantly accepted “from the essence” in the Nicene Creed on 
the condition that it did not express any division in the Father. The Son cannot 
be part of the Father’s essence. This is only a negative explanation, merely 
describing what this expression should not mean. Athanasius in De decretis 
Nicaenae synodi added an affirmative definition. “From the essence” stressed 
the unique origin of the Son in the Father, the Son is “the only” from the Fa-
ther (mÒnoj ™k toà patrÒj)26, or – as Athanasius put it in the next paragraph 
– the Son is the only who is from God “actually” (mÒnoj ín ¢lhqîj ™k toà 
qeoà)27. Although the notion of the unique generation of the Son from the 
Father was discussed by Eusebius in his theological writings as well28, the em-
phasis on the uniqueness of the Son’s generation from the Father, uttered with 
the phrase “from the essence”, is an expression for the unity of essence for 
Athanasius. It is Athanasius’ phrase that “the Son is the only who is from God 
actually” where we may conjecture a polemical allusion to Eusebius’ letter. 
The Nicene terminology emphasized the actual unity, in spite of the Eusebian 
claim to a difference in hypostases which Eusebius expressed at the end of his 
own creed in the claim that the Father, Son and Holy Spirit actually are and 
exist (e�nai kaˆ Øp£rcein […] ¢lhqîj).

b) Discussion on the term “like” – Ómoioj (De decretis Nicaenae synodi 20). 
In De decretis Nicaenae synodi 20, Athanasius introduced the second set of terms 
and formulations which were introduced by the bishops at Nicaea:

“Again the bishops said that the Word must be described as the true power 
and image of the Father, in all things exact and like the Father, inalterable, 
always existing and in the Father without division. For there never was when 
the Word was not, but he was always, existing everlastingly with the Father 
as the radiance of light”29.

25 Athanasius, De decretis Nicaenae synodi 19, 4: “Ð d� lÒgoj, ™peˆ m¾ kt…sma ™st…n, e‡rhtai 
kaˆ œsti mÒnoj ™k toà patrÒj, tÁj d� toiaÚthj diano…aj gnèrisma tÕ e�nai tÕn uƒÕn ™k tÁj 
oÙs…aj toà patrÒj·”.

26 Cf. also the occurrences of this expression in De decretis Nicaenae synodi 19, 2 and 22, 5.
27 Cf. ibidem 19, 5: “di¦ toàto g¦r kaˆ ¹ ¡g…a sÚnodoj leukÒteron e‡rhken ™k tÁj oÙs…aj 

aÙtÕn e�nai toà patrÒj, †na kaˆ ¥lloj par¦ t¾n tîn genhtîn fÚsin Ð lÒgoj e�nai pisteuqÍ 
mÒnoj ín ¢lhqîj ™k toà qeoà”.

28 Eusebius used this formulation in his treatise De ecclesiastica theologia, written after the 
Council at Nicaea. Cf. ibidem I 11, 6, GCS 14, 70: “the Father generated the Son from himself (™x 
˜autoà ™gšnna)”; ibidem II 6, 3, GCS 14, 103: “mon¦j d� ín ¢dia…retoj Ð qeÕj tÕn monogenÁ 
aÙtoà uƒÕn ™x ˜autoà ™gšnna”.

29 Athanasius, De decretis Nicaenae synodi 20, 1: “Tîn d� ™piskÒpwn p£lin legÒntwn de‹n 
grafÁnai dÚnamin ¢lhqin¾n kaˆ e„kÒna toà patrÕj tÕn lÒgon ÓmoiÒn te kaˆ ¢par£llakton 
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In the previous chapter De decretis Nicaenae synodi 19, the generation of the 
Son and his origin in the Father was at issue. Now the intention of the bishops 
to express the divine status of the Word of God is related to by Athanasius. 
The majority of the expressions used in the quoted passage are not found in the 
Nicene Creed, with only the Nicene anathema “there was when he was not” 
being alluded to. In the first section of the quoted passage, the expressions “im-
age of the Father” and “in all things exact and like the Father” are mentioned. 
They are particularly common in texts by theologians of different teaching in 
the period before De decretis Nicaenae synodi was written. The phrase that the 
Word is “like” (Ómoioj) the Father is too loose and it was the Eusebians who 
expressed the relationship between the Son and the Father with the language 
of “likeness”. As we have seen above, Eusebius of Caesarea in the Letter to his 
Diocese expounded ÐmooÚsioj as the term for the Son “being likened” to the 
Father. The other adjective used in the quote above, “exact” (¢par£llaktoj), 
is attested to in the expression the “exact image” (¢par£llaktoj e„kèn) of 
the Father in the fragments of Asterius of Cappadocia, a supporter of Arius 
and one of the main opponents in the Athanasius’ Orationes contra Arianos30. 
The expression ÓmoiÒn te kaˆ ¢par£llakton would seem to belong to the 
terminology of opponents as Athanasius understood their position.

In the middle part of the above quoted passage, the Word is referred to as “in-
alterable, always existing and in the Father without division”. These terms, used 
for the Word of God, may have been an implicit polemic with Eusebius’ argu-
ments, defending the inalterability and indivisibility of the Father. For Athana-
sius, the Son Logos is inalterable in the same way as the Father is and the gene-
rated Son is in the Father without division. At the same time it seems that Atha-
nasius made a step forward beyond the results of the Council of Nicaea using the 
expression “always existing”: Eusebius in his own creed used the phrase “the Son 
was begotten from the Father “before all ages” (prÕ p£ntwn tîn a„ènwn)”31,

aÙtÕn kat¦ p£nta tù patrˆ kaˆ ¥trepton kaˆ ¢eˆ kaˆ ™n aÙtù e�nai ¢diairštwj – oÙdšpote 
g¦r oÙk Ãn, ¢ll¦ Ãn Ð lÒgoj ¢eˆ Øp£rcwn ¢id…wj par¦ tù patrˆ æj ¢paÚgasma fwtÒj”.

30 Cf. Asterius of Cappadocia, Fragmenta 10 (ed. M. Vinzent, Asterius von Kappadokien, Die 
theologischen Fragmente, Supplements to Vigiliae Christianae 20, Leiden 1993, 86). The same ex-
pression was defended by Acacius too; see Acacius’ fragments in Epiphanius, Panarion 72, 6-10, and 
the so-called Second Creed of Antioch (341) in De synodis 23, 3. In the writings of Eusebius of Cae-
sarea the expression ¢par£llaktoj e„kèn is not found. Athanasius himself used ¢par£llaktoj 
e„kèn in his treatises written earlier than De decretis Nicaenae synodi (see Contra gentes 41 and 46; 
Oratio contra Arianos I 26, 4; ibidem II 33, 3 etc.) in the meaning identical image and the term exact 
likeness in De decretis Nicaenae synodi 24, 1 (see below, chapter 2.c). Later, in De synodis (probably 
written in 357), Athanasius rejected the expression “exact image” in the polemic with Acacius and 
Eusebius of Nicomedia; cf. De synodis 36, 6. For a discussion on the term exact image see M. Del-
Cogliano, Eusebian Theologies of the Son as the Image of God before 341, JECS 14 (2006) 459-484.

31 Eusebius, Epistula ad Caesarienses 4, DSP 1, 54.
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in the Nicene Creed, the eternity or everlasting origin of the Son in the Father 
is not expressed with any proper word32.

It seems that in De decretis Nicaenae synodi 20 Athanasius again pro-
vided two sets of terms, one that would seem to be acceptable to the Eusebians 
from the Athanasius’ point of view (the Word is “like” and an “exact” image) 
and the second nearer to the position of Athanasius himself (the terms “in-
alterable”, “always existing”, “in the Father without division”). Athanasius 
claimed below in chapter 20 that the Eusebians searched in the Scriptures for 
the passages containing the words “like”, “always”, “in him” (i.e. the Father), 
“inalterable” and “power” which could be interpreted as expressions applied 
to the Son of God as well as to men as the adopted sons of God. The bishops at 
Nicaea therefore must have expressed their belief more clearly and wrote that 
“the Son is ÐmooÚsioj with the Father”.

“[Bishops] wrote that the Son is ÐmooÚsioj with the Father to signify that 
the Son was not merely like, but the same in likeness from the Father, and to 
demonstrate that the Son’ likeness and inalterability was of a different kind 
than imitation as is ascribed to us”33.

According to Athanasius, the phrase indicates that the Son is not only like, 
but “the same in likeness from the Father” (taÙtÕn tÍ Ðmoièsei ™k toà 
patrÒj) and “demonstrates that the Son’s likeness and inalterability was of 
a different kind” than the imitation ascribed to men. The implication of the 
uniqueness of the Son’s generation is that he is “not only like, but also insepa-
rable from the essence of the Father and that he and the Father are one”34. We 
can once again see how Athanasius expounded the Nicene term – in this case 
ÐmooÚsioj – with his own expressions, thereby clarifying the meaning35.

32 Cf. Symbolum Nicaenum, passage quoted in the note 22, without any expression for eternity 
of the Son’s generation. The Nicene Creed rejected certain unacceptable formulations regarding the 
Son’s being with the Father (“there was when he was not” and “he did not exist before he was begot-
ten”) and on his inalterability (he is not “mutable” or “changeable”), but there is not any affirmative 
expression in the Creed for the Son’s eternal existence. Cf. also Ayres, Nicaea and its Legacy, p. 91.

33 Athanasius, De decretis Nicaenae synodi 20, 3: “taàta p£lin leukÒteron e„pe‹n kaˆ 
gr£yai, ÐmooÚsion e�nai tù patrˆ tÕn uƒÒn, †na m¾ mÒnon Ómoion tÕn uƒÒn, ¢ll¦ taÙtÕn 
tÍ Ðmoièsei ™k toà patrÕj e�nai shma…nwsi kaˆ ¥llhn oâsan t¾n toà uƒoà Ðmo…wsin kaˆ 
¢trey…an de…xwsi par¦ t¾n ™n ¹m‹n legomšnhn m…mhsin”.

34 Ibidem 20, 5: “™peid¾ d� ¹ ™k patrÕj toà uƒoà gšnnhsij ¥llh par¦ t¾n ¢nqrèpwn 
fÚsin ™stˆ kaˆ oÙ mÒnon Ómoioj, ¢ll¦ kaˆ ¢dia…retÒj ™sti tÁj toà patrÕj oÙs…aj kaˆ ›n 
mšn e„sin aÙtÕj kaˆ Ð pat»r”.

35 Cf. D. Gonnet, La réception de Nicée I par Athanase: quels types de langage utilise-t-il pour 
parler du Verbe?, in: Christus bei den Vätern: Forscher aus dem Osten und Westen Europas an 
den Quellen des gemeinsamen Glaubens, ed. Y. de Andia – P. Leander Hofrichter, Innsbruck 2003, 
157-163, espec. p. 159: “[O]n peut constater la prudence d’Athanase par rapport au langage même 
du Concile. Dire qu’il le soutient ne l’empêche pas de chercher d’autres moyens et expressions pour 
dire la teneur d’un mot – homoousion – qui n’est pas tire directenment de l’Écriture”.
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Athanasius expounded ÐmooÚsioj as the term for the Father’s essence 
which is fully shared (i.e. without division: ¢dia…retoj) by the Son. What 
is surprising is that Athanasius did not completely abandon the compounds 
based on the adjective “like” as a consequence of the acceptance of the Nicene 
terminology36. In his definition of ÐmooÚsioj, Athanasius used the term 
Ðmo…wsij both when he emphasized the sameness of the Son with the Father37 
and when he stressed the difference of the Son from men who can acquire their 
likeness to God from virtue on the grounds of observance: Only the Son has 
both a likeness and inalterability (Ðmo…wsin kaˆ ¢trey…an). As we saw in 
Eusebius’ letter, the Caesarean bishop used the language of likeness in the pas-
sage explaining ÐmooÚsioj as well, but an influence on Athanasius’ exposition 
containing the expression for likeness seems to be improbable. A polemical 
hint to Eusebius’ letter seems to be more evident from another word: For Atha-
nasius ÐmooÚsioj does not threaten “indivisibility” in the Godhead (m¾ […] 
diairšseij tÁj qeÒthtoj), as Eusebius feared. It, on the contrary, expresses 
the indivisible unity of the Father and Son.

c) Athanasius’ definition of ÐmooÚsioj in De decretis Nicaenae syno-
di 24. Another clarification of ÐmooÚsioj can be found below in De decre-
tis Nicaenae synodi 24, 1-2. Athanasius first used three biblical metaphors 
to qualify the relation of unity between the two divine persons, the metaphor 
of the Father and Son, God and his Word and light and its radiance: “leaving 
every corporeal reference aside […] let us apprehend genuine relation of the 
Son to the Father, the proper relationship of the Word toward God and absolute 
likeness of the radiance toward the light”. Athanasius consequently explained 
the term ÐmooÚsioj:

“When we hear ÐmooÚsioj, let us not fall upon human senses and imagine 
partitions and divisions in the Godhead, but as having our thoughts directed 
to things immaterial, let us preserve undivided the oneness of nature (t¾n 
˜nÒthta tÁj fÚsewj) and the identity (t¾n tautÒthta) of light”38.

36 Cf. occurrences of the language based on the adjective like in his earlier writings: Athanasius, 
Oratio contra Arianos I 39, 5: “Gšnnhma g¦r tÁj toà PatrÕj oÙs…aj Øp£rcei, éste mhdšna 
¢mfib£llein, Óti kaq' ÐmoiÒthta toà ¢tršptou PatrÕj ¥treptÒj ™sti kaˆ Ð LÒgoj”; ibidem 
III 36, 1. 3: “Ð ¢�dioj UƒÒj ™sti, di¦ m�n t¾n ÐmoiÒthta toà PatrÕj œcwn ¢�dioj ¤per œcei 
par' aÙtoà”; ibidem, III 44, 4, etc.

37 For the expressions of sameness (taÙtÒn and tautÒthj) cf. also ibidem I 22, 1: “œcwn ™k toà 
PatrÕj t¾n taÙtÒthta)”; with the interpretations of John 10, 30 and 14, 10 in: ibidem III 3, 3 and 
III 4, 2; and of John 17, 23 in: ibidem III 22; with a rejection of Sabellius’ heresy in: ibidem III 36, 1.

38 Idem, De decretis Nicaenae synodi 24, 1: “noîmen uƒoà prÕj patšra tÕ gn»sion kaˆ lÒgou 
t¾n prÕj tÕn qeÕn „diÒthta kaˆ t¾n ¢par£llakton ÐmoiÒthta toà ¢paug£smatoj prÕj tÕ 
fîj. […] t¾n lšxin toà Ðmoous…ou ¢koÚontej m¾ e„j t¦j ¢nqrwp…naj a„sq»seij p…ptontej 
merismoÝj kaˆ diairšseij tÁj qeÒthtoj logizèmeqa· ¢ll' æj ™pˆ ¢swm£twn dianooÚmenoi 
t¾n ˜nÒthta tÁj fÚsewj kaˆ t¾n tautÒthta toà fwtÕj m¾ diairîmen”.
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The term ÐmooÚsioj is expounded here once again as the expression for the 
oneness of nature and identity. The two-stage definition (first negative, than af-
firmative) in Eusebius’ letter is also apparent. In spite of the fact that Eusebius’ 
affirmative definition (likeness in all things) was unsatisfactory for Athanasius, 
the argumentation in the De decretis Nicaenae synodi 24, when compared with 
Eusebius’ letter, seems to have preserved the structure and correspondences in 
terminology in the negative part of the definition.

3. Nicene terminology as rooted in the teaching of the Church scholars 
(De decretis Nicaenae synodi 25). Athanasius defended the Nicene termino-
logy as traditional in chapter 25 and not having been invented in the course 
of the Nicene council. The Nicene bishops used expressions which they “took 
over from their predecessors (par¦ tîn prÕ aÙtîn paralabÒntej)” and it 
was important for Athanasius to demonstrate this, “so that (the opponents) had 
no excuse”39. Athanasius may have found instigation for this in Eusebius’ Let-
ter to his Diocese. When defending his subscription of the term ÐmooÚsioj, 
Eusebius wrote:

“To that term (i.e. ÐmooÚsioj), thus interpreted, it appeared well to assent. 
Since we were aware that even among the ancients, some learned and illustri-
ous bishops and writers have used the term ÐmooÚsioj in their theological 
teaching concerning the Father and Son”40.

The insufficiency of this claim is apparent. Eusebius did not mention any of 
those “learned and illustrious bishops and writers” in his letter to the Caesarean 
diocese41. On the contrary, Athanasius in De decretis Nicaenae synodi 25 listed 
the names of bishops who assented to “from the essence” and ÐmooÚsioj be-
fore the Council of Nicaea and even cited passages from the texts of Theognos-
tos and Dionysios of Alexandria. He introduced the statements of Dionysios of 
Rome and Origen below in De decretis Nicaenae synodi 26-27 concerning the 
terms used in the Nicene Creed. Athanasius seems to have used a loose state-
ment from Eusebius’ letter as an impulse for his own investigation42.

39 Ibidem 25, 1-2: “Óti d� oÙc ˜auto‹j pl£santej ™penÒhsan taÚtaj, ™peid¾ kaˆ toàto 
profas…zontai, ¢ll' ¥nwqen par¦ tîn prÕ aÙtîn paralabÒntej e„r»kasi, fšre kaˆ toàto 
dielšgxwmen, †na mhd� aÛth aÙto‹j ¹ prÒfasij perile…phtai”.

40 Eusebius, Epistula ad Caesarienses 13, DSP 1, 58: “ú kaˆ aÙtù toàton ˜rmhneuqšnti 
tÕn trÒpon kalîj œcein ™f£nh sugkataqšsqai, ™peˆ kaˆ tîn palaiîn tinaj log…ouj kaˆ 
™pifane‹j ™piskÒpouj kaˆ suggrafe‹j œgnwmen ™pˆ tÁj toà patrÕj kaˆ uƒoà qeolog…aj tù 
toà Ðmoous…ou crhsamšnouj ÑnÒmati”.

41 Cf. L. Abramowski, Dionys von Rom und Dionys von Alexandrien in der arianischen Streitig-
keiten des 4. Jahrhunderts, ZKG 93 (1982) 240-272, particularly p. 245 and note 21.

42 Athanasius mentioned the Eusebius’ remark explicitly in his later treatise Epistula ad Afros 
episcopos, PG 26, 1040.
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***

A comparison with Eusebius’ account demonstrates that Athanasius in De 
decretis Nicaenae synodi affirmed an overall exposition of the debate on the 
Nicene Creed and indicated the same Nicene terms (“from the essence of the 
Father” and “ÐmooÚsioj with the Father”) as the most controversial. In cer-
tain passages, the impact of Eusebius’ letter on De decretis Nicaenae synodi 
may have been evident in the details. Only indirect and not easily discernable 
polemical hints to formulations from Eusebius’ letter can be found (possibly 
phrases with the words ¢lhqîj and ¢dia…retoj) in De decretis Nicaenae 
synodi 19 and 20. In De decretis Nicaenae synodi 24, Athanasius may have 
preserved the two-stage structure of the definition of ÐmooÚsioj, having in 
mind Eusebius’ letter where ÐmooÚsioj is first qualified negatively and then 
a positive explanation is offered. In De decretis Nicaenae synodi 25, an im-
plicit hint to the mentioning of Nicene predecessors in Eusebius’ letter can be 
encountered. In spite of the fact that Eusebius was not the main opponent of 
Athanasius in De decretis Nicaenae synodi, we can nevertheless determine an 
implicit polemic with Eusebius’ arguments in certain instances. It seems that 
Athanasius carefully considered Eusebius’ arguments and the weak points in 
Eusebius’ comments as impulses for his own theological narrative.

OBRONA NICEJSKIEJ TERMINOLOGII W DE DECRETIS
NICAENAE SYNODI ATANAZEGO ALEKSANDRYJSKIEGO

I MOŻLIWY WPŁYW EPISTULA AD CAESARIENSES
EUZEBIUSZA Z CEZAREI

(Streszczenie)

Celem artykułu jest porównanie dwóch narracji teologicznych – zawartych 
w Epistula ad Caesarienses Euzebiusza z Cezarei i De decretis Nicaenae synodi 
Atanazego Aleksandryjskiego – prezentujących orzeczenia Soboru Nicejskiego 
i mających na celu doprowadzenie do uznania Credo nicejskiego. W niniejszym 
opracowaniu została dokonana przede wszystkim analiza rozdziałów 19. i 20. De 
decretis Nicaenae synodi, w których mogą być obecne sugestie polemiczne w sto-
sunku do sformułowań z listu Euzebiusza. Obiektem badań jest także zawarta 
w De decretis Nicaenae synodi 24 dwustopniowa struktura definicji ÐmooÚsioj, 
która może mieć swoje źródła w liście Euzebiusza. Godny prześledzenia jest tak-
że fragment 25. dzieła Atanazego zawierający ukryte aluzje do wzmianki o nicej-
skich poprzednikach w piśmie Euzebiusza. Na podstawie analiz tych fragmentów 
wydaje się, że Atanazy dokładnie rozważył argumenty i słabe punkty wywodów 
Euzebiusza i stało się to podstawą do jego własnej narracji teologicznej broniącej 
nicejskiego wyznania wiary.
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