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Studies in Church History 

Early Church History 

The Monarchian Controversy - The Trinity and the Person of Christ 

Introduction  

1)      The first few centuries following the formation of the NT the Church suffered much 

persecution from the Roman Emperors. The Church’s most difficult struggle 

was, therefore, with the enemies of the Gospel who deprived them of 

possessions, homes, jobs and even life itself because of adherence to Christ.  

However, following the making of Christianity the State religion by Constantine 

around 350 AD the Church was faced with a different kind of struggle. This time 

it was doctrine and the constant attack on the fundamental teachings of the 

Bible. The greatest of these was the doctrine of the Trinity. The battle over the 

doctrine of the Trinity was to last at least into the seventh century – even until 

794 at the Synod of Frankfort. Many Councils were held as the Church tried to 

formulate the orthodox doctrine on the Trinity. 

2)  Initially the Christians accepted the Jewish belief that there is only one God. 

However, this created problems for early Christians – especially Jewish 

Christians -  when they wanted to accept the NT teaching that "Jesus is Lord" 

and worshipped Jesus as "Yahweh". In practice this offered no real problem but 

Jews and pagans obviously could not understand this and began to accuse the 

Christians of worshipping two Gods (tritheism)!  

3)  Thus the issue of the Trinity became a live matter for debate and controversy. It 

raised questions as to what was the exact nature of the relationship between the 

three Persons within the Godhead. What was the relation between the Father 

and the Son and the Holy Spirit to each other? More particularly, what was the 

precise relation of the Son to the Father? And, later, what was the relation of 

Christ's divine Sonship to His manhood?  

4)  The Apostolic Fathers of the first and second centuries were far from being clear 

over their doctrines and in particular in respect of the Trinity. Some of the 

Fathers made statements that were difficult to reconcile with orthodox doctrine. 

Some of them conceived of the Logoj  (Logos Christ) as being impersonal 
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reason, becoming personal at the time of creation, while others regarded Him as 

personal and co-eternal with the Father, sharing the divine essence, and yet 

ascribed to Him a certain subordination to the Father. Similarly, the Holy Spirit 

occupied no important place in their discussions at all. Some considered Him 

subordinate, not only to the Father, but also to the Son.  

5)  It was Tertullian (c 160-220) who was the first to assert clearly the tri-

personality of God, and to maintain the substantial unity of the three Persons – 

he coined the term “Trinity”. But even he did not reach a clear statement of the 

doctrine of the Trinity. Indeed, the Fathers spoke and wrote so loosely and 

carelessly over this issue that they subsequently lent a handle to the heretics.  

6)  Whilst this period was to witness the rise of various heresies as men grappled 

with this complex doctrine, two kinds of false teachings extended, for a time, 

their most influential doctrines. The first was Modalism and the second Arianism.   

7)  The Church was seeking, therefore, to assess its teachings on the Person of 

Christ and in particular they were leaning upon the writings of John (especially 

as he was closest to the Apostolic Fathers being the last of the apostles). It 

placed special emphasis upon his teaching on the Logos ("In the beginning was 

the Word", Logoj "logos"). The Church was concerned that the teaching that 

emphasised the Logos (Christ) as a separate divine Person, from the Father, 

appeared to endanger the unity of God, and thus would damage their 

acceptance of monotheism. To those who did seek to highlight the importance 

of the Logos, however, Christ was made to be subordinate to the Father, thus 

they compromised the deity of Christ making Him to be less than God.  

8)  There arose various groups who sought to safeguard on the one hand the unity 

of God, and on the other hand the deity of Christ. This produced two types of 

thought, both of which were called Monarchians ( a name first applied to them 

by Tertullian). The term "Monarchian" means 'One rule'. The emphasis is upon 

the "oneness of God". Whilst the great heresy of the second century was 

Gnosticism the outstanding heresy of the third century was Monarchianism. The 

two types of Monarchianism are- Dynamic Monarchianism and Modalistic 

Monarchianism. It is this part of the great controversy over the issue of the 

Trinity that forms the basis of our study. 
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1. Dynamic Monarchianism   

1)  The name comes from the Greek, dunamij  (dunamis), meaning strength, power. 

This type of Monarchianism that was mainly interested in maintaining the unity 

of God is in line with present day Unitarianism. Its earliest representative was 

Theodotus of Byzantium (later excommunicated by Bishop Victor c 189-198), 

and supported later by Paul of Samosata (3rd Cent), the bishop of Antioch, 

who is described as a worldly-minded and imperious person.  

2)  They presented the logos (Christ) as consubstantial with the Father (i.e. one 

substance with the Father). The important Greek term that was being used at 

this time was  òmoousioj (homoousios) meaning of the same substance, in 

contrast to  òmoiousioj (homoiousios) meaning similar substance, which became 

more of a matter of debate in the following Arian controversy. The Dynamic 

Monarchians rejected the idea that Christ was a separate and distinct Person 

from the Father within the Godhead. He could be identified with God, because 

He existed in Him just as human reason exists in man. He (the Christ, Logos) 

was merely an impersonal power, present in all men, but particularly operative in 

the man Jesus.  

3)  Christ, said the thinkers of this school, (the Logos) was a faculty of God, or an 

emanation of deity, like a stream flowing from a fountain or rays from the sun. 

Indeed, they could hold to the position of saying that the Son was "of the same 

substance " as the Father in the way in which a stream is "of the same 

substance" as the fountain from which it flows.  

4)  Theodotus stated that Jesus was a man who was adopted by God at His 

baptism, (thus this teaching was also known as 'Adoptionism'). From God the 

man Jesus received His power dunamij $ dunamis) and authority through his 

baptism. Thus, Jesus was an ordinary man inspired by the Spirit like the 

prophets of the OT. Theodotus even said that it was Melchizedek (Gen 14:18f) 

who was greater than Jesus, actually descended upon the man Jesus at his 

baptism. Clearly, the Dynamic Monarchians tried to show that Jesus, in some 

way, was different from men in that this impersonal power which was in Jesus 

penetrated His humanity in such a way that eventually it deified it. Therefore, as 

the man Jesus was deified He is worthy of divine honour. However, He cannot 

be regarded as God in the strict sense of the word. Theodotus was not willing to 
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call Jesus God, but some of his followers did call Jesus God following the 

resurrection. In other words, Jesus became divine only after the resurrection.  

5)  Theodotus and his followers appeared more interest in science and philosophy 

than the scriptures, and his attempt was to try to get back to the "historical 

Jesus" (a familiar concept of the 19th and 20th century liberal theologians!). 

They had ethical motives for this, desiring to find in Jesus a moral pattern to 

follow.  

Paul of Samosata sought to safeguard Christ's humanity by saying He was in 

fact only a man. The incarnation of the Logos is impossible, since there is no 

such person as the Logos. The Logos is an attribute of God, His reason, just as 

His power is an attribute.  

6)  By this method, the Dynamic Monarchians felt that they had maintained the 

oneness of the Father and unity of the Godhead. However, they had achieved 

this strict monotheism at the expense of the deity and personality of both Christ 

and the Holy Spirit whom they presented merely as impersonal attributes of the 

Godhead. Paul of Samosata had stated that the Logos (the Christ) did not have 

a personal substance but was rather the "wisdom of God".  

7)  Only in a metaphysical sense could Jesus be called the "Son of God". The 

redeemer is from below, i.e. the man, and the divine element is from above. The 

divine and the human are connected by a unity of will and love, a moral union. 

As a reward for his victory over temptation, the man Jesus was received into the 

Godhead after the resurrection, and so can now be called "God". Thus the 

Dynamic Monarchians could used the term (Greek òmoousioj ) homoousios, 

saying that he was of the same substance as the Father because the Logos was 

a part of the Father. In this way they had become the forerunners of later 

Socinians ( 16th cent) and Unitarians.  
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2. Modalistic Monarchians  

1)  This second form of Monarchianism was far more influential. It was also 

interested in maintaining the unity of God, but its primary interest seems to have 

been Christological, namely, the maintenance of the full divinity of Christ. It was 

called Modalistic Monarchianism, because it conceived of the three Persons in 

the Godhead as so many modes (ie, forms, shapes, appearances) in which God 

manifested Himself. This can be illustrated with the sun that is one object but 

which is demonstrated as heat, light and energy. So the sun may appear to us 

at one time with its light; then at another time with its energy, or its heat.  

2)  They made the fundamental mistake of confusing the Persons of the Godhead 

into one, thus their basic affirmation is that Christ is God the Father – He is truly 

one with the Father because he is the Father. Therefore, they were forced into 

the position of stating that it was the Father who was incarnate and suffered on 

the cross. Hence they earned the title "Patripassianism" (from the Latin, pater 

"father" and pasio "suffering") the 'suffering Father'. In their defence they used 

scriptures like, "I and the Father are one" ( a total misunderstanding, for the 

Greek clearly states, "I and the Father, we are one" (Greek evgw kai ò pathr èn 

evsmen Lit, “I and the Father we are one unit”), thus demonstrating the separate 

identity of the two Persons within the one Godhead, John 10:30) and "he who 

has seen me has seen the Father" ( John 14:9). There kind of teaching makes 

Christ's conversing with His Father mere shadowboxing, and is conflict with the 

New Testament data.  

3)  Modalistic Monarchians, therefore, were able to state firmly that both the Father 

and the Son are God, for they are identically the same being. Christ is God in 

the flesh and is called the Son, and God in the spirit, out of the flesh is called the 

Father. Therefore, they could say, it was the Son who died, but this is merely a 

play on words.  

4)  Praxeas (c 200). He champions the unity of God, the omnipotent creator of the 

world, only to make out of that unity a heresy. He says that the Father Himself 

descended into the virgin, was Himself born of her, Himself suffered; in fact that 

He Himself was/is Jesus Christ. Tertullian said, “It was Praxeas who first 

brought this kind of perversity from Asia to Rome... he put the paraclete to flight 

and crucified the Father". They made the assertion that the Father by changing 

the mode of His being literally became His own Son. Noetus made this 
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statement, "When the Son had not yet been born, He was rightly called the 

Father; but when it pleased Him to submit to birth, having been born, He 

became the Son, He of Himself and not of another". Hence, the Father is the 

Son. The Son is not a separate Person distinct from the Father. 

5)  Another title for Modalistic Monarchianism is "Sabellianism" after one of its 

famous representatives, Sabellius 3rd Cent, who originated from Libya . As with 

other Monarchians, his chief interest was to preserve the unity of God. 

According to him the names Father, Son and Holy Spirit, are simply 

designations of three different phases under which the one divine essence 

manifests itself. God reveals Himself as Father in creation and in the giving of 

the law; as Son the incarnation, and as the Holy Spirit in regeneration and 

sanctification. Sabellius said, "God is One Person as well as One substance. As 

One Person He is indivisible but has three energies or operations. Thus, God is 

One and the same Person who comes in three ways. Therefore, Father, Son 

and Spirit are "successive" modes of the Father. The Father ceases to exist 

when He becomes the Son or the Spirit  

6)  Their doctrine is, that the Father, Son and Holy Spirit are one and the same 

being, in the sense that three names are attached to one substance; or three 

names of one single person. A close analogy the sun; it is one substance, but it 

has three manifestations – three faces (Greek proswpa prosopa); light, heat, 

and the planet itself. The heat is (analogous ) to the Spirit; the light to the Son; 

while the Father himself is represented by the actual substance, i.e., the planet 

itself. The Son was at one time emitted like a ray of light; he accomplished in the 

world all that pertained to the dispensation of the Gospel and man's salvation, 

and was then taken back into heaven, as a ray is emitted by the sun and then 

withdrawn again in to the sun. The Holy Spirit is still being sent forth into the 

world and into successive individuals who are worthy to receive it.  

7)  Sabellius sometimes spoke of three divine persons within the Godhead, but then 

used the word "person" in a manner which signifies a role of acting or mode of 

manifestation ( hence, 'Modalistic' ). Each of the activities or functions of the 

members of the Trinity are called "prosopon" ( Greek proswpon ) meaning "face, 

or person, an individual", and in the Latin "persona". The origin is the mask worn 

by an actor for his part in a play. Sabellius would have been orthodox if he had 

meant by prosopon ( Greek proswpon ), the Persons of the Trinity, but all he did 
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mean was that these were phases of God's being. God wore the face needed 

for the act required.  

8)  William Cunningham in his "Historical Theology" makes the point that these two 

heresies did not make a lasting or deep impact upon the Church in general. He 

states concerning the teachings of Praxeas, Noetus and Sabellius that, "it is not 

alleged that it ever had a general prevalence in the early church; in other words, 

it is not alleged that the testimony of the early church was in favour of 

Sabellianism". Indeed, Praxaeus himself, before the close of his life recanted his 

heretical doctrines. It was Tertullian (c 160-220) and Hippolytus (c170-236, one 

of the greatest theological writers of his time) who combated Sabellianism in the 

West, while Origen ( c185-254) struck them a decisive blow in the East ( 

although even Origen's view of the Trinity was not altogether satisfactory).  

9)  The general view of the Church itself did not hold to Sabellianism and was not 

impressed with this school of thinking. However, the influence of Sabellius was 

considerable, and his teaching was still feared and regularly anathematised 150 

years after his time. The heresy established roots for the more divisive 

controversy of the following century, namely Arianism. As has been pointed out 

above, Origen's attempts to defeat the Monarchians created his own 

misunderstanding, of the Trinity, for he held a subordination concept of the 

second and third Persons within the Trinity. He taught that the Father 

communicated to the Son only a secondary species of divinity, which may be 

called Qeoj ( “Theos” ) "a God", but not ò Qeoj ( "The God", one can see 

foundations of Jehovah's Witness teaching here!). Sometimes he even speaks 

of the Son as Qeoj deuteroj ( "a second God"). This was the most radical defect 

in Origen's doctrine of the Trinity and afforded a stepping-stone for Arius. He not 

only made the Holy Spirit subordinate even to the Son, but also numbered Him 

among the things created by the Son. One of his statements even seems to 

imply that He was a mere creature.  

10)  Thus, Monarchian heresy and the attempts by Origen to defeat it were in fact 

setting the stage for the greatest contest of all, namely that of the fourth century 

between Arius and Athenasius. It was not until the Council of Nicea in 325, and 

the Council of Chalcedon in 451, that the matter was eventual solved and the 

famous Nicean Creed formulated making Athenasius the champion for the true 

biblical teaching of the Trinity which has formed the basis for orthodox doctrine.  
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  Conclusion  

1)  It is of vital importance for us to establish clearly in our minds a biblical doctrine 

of the Trinity. For a statement on the Trinity we affirm: "God is one, but united in 

the one essence are three Persons: the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit. 

Each Person is separate and entire in Himself, yet sharing equally the divine 

essence". The doctrine means that we are seeking to establish that there is only 

one God, but that contained within this One Godhead are Three distinct, 

separate Persons all sharing equally the same qualities, powers and 

characteristics.  

2)  This doctrine does not allow for any subordination of the Persons ( Origen ) 

neither do we see a confusion of Persons ( Monarchianism), nor are there three 

gods (tritheism).  

3)  Such a doctrine of the Trinity is fundamental to our understanding of all other 

biblical doctrines. Without a clear grasp of the Trinity we fail in our doctrine of 

the Incarnation of Christ (Logos doctrine), and subsequently in the atonement 

itself. For if the One who died for sinners is not truly God and truly man, then we 

have no adequate substitute, and there is no divine power in the cross to deal 

with the divine wrath against sin, and overcome death. If our doctrine of the 

Trinity is at fault we have no understanding of the role of the Holy Spirit, for if He 

be not truly God and Person then there is no sufficient power to regenerate 

sinners, baptise and fill, and offer the guidance and peace so necessary for the 

Christian life.  

4)  Study the heresies of the early Church for they enable us to be informed people 

to contend with the Unitarians and Jehovah's witnesses and liberal theologians 

of our own day. "There is nothing new under the sun" says Ecclesiastes. All 

modern day ( i.e. 19th century ) heresies have been encountered by the Church 

before today. Church history serves an important purpose, for, paradoxically, 

through the study of early controversies, our understanding of true theology is 

assisted and our awareness of the subtleties of heresy is sharpened.  

5) Let us take great care, however, in the way we refer to the Godhead. At 

Christmas time I hear distinct tones of Modalistic Monarchianism. I hear people 

saying, “God came down in the person of Jesus Christ”. Now that sounds very 

much like Monarchianism. Rather than setting Christ (the Logos) as a distinct 
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Person in His own right, the implication here is that the God the Father becomes 

God the Son.  

No, this was not what happened at the Incarnation. God the Son, the separate 

and distinct Person in the Godhead became Man, adding to Himself humanity. 

The Father and the Spirit remained separate and distinct Persons and were 

separate from the Son.  

6)  Therefore, think carefully about your doctrine of the Trinity. Take care how you 

speak about the Trinity. Be aware of these historical heresies; do not fall into the 

same trap. Realise the importance of an accurate understanding and preaching 

of the Trinity. Remember, the Gospel itself depends on the Trinity.  

7) The doctrine of the Trinity is a mystery. We admit this. But so are many other 

biblical doctrines. Indeed, as Martyn Lloyd-Jones comments, “No human being 

would have thought of the doctrine of the Trinity”. It is too complex and full of 

mystery. No other religion has such a teaching. This is divine revelation; it 

comes from the Bible alone. Indeed, Martyn Lloyd-Jones went on to say that it is 

a strange fact that the doctrine of the Trinity is seldom preached. This, he 

suggests, is due to the complexity of the teaching. He accuses us of laziness, “a 

desire for comfort, and the tendency to rest upon experiences and to avoid 

anything that demands intellectual effort”.  

8) Are we not guilty, therefore, of side-stepping so much of the important teachings 

in the Bible in favour of the simple, easy-to-understand and less challenging 

aspects of biblical teaching? God has given us an intellect which we use for our 

secular enjoyment and business, but when it comes to grappling with the 

teachings of the bible we relax and almost refuse to use our brains.  

9) Let us therefore thank God for this teaching on the Trinity. Indeed, let us glory in 

this teaching because it speaks of the nature, being and existence of our great 

God. This teaching is thoroughly objective; it lifts our thoughts away from 

ourselves and focuses them on God. To study and think about such teachings 

therefore become a valid part of our worship. We honour God when we are 

studying the doctrine of the Trinity. 

   Richard Lee:  June 2012 


