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Paul Martin 

The Essence of the Nestorian Controversy 

 
 The Nestorian controversy was an inevitable dialectic on problems inherent in the Nicean 

doctrine that the Son of God, who became man in Jesus Christ, was the same substance as God. 

This had to be reconciled with the fact that Jesus is presented as a human person in the Gospels. 

The problems involved were: (1) Can the elements of the human nature be attributed to God, so 

that it can be said that God was born, suffered, and died? (2) Is the incarnation a substantial 

union of “nature” or a non-substantial union of “personality?” (3) Is there one nature and one 

entity, or two natures and one entity, or two natures and also two entities? (4) Is the union by 

absolute divine necessity or is there a component of voluntariness on the human side? (5) Is the 

human nature an independent locus of decision making? (6) Finally, and straight to the crux of the 

matter, Is there a human person involved in the incarnation? The two original rivals in the 

Nestorian controversy, Nestorius the archbishop of Constantinople and Cyril archbishop of 

Alexandria, vehemently disagreed on all of these issues. Both claimed to be propounding the 

apostolic tradition that has been passed on in the scriptures, the Symbol of Nicea, and the 

writings of the holy fathers. Setting aside all of the traditional accusations against the condemned 

archbishop Nestorius, which are now known to be false,1 this study will examine the essence of the 

controversy and what was at stake theologically and ecclesiastically for all times to come.  

 An evaluation such as this would typically be made from the perspective of Cyril’s 

writings. However, there are much different concerns in the writings of Nestorius than in the 

writings of Cyril. The central concern of Nestorius is a preservation of the human personality of 

Jesus. This is not matched in the writings of Cyril with an equal concern to deny the human 

personality. Cyril assumes that there is no human personality, but his concern was the absolute 
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unity of Christ and the communication of properties of the humanity to the Logos. The issue of 

the existence of the human person has thus never been a focus of scholarship. But, for reasons 

that will become apparent, the focus here will be from Nestorius’ perspective. The essence of his 

side of the debate – and the highest stake – was the reality of the human person. His other main 

concern, which was to preserve the difference between the human nature and the divine nature 

through denial of a substantial union, was secondary to his defense of the human personality. 

 As is well known, the controversy originally began over the use of the word theotokos 

(“Birth-Giver of God”). By the early fifth century this had become a customary title for Mary 

amongst many “orthodox” Christians. However, it did not yet have any official usage in the 

church. Nestorius reacted against one of the priests under him for using the title theotokos in a 

sermon. He was concerned that the title was liable to a misunderstanding in regards to the eternal 

and impassible nature of God, and also that it caused Mary to resemble a pagan mother goddess. 

Instead, he proposed that churches should content themselves with the use of the more 

traditional title based in scripture in which Mary is christokos, “the mother of Christ,” or also, “the 

mother of Christ, our God.” That was the extent of his argument before the dispute with Cyril 

broke out. The word of this soon got to Alexandria, which prided itself in being a bastion of high 

Christology, and Cyril, its archbishop, began writing letters to Nestorius asking him to accept the 

title of theotokos. In his view, if Nestorius refuses to accept it then he is a heretic who denies the 

incarnation in one person of God the Logos made flesh and so must be formally condemned.  

The Christology of Cyril 

 
The disagreement over the use of the title theotokos quickly became a very complex 

theological debate. Cyril’s understanding of the incarnation was rooted in the Nicene-era 

Alexandrian tradition that began with Athanasius. This tradition emphasized the Logos over the 
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humanity. It is often referred to as the Logos-sarx (flesh) Christology in which the Logos takes on 

a human body, analogous to the relation between soul and body in human beings, and the Logos 

is the principle agent that is responsible for all of the human actions. This was the conception of 

Athanasius. The favorite verse of his ‘school’ was that the Logos “was made flesh” (John 1:14). Many 

theologians influenced by the Alexandrian tradition believed that Christ was only one nature, and 

that the human nature lacked a human person, rational soul, and human agency, as that the 

divine person stood in place of it. Athanasius, however, condemned the view of the Apollinarians 

that the human nature lacked a human rational soul. The “orthodox” understanding within the 

Alexandrian school, from the time of Athanasius, was that Christ had a complete human nature, 

but, paradoxically, they also tended to view the Logos as the sole hypostasis (entity), subject, and 

agent.  

Cyril, following Athanasius, believed that he was adhering to the apostolic tradition of 

Alexandria when he allegedly received from Athanasius the formula of “one nature (physis) of the 

Logos enfleshed.” He also used the term “hypostasis” (entity) in this phrase interchangeably with 

physis (nature). However, unfortunately for Cyril, he read this formula from an Apollinarian 

forgery that was floating around under the name of Athanasius. Eastern Orthodox theologian 

John Meyendorff admits: “…Cyril's celebrated formula- wrongly attributed to Athanasius and, in 

fact, uttered by Apollinaris- "one nature incarnate of God the Word…””2 Moreover, in the writings 

of Cyril, the concept that the hypostasis was the Logos alone was more explicitly stated than in 

the writings of Athanasius. Cyril states in a letter to Nestorius that the Logos did not “take 

to himself a person” but that he “united in his [the Logos’] person a human body.”3 He 

extensively used the analogy of the soul and body to describe the union and function of the 
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Logos with his human body. His Christology is summed up in this succinct statement in the 

same epistle: 

Neither will it at all avail to a sound faith to hold, as some do, a union of persons; for 
the Scripture has not said that the Logos united to himself the person of man, but 
that he was made flesh.4 

Eastern Orthodox theologian John Meyendorf says the following about Cyril’s denial of the 

human person:  

…the Second Person of the Trintiy was indeed the subject, or agent, of the human 
experiences, or acts, of Jesus. The controversy between Cyril of Alexandra and 
Nestorius concerning the term Theotokos, applied to the Virgin Mary, concerned 
essentially this very problem. Was there, in Jesus, a human person whose mother 
could have been Mary? Cyril's answer- emphatically negative -was, in fact, a 
Christological option of great importance.5 

 

To make matters worse, Cyril posits that the divine nature and the human nature have become 

one compound nature in a union of substance. Cyril stated in another epistle to Nestorius: 

“Confessing the Logos to be made one with the flesh according to substance” and that there is a 

“natural oneness” or a “oneness of nature” (enoson pysiken).6 He states that this is the basis for the 

title theotokos: 

Since the holy Virgin brought forth corporally God made one with flesh according to 
nature, for this reason we also call her the Birth-Giver of God.7 

 
This was especially perceived as troubling because the Nicean Fathers, in contradistinction from 

Arianism, posited an absolute difference between the divine and human natures, that is, between 

the uncreated God and creatures. How can these two substances (if we shall momentarily assume 

their dualism for the sake of seeing this from their perspective) then become one substance? 
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The Christology of Nestorius 

It is no surprise that Nestorius saw this as compromising the uniqueness of the divine 

nature that was believed to be essential to monotheism. He also considered it bordering on 

insanity to say without qualification that God was born and hence had a beginning, suffered and 

hence is passible, and died and hence had an end. While some Church Fathers did refer to Mary 

as theotokos, Nestorius believed that this was not the kerygmatic and “catholic” (universal) 

tradition of the church and that there was usually qualification attached to such statements. The 

qualification for the phrase “the Logos suffered,” for example, would be that “the Logos suffered in 

the flesh.” On the other side of the alleged divine-human nature, it is also no surprise that 

Nestorius was perturbed by Cyril’s denial of the human person because Jesus was undoubtedly 

presented as a human person in the Gospels. The historical person of Jesus was thus at stake. 

Nestorius even pointed out that Cyril’s “one nature” formula was of heretical Apollinarian origin. 

In summation, Nestorius had a dual concern: for the divine nature and human nature to become 

“one nature” jeopardizes the transcendence of the divine nature and the integrity of the human 

nature.  

Nestorius’ solution was to say that the human and divine are united, not on the level of 

substance in which two substances become one compound substance, but only on the level of 

personality (prosopon). At this point in the Christological controversies, a physia of a particular 

person was de facto considered to be a hypostasis because in this context it is an actual concrete 

nature. Nestorius therefore considered Christ to be two hypostases. If Christ is two hypostases 

then this could be interpreted to mean that he is two entities, as Nestorius’ enemies tried to 

interpret him. But this need not be the case. Nestorius did sometimes differentiate between “the 

man” and “the Logos” as was customary in the Antiochene tradition in which Nestorius was 

trained. This was unacceptable to the Alexandrians because in Logos-sarx Christology there is not 
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“a man,” not a self-individuated human nature. “Man,” again not “a man,” is only used in the 

sense of the substance that the Logos incarnated into. Nestorius, on the other hand, conceived the 

person of Christ as a union of human prosopon and divine prosopon. Each side of the divine-

human prosopon had its own loci of will and operation. The existence of the human prosopon was 

based on a sober-minded reading of the Gospels in which Jesus is presented as a human person. 

The soteriological concern of Alexandrian Christology is often emphasized (a mystical 

notion that somehow “God had to become man to make man divine”), but a reading of the works 

of Nestorius will make evident that soteriology was an equal concern of his Christology. He said 

repeatedly that Christ must have been a human person – a human actor who functions on his own 

volition – in order for him to be a true representative of the human species, be obedient, and thus 

make atonement. Otherwise, he said, the entire economy of salvation would be abolished.  

 
The Social Aspects of the Controversy 

As is well known, the outcome of the council of Ephesus in 431, presided over by Cyril, was 

pre-determined. Nestorius was in route to the council but Cyril quickly ended the proceedings 

and anathemized him before his arrival. He did not get to defend his position. Yet this was his 

canonical right as archbishop of Constantinople, New Rome, which was declared in a canon of the 

Second Ecumenical Council of 381, itself held in Constantinople, to be second only to the honor of 

Old Rome. However, Cyril believed in the spiritual superiority of his own see of Alexandria over 

Constantinople due to its apostolic origins and its successful defense of Nicean orthodoxy. He no 

doubt saw himself as being in a patronizing position towards the new see of Constantinople. 

The council, which came to be the Third Ecumenical Council, anathemized Nestorius for 

not confessing the theotokos formula and falsely accused him of dividing Christ into “two Sons.” It 

did not, however, endorse Cyril’s Logos-sarx Christology or his formula of the “one nature of the 

Logos enfleshed” because there was a large portion of the Church outside of the Alexandrian 
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sphere of influence that used a “two natures” formula. Twenty years after the Council of Ephesus, 

the Chalcedonian compromise acknowledged one hypostasis in two substances (ousia). This 

ruling was rejected in Egypt as a return to Nestorianism, and Nestorius actually accepted the 

Council of Chalcedon’s formula as being his own position. In the end, he was willing to concede 

one hypostasis in the sense of prosopon as long as two ousias were maintained. He also accepted 

that the term theotokos is not heretical but is simply not a good theological formula by itself. In 

his later writings, Nestorius actually used the title theotokos with reservation, and even said that 

“God was a baby in swaddling clothes,” but he was quick to make the appropriate qualifications. 

This shows the conciliatory character of Nestorius, a trait that was clearly lacking in Cyril. Yet he 

has probably suffered the worst fate of any “heretic” because, for the past 1,500 years, he was 

regarded as anathemized, condemned to eternal perdition, for things that he did not even teach. 

The Nestorian controversy was responsible for the earliest schism that survives to the 

present: between the Church of the East (the s0-called Nestorians) and all of the other traditional 

Christian churches. On the other side, the hard-line followers of Cyril ended up breaking off to 

form the Non-Chalcedonian Oriental Orthodox (the so-called Monophysites) church due to their 

failure to accept the “two natures” formula of Chalcedon in 451. Both survived due to the fact that 

they managed to exist outside the political control of the Roman Empire. The Church of the East, 

which followed Nestorius, is the only traditional church in existence that believes that there was a 

human person, human entity, and human agent involved in the incarnation. The stakes were high. 

From Nestorius’ perspective, and for his followers after him throughout the centuries, the 

existence of the human person became more important in the dispute than the “communication 

of properties” from the humanity to the Logos. Contrary to popular belief, he did in fact believe in 

the communication of properties with the appropriate qualifications and he didn’t really care that 
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much about rejecting unqualified communication of properties after he saw how much havoc the 

dispute had reeked.  

Modern biblical scholars, and even the most simple-minded reader of the Gospels, would 

be hard-pressed to not see the character of Jesus presented in the Gospels as a human person. 

How then did Nestorius get anathemized and the non-human personality of Jesus become 

“orthodox”? This is equivalent to asking how entire religions came to believe “crazy” things. The 

answer is that communities of people often assent to things by the unconscious force of social 

convention. This is especially the case for priests because it is in their best interest – socially, 

politically, and financially – to not rigorously question the assumptions of their social group 

because their adherence to its legitimacy is what provides them with their profession.  

But now we must ask, How did the convention of the non-human person of Jesus become 

a convention? The non-personal human nature of Jesus was of course not defined at Cyril’s 

Council of Ephesus, which came to be known as the Third Ecumenical Council. It was rather an 

underlying assumption of the Alexandrians that was not understood yet in Rome but was fully 

understood and warned against by Nestorius and the Antiochene theologians. Our answer to the 

question above is that, since Cyril won the debate on the theotokos and was subsequently 

declared to be a Saint and was regarded as the greatest defender of orthodox Christology after 

Athanasius, subsequent theologians ended up embracing his entire Christology (at the Fifth 

Ecumenical Council his “one physis” formula was simply interpreted to mean hypostasis), 

including his assumption on the non-personal human nature. The warning of Nestorius and 

important Antiochene theologians was no longer heard as they were condemned at the Third and 

Fifth Ecumenical Councils. All of their positions that conflicted with Cyril were a priori 

considered to be wrong and the human personality was thereafter banished from consideration. 
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Conclusion 

 The objective approach to the Nestorian controversy, with a full hearing of Nestorius, has 

shown what was really at stake. It was not the communication of properties of the humanity to 

the Logos because Nestorius admitted that principle as long as the qualifications were made. The 

unqualified communication of properties can hardly be said to be essential to the Nicean dogma.  

Nor was the unity of Christ really at stake because Nestorius confessed that Christ is one divine-

human person. The real stake, which any objective observer should be able to agree with, was the 

preservation of the human person of the Gospels. This is more essential than the dangers in the 

theory that the divine and human natures mystically become one compound nature because Cyril 

did not believe in their mixture or confusion but instead always distinguished between them.  

 The decision of the Church of the Roman Empire to fully embrace Cyril’s Alexandrian 

Christology seems to have been an accident of history. It could have easily gone the other way – 

and that would have undoubtedly been the more coherent decision based in the Gospels. But 

Nestorius upset the prevailing piety of his day. The social force was thus already against him. 

Furthermore, the exaltation of Cyril and the condemnation of Nestorius led to an uncritical 

acceptation of the Alexandrian notion that there is no human personality in Jesus. Now, if almost 

the entire Church can’t get this extremely obvious and simple point right for 1,500 years, then 

what is ultimately at stake ecclesiologically is the veracity of its Christian doctrine as a whole.  
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Appendix: 

The Aftermath of the Cyrillian-Nestorian Dispute  

This is here presented in order to show what was at stake in the Nestorian controversy for the 

future of Christianity. Historically, the unanimous belief of theologians in the Catholic, Eastern 

Orthodox, Non-Chalcedonian, Magisterial Reformation (Anglican, Lutheran, Reformed), and 

traditional-minded Congregational and Baptist churches, was that there is absolutely no human 

personality, human entity, or human actor involved in the incarnation whatsoever.  

This was an established teaching of the “orthodox” theologians in the Church of the Roman 

Empire by the 6th century. In the 6th century, Leontius of Byzantium provided the theoretical 

basis for the non-existence of the human person with his concept of the enhypostasia. This states 

that human nature is “hypostasized” in the hypostasis of the Logos. Really, this was just an explicit 

expression of what was implicit in Alexandrian Christology since before the time of Cyril.  

John of Damascus (d. 749) taught the enhypostasia as an actual doctrine in his Orthodox Faith.1 

This became the most authoritative manual of systematic theology for the medieval church.  

The Catholic Encyclopedia states: 

...the Divine Hypostasis (or Person, or Word, or Logos) appropriates to Itself human 
nature, and takes in every respect the place of the human person. In this way, the human 
nature of Christ, though not a human person, loses nothing of the perfection of the perfect 
man; for the Divine Person supplies the place of the human.2 

 

And: 

 

Theologians agree that in the Hypostatic Union the immediate reason why the Sacred 
Humanity, though complete and individual, is not a person is that it is not a subsistence, 
not per se seorsum subsistens.3 

 

It is also believed that the person, which in their view is only divine and not human, is the sole 

actor that does the actions of the natures. The Catholic Encyclopedia states: 

Human nature is the principle of human activities; but only an hypostasis, a person, can 
exercise these activities.4 
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Thomas Aquinas states: “the Divine Person by his union hindered the human nature from having 
its personality.”5 There is an entire section on this in the Summa 3:4:2-3 that is worth reading. 
 
John Meyendorff, an Eastern Orthodox priest and highly respected theologian, states: 

Post-Chalcedonian Christology... rejects the Nestorian view that He was a human 

hypostasis, or person."6 

The major representatives of the Reformed Protestant tradition state: 

 

Charles Hodge:  

"Hence it follows that the human nature of Christ, separately considered, is impersonal. 
To this, indeed, it is objected that intelligence and will constitute personality, and as these 
belong to Christ’s human nature personality cannot be denied to it. A person, however, is 
a suppositum intelligens, but the human nature of Christ is not a suppositum or 
subsistence. To personality both rational substance and distinct subsistence are essential. 
The latter the human nature of Christ never possessed. The Son of God did not unite 
Himself with a human person, but with a human nature. The proof of this is that Christ is 
but one person. The possibility of such a union cannot rationally be denied. ... Human 
nature, therefore, although endowed with intelligence and will, may be, and in fact is, in 
the person of Christ impersonal."7 

 

Louis Berkoff:  

"Christ has a human nature, but He is not a human person. The Person of the Mediator is 
the unchangeable Son of God. In the incarnation He did not change into a human person; 
neither did He adopt a human person. He simply assumed, in addition to His divine 
nature, a human nature, which did not develop into an independent personality, but 
became personal in the Person of the Son of God."8 

 

Augustus Strong:  

... Since the human nature of Christ has not and never had a separate subsistence, it is 
impersonal, and in the God-man the Logos furnishes the principle of personality. It is 
equally important to observe that self-consciousness and self-determination do not belong 
to nature as such but only to personality.9 
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