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Key Points So Far 

• Our study of the councils shows the “human” 
side of the Church, BUT… 

• It also shows that the Holy Spirit is able to 
use “flawed” humans to declare the Truth, 
AND… 

• The promise of Christ – that the Holy Spirit 
would guide the *Church* into all Truth was 
delivered, and still is today.  
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Key Points So Far 

Key Point: The Holy Spirit is given to the 
Church, which includes both clergy and laity.  
This is why a Council of Bishops must still be 
received by the Church. 

 Are all Councils, even “imperial” councils, 
 received? 

  No (e.g. Robber’s Synod, Council of 
  Florence, & many, many others) 



Key Points So Far 

Key Point: 

 Innovation = Bad 

 Faithfulness to Tradition (both written 
 and oral) = Good 

 

St. Gregory of Nyssa, On Not Three Gods (4th c.) 
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one who breaks images).  The opposition to 
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Key Terms 

• Iconoclasm, Iconoclast:  (Gr. Image-breaking, 
one who breaks images).  The opposition to 
icons/images in the Church. 

• Iconodule/Iconophile: (Gr. “one who serves 
images” and “one who loves images”).  The 
name given to those who support and 
venerate icons/images in the Church. 



Historical Context 

The Seventh Ecumenical Council took place in 
A.D. 787 (over 750 years after the Resurrection 
of Christ). 

 

 What was the opposition to icons? 



Historical Context 

“You shall have no other gods before me. You shall 
not make for yourself a graven image, or any 
likeness of anything that is in heaven above, or 
that is in the earth beneath, or that is in the water 
under the earth; you shall not bow down to them 
or serve them; for I the Lord your God am a 
jealous God, visiting the iniquity of the fathers 
upon the children to the third and the fourth 
generation of those who hate me, but showing 
steadfast love to thousands of those who love me 
and keep my commandments.” ~Exodus 20:3-6, 
RSV 



Historical Context 

 

 Was this understood as “no images in 
 worship” or “no images in the Temple” or 
 “no images in the synagogue”? 



Historical Context 

“And you shall make two cherubim of gold; of 
hammered work shall you make them, on the two 
ends of the mercy seat. Make one cherub on the 
one end, and one cherub on the other end; of one 
piece with the mercy seat shall you make the 
cherubim on its two ends. The cherubim shall 
spread out their wings above, overshadowing the 
mercy seat with their wings, their faces one to 
another; toward the mercy seat shall the faces of 
the cherubim be.” ~Exodus 25:18-20, RSV 



Historical Context 

“Moreover you shall make the tabernacle with 
ten curtains of fine woven linen and blue, 
purple, and scarlet thread; with artistic designs 
of cherubim you shall weave them…” ~Exodus 
26:1, NKJV 



Historical Context 
“Inside the inner sanctuary he made two cherubim of olive wood, each ten cubits 
high. One wing of the cherub was five cubits, and the other wing of the cherub five 
cubits: ten cubits from the tip of one wing to the tip of the other. And the other 
cherub was ten cubits; both cherubim were of the same size and shape. The height 
of one cherub was ten cubits, and so was the other cherub. Then he set the 
cherubim inside the inner room; and they stretched out the wings of the cherubim 
so that the wing of the one touched one wall, and the wing of the other cherub 
touched the other wall. And their wings touched each other in the middle of the 
room. Also he overlaid the cherubim with gold. Then he carved all the walls of the 
temple all around, both the inner and outer sanctuaries, with carved figures of 
cherubim, palm trees, and open flowers. And the floor of the temple he overlaid 
with gold, both the inner and outer sanctuaries. For the entrance of the inner 
sanctuary he made doors of olive wood; the lintel and doorposts were one-fifth of 
the wall. The two doors were of olive wood; and he carved on them figures of 
cherubim, palm trees, and open flowers, and overlaid them with gold; and he 
spread gold on the cherubim and on the palm trees. So for the door of the 
sanctuary he also made doorposts of olive wood, one-fourth of the wall. And the 
two doors were of cypress wood; two panels comprised one folding door, and two 
panels comprised the other folding door. Then he carved cherubim, palm trees, 
and open flowers on them, and overlaid them with gold applied evenly on the 
carved work.” ~1 Kings 6:25-31, NKJV 



Historical Context 



Historical Context 

 

What about in the period after the 
Resurrection of Christ? 



4th century mosaic, depicting Sampson (Sampson & Goliath) 
Huqoq, near Capernaum 



3rd century icon, depicting Esther, Syria 



5th-6th c., Zodiac, Mt. Carmel 



3rd c., altar, ‘East’? Wall, Syria 



Historical Context 

Each of those images, which are commonplace 
in archaeological finds… 
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Each of those images, which are commonplace 
in archaeological finds… 

 

 …were Jewish synagogues. 



Icon of Mary nursing 
Christ 
3rd c. 
Catacomb of Priscilla 
Rome 



Icon of Mary  and Christ 
4th c. 
Catacombs, Rome 



The Cubicles of the Sacraments 
Catacombs of St. Callixtus 
3rd c., Rome 



Who is this? 
 
Catacombs of St. Callixtus 
3rd c., Rome 



Who is this? 
 
4th c. 





4th c., catacombs 



Catacomb of St. Thecla  
4th c. 



Santa Pudenziana  
5th c. 



The Basilica di Santa Maria Maggiore 
5th c. 



Historical Context 

 

Images in both Jewish and Christian worship 
had a long history – from the Tabernacle of 
Moses to the Temple of Solomon the 
Synagogues of the Jews and into the Christian 
churches. 

According to tradition, St. Luke created the first 
image of Mary.  (Theodorus Lector, early 6th c.) 



Historical Context 

Was there any controversy about images in that 
time? 
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Historical Context 

Was there any controversy about images in that 
time? 

  Yes. 

So, why was there a controversy? 

 

 Jewish – Christian polemics 

 Judaizing Christian sects 

 Perhaps, in places, too much adoration of 
 icons 



Historical Context 

The “valid” use of icons had some challengers, 
even among some fathers, throughout the first 
seven centuries, but it was neither a major 
issue nor was it mainstream. 

 

Aside from the continuity of practice, some 
church fathers briefly defended the use of icons 
(St. Basil, St. Gregory of Nyssa, et al.) 



The Road to Nicaea 

The “Byzantine” Empire (i.e. later, Eastern 
Roman Empire) was in decline.  
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The Road to Nicaea 

In A.D. 717, Leo III (the Isaurian) became 
emperor. (r. 717-740) 

 

 Major siege of Constantinople by the 
 Mulsims – lasted a year and a half. 

 

In 726, Leo III came out against sacred 
images/icons.  Why?  



The Road to Nicaea 

Leo III’s opposition to icons: 

 

 From Syria: Jewish/Muslim influences 

 Loss of Empire=punishment from God 

  Blamed veneration of icons 

 Abuses, by monastics and by iconodules 

 

Aside from propaganda, Leo destroyed the 
image of Christ over the palace gate.  



The Road to Nicaea 

 

A strong and even violent response ensued. 

 

St. John of Damascus wrote “In Defense of 
Icons” in 730. (excerpt supplied) 

 

In 731, the Pope of Rome convened a council 
and excommunicated iconoclasts. 



The Road to Nicaea 

In A.D. 740, Constantine V ascended as 
emperor of the Byzantine Empire (r. 740-775) 

 

Intensified attacks and destruction of icons. 

 

Held a council at Heiria in 754 condemning 
icons: the only icon is the Eucharist. 



The Road to Nicaea 

In A.D. 775, Leo IV ascended as emperor of the 
Byzantine Empire (r. 775-780) 

 

Married Irene the Athenian, a strong iconophile 
who supported the monks and sacred images. 

 

Leo died after five years, leaving Irene as regent 
for her son, Constantine VI. 



The Council of Nicaea II (787) 

Between 258-335 bishops present, including 
representatives of the Pope of Rome and the 
Patriarchs of Antioch and Alexandria. 
 

Veneration of icons restored in the Church.  
 

“To make our confession short, we keep 
unchanged all the ecclesiastical traditions handed 
down to us, whether in writing or verbally, one of 
which is the making of pictorial representations…” 



Aftermath 

Irene and Constantine VI 

 

813 Leo V, iconclast 

815, Council condemns 787 Council and Icons 

843, under Theodora, Methodius reinstates 
icons 

 

Sunday of Orthodoxy during Lent  

 




