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Abstract

Since its earliest centuries, Christianity has faced various doctrinal challenges, among which Arianism posed a significant
threat to the orthodox understanding of Christ’s divinity and His relationship with the Father. Arius, relying on both New
Testament passages and rational arguments, proposed that Christ was a created being and not consubstantial with the
Father—a view condemned as heretical in Catholic tle[logy. This study examines Augustine’s response to the Arian
controversy, focusing particularly on his treatise On the Arian Sermon and Its Refutation. Drawing on his letters, sermons,
and theological writings, the study explores how Augustine systematically dismantles Arian doctrine and defends the
divinity of Christ within the framework of Nicene orthodoxy. Moreover, the research evaluates Augustine’s theological
reasoning and rhetorical strategies, highlighting both their strengths and internal inconsistencies. While Augustine accuses
Avrians of doctrinal deviation, his own theological approach occasionally permits the attribution of divine names to non-
divine entities, undermining the absoluteness of his critique. TLis analysis concludes that, although Augustine’s
arguments significantly shaped the development of orthodox Christology, the core theological dilemmas raised by
Arius—particularly concerning the nature of Christ’s subordination—remain partially unresolved within Christian
theology.
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Introduction

The patristic period represents a crucial phase in the formation of Christian theology. During this time, key doctrinal
developments took place: the New Testament canon was solidified, and major creeds such as the Apostles' Creed and the
Nicene Creed were formulated (McGrath, 2016, p. 12-13). These advances were often reactions to theological disputes,
especially those involving figures deemed heretical by the Orthodox Church. Arius stands as one of the most controversial
of these figures. In this study, we investigate Arius’s Christological claims through the lens of Augustine’s theological

*Corresponding author
Moradi, A. and Kavandi, S. (2025). An exposition and critique of Augustine on Arian Christology (with emphasis on the treatise De
Sermonem Arionorum et Contra Sermonem Arionorum). Comparative Theology, 17(1), 53-72.

2322-34210© University of Isfahan
This is an open access article under the CC BY-NC-ND/4.0/ License (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/).

10.22108/coth.2025.143952.1954


https://portal.issn.org/resource/ISSN/2322-3421
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
https://doi.org/10.22108/coth.2025.143952.1954
https://coth.ui.ac.ir/?lang=fa
https://coth.ui.ac.ir/?lang=fa
mailto:alimoradi.it@znu.ac.ir
mailto:drskavandi@znu.ac.ir
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-3936-770X

54 Comparative Theology, Vol. 17, Issue 1, No.35, 2026

response, with a particular focus on his treatise On the Arian Sermon and Its Refutation. The study argues that Augustine’s
critique, though foundational to Catholic doctrine, is not without internal tensions and that some of Arius’s central
objections remain theoretically unresolved in the broader landscape of Christian theology.

Materials and Methods

This study employs a descriptive-analytical method based on library research. The primary source is Augustine’s treatise
On the Arian Sermon and Its Refutation, supplemented by other relevant works such as De Trinitate. The research
involves close textual analysis of both Augustine’s arguments and the theological claims advanced by Arius and his
followers.

Research Findings

Augustine critiques Arian exegesis for attributing divine names (e.g., m3/YHWH) to Christ while maintaining that Christ
is a created being—a move Augustine equates with theological dualism or polytheism. However, a careful review of
Augustine’s own writings reveals a notable inconsistency: he himself allows for divine titles to be applied to non-divine
beings, as evidenced in De Trinitate (3.1:177-179), where he interprets Abraham’s encounter with divine messengers
(Genesis 18) as involving non-divine agents who are nonetheless addressed as “the Lord.” This suggests a precedent
within Scripture for attributing divine titles without asserting ontological divinity. Consequently, Augustine’s rejection
of the Arian distinction between the Logos and the Father appears less justified on purely lexical grounds. Furthermore,
Augustine introduces the term In Persona Dei (“in the person of God”) to justify attributing divine language to angels as
God’s spokesmen (De Trinitate, 3.19:188). His allegorical exegesis in this case contradicts the literalism with which he
critiques the Arians. While he grants lexical and theological flexibility to his own interpretations, he denies the same to
the Arians—revealing a methodological double standard.

Discussion of Results and Conclusion
The Arians based their theology on a literal reading of Scripture, citing passages such as Colossians 1:15 and Proverbs
8:22 to argue that Christ was:

1. A created entity, distinct from the Father’s essence;

2. Devoid of an independent will, acting in full obedience to the Father;

3. Notdivine in Himself, but subordinate in nature and status;

4.  Sent by the Father, and thus ontologically derivative.

They understood Christ’s “likeness” to God (John 5:19) as arising from a unique, ineffable act of generation—without
equating Him with the uncreated God. Augustine, by contrast, condemned Arianism as eisegetical (imposing
preconceived doctrines onto Scripture) and carnal (lacking spiritual insight). However, comparative analysis shows both
camps used selective literal and allegorical interpretations to defend their positions.

e Arians literalized texts affirming Christ’s subordination (e.g., John 14:28),

e Augustine allegorized those same texts but literalized verses affirming Christ’s divinity (e.g., John 10:30).

This discrepancy stems not from divergent hermeneutical frameworks but from theological presuppositions rooted in
Nicene orthodoxy. Augustine’s methodology, while theologically rigorous, sometimes lacks consistency, particularly
when defending divine unity while also employing flexible exegetical methods.

Despite the ecclesiastical rejection of Arianism through the Councils of Nicaea (325) and Constantinople (381), some
of its philosophical questions persist:

o If Christ is “begotten, not made”, how is this metaphysically distinct from being created?

e Why is Arian literalism disqualified when applied to Christ’s subordination, yet accepted in discussions of His
humanity (e.g., Philippians 2:7)?

These unresolved tensions illustrate the limitations of patristic theology in harmonizing Scriptural language with
metaphysical monotheism. Augustine’s legacy remains foundational, yet his anti-Arian polemics invite continued
theological and philosophical scrutiny.
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