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The first thing one should notice from the title of this post is that the document produced at
the Council of Chalcedon in October 451 was not a “creed”; it was a “definition.” 

A creed, properly speaking, is not a statement of what Christians believe about our faith.
(That would be a “confession.”) Instead, a creed is a pledge of allegiance to the Father, the
Son, and the Holy Spirit. Creeds answer the question, “In whom do you believe?” more than
the question “What do you believe?”

Creeds were originally intended for liturgical use, as the people of God affirmed their
allegiance to the persons of the Trinity prior to baptism or the celebration of the Eucharist. In
contrast, a definition is a commentary on a creed, designed to give more terminological
precision to the content of that creed.

The Council of Chalcedon

At the Council of Chalcedon (the Fourth Ecumenical Council in the Greco-Roman world), the
bishops who assembled were firmly convinced that the Nicene Creed was sufficient to affirm
their faith in God, his Son, and his Spirit.

They were right: the Nicene Creed clearly identifies each of the divine persons, shows that
they are equal to one another, and emphasizes that for us and for our salvation, the Son
came down from heaven through the incarnation. At the same time, the bishops at
Chalcedon were under intense pressure from the emperor to produce a new creed, because
he wanted to be able to call himself a new Constantine, presiding over the writing of a creed
as Constantine had done at Nicaea in 325. The bishops also recognized that they needed
more specificity than the Nicene Creed gave about how to understand Christ as both divine
and human. As a result, they decided to write not a creed, but a “definition.”

Contrary to popular opinion, the Chalcedonian Definition is actually about five pages long—
far too long to recite as part of a worship service. It includes the full text of two different
version of the Nicene Creed: the original form from the First Ecumenical Council at Nicaea in
325, and the expanded version (the one familiar to us) from the Second Ecumenical Council
at Constantinople in 381.

It includes descriptions of heresies that had arisen since 381 (Nestorianism—which regarded
Christ not as God the Son incarnate but as a man inspired by God, and Eutychianism—
which truncated the full humanity of the incarnate Son by refusing to accept his
consubstantiality with us). Then the Definition concludes with a paragraph that gives
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specificity and terminological precision to the church’s articulation of the incarnate Christ.
This paragraph is usually regarded mistakenly as being the entire definition, but with that
mistake duly noted, it is still worth our while to read and consider that paragraph.

The Text

As I translate it, the paragraph reads as follows:

Therefore, following the holy fathers, we all unite in teaching that we should confess
one and the same Son, our Lord Jesus Christ. This same one is perfect in deity, and
the same one is perfect in humanity; the same one is true God and true man,
comprising a rational soul and a body. He is of the same essence (homousios) as the
Father according to his deity, and the same one is of the same essence (homousios)
with us according to his humanity, like us in all things except sin. He was begotten
before the ages from the Father according to his deity, but in the last days for us and
our salvation, the same one was born of the Virgin Mary, the bearer of God
(Theotokos), according to his humanity. He is one and the same Christ, Son, Lord, and
Only Begotten, who is made known in two natures (physeis) united unconfusedly,
unchangeably, indivisibly, inseparably. The distinction between the natures (physeis) is
not at all destroyed because of the union, but rather the property of each nature
(physis) is preserved and concurs together into one person (prosopon) and
subsistence (hypostasis). He is not separated or divided into two persons (prosopa),
but he is one and the same Son, the Only Begotten, God the Logos, the Lord Jesus
Christ. This is the way the prophets spoke of him from the beginning, and Jesus Christ
himself instructed us, and the Council of the fathers has handed the faith down to us.

Key Ideas

There are several things we should notice. First, even if one looks only at this paragraph
rather than at the whole definition, it is obvious that it was not meant to be recited in church.
It is written to teachers and leaders, indicating what we should teach about Christ. It is not a
pledge of allegiance on the order of “we believe in one Lord Jesus Christ.” The Chalcedonian
Definition seeks to affirm that the Son, who is fully equal to the Father, has genuinely
become fully human without ceasing to be divine, in order to accomplish our salvation. Share
on X



 Second, this paragraph, like the definition as a whole, is a commentary on one line of the
Nicene Creed, the line that asserts that for us and for our salvation, the Son came down from
heaven and was incarnated. Accordingly, this paragraph insists in no uncertain terms that the
man Jesus after the incarnation is the same person as the eternal Son of God before the
incarnation. The phrases “the same one” and “one and the same” occur eight times in this
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brief paragraph. This personal continuity between the eternal Son and the man Jesus is
essential: Jesus is not (as Nestorius believed) a man with a special connection to God. He is
God the Son himself, who is now fully human because he has become incarnate.

Third, this paragraph provides much more specificity than the Nicene Creed about what it
meant for the Son to come down through the incarnation. It uses the Greek word physis in
the sense of “nature” (previously, many theologians had used that word differently), and thus
it indicates that the incarnate Son is made known “in two natures” (deity and humanity). It
uses two Greek words, prosopon and hypostasis, in the sense of “person,” and thus
emphasizes that the Son is a single person—indeed, the same person before and after the
incarnation.

Thus, the Chalcedonian Definition seeks to affirm that the Son, who is fully equal to the
Father, has genuinely become fully human without ceasing to be divine, in order to
accomplish our salvation.

Sadly, the definition proved to be tragically divisive, as many in the African and Asian
churches misunderstood its use of the word physis and thought it was proclaiming the Son
and Jesus as two different persons. But properly understood, the definition provides
terminological precision for speaking theologically about the incarnation. It isn’t a creed and
was never meant to be, but it helps the theologians—and the rest of us—understand what
we mean when we say in the creed that the one who is “true God from true God” truly “came
down from heaven and was incarnated and was made man.”


