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In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.

Last Sunday we celebrated the centennial of the school and the 130th anniversary of the church, and that
was wonderful. But did you know that this year, 2025, the whole church throughout the world is celebrating an
even more significant anniversary?

This year is the 1700th anniversary of the Council of Nicaea, in the year 325 AD, when Emperor
Constantine the Great summoned more than 200 bishops from across the Roman Empire to meet at Nicaea for
the first ecumenical council of the church.

And of course, the most important outcome of the Council of Nicaea was the Nicene Creed, which we
recite every Sunday. The Nicene Creed is the gold standard of orthodoxy. Those who accept it as the true doctrine
of Scripture are Christians. Those who reject it are heretics.

Now the Nicene Creed was written in response to the heresy of Arianism, which was spreading like
wildfire across the Roman Empire in the early 300s. Arianism began in the province of Egypt, in Alexandria, with
a preacher named Arius who rejected the doctrine of the Trinity.

Arius taught that the relationship between God the Father and his only-begotten Son is like the relationship
between human fathers and their sons. Just as a human father exists before his son is begotten, Arius said that
God the Father must have existed before the Son. So Arius said, “There was a when when he was not.” There was
a time when he, the Son, did not yet exist.

And after the Son was begotten, Arius taught, then the Son and the Father together created the heavens
and the earth and everything else. But for Arius, the Father alone is the supreme eternal God. The Son, he said, is
a separate being, begotten at a moment in time. So he’s not eternal. He’s a lesser god, a lesser deity.

As you see, Arianism undermines Christ. It takes away from his glory. It tells us that Jesus is not to be
worshipped with the Father and Holy Spirit, because he is less than the Father.

Yet we know that in the beginning was the Word, and the Word with God, and the Word was God. That’s
John 1:1, the decisive verse that proves that even in the beginning, from eternity, the Son is eternally begotten of
the Father. The Son is not begotten in time in the same way that a human father begets a human son, he is divinely
begotten from eternity.

Here’s a good way to think about it. A human father begets a fully human son. I mean, I’m a man, a human
being. And so my son James, he’s fully human too. He’s not subhuman. So it is with God the Father and the Son.
Just as a man begets a man, God begets God.

So at the Council of Nicaea, the Christian bishops came together to condemn Arianism. They composed
the Nicene Creed: “We believe in one Lord Jesus Christ, the only begotten Son of God, begotten his Father before
all worlds.” And they went on to explain what “begotten of his Father before all worlds” really means. It means
that Jesus is God of God, light of light, very God of very God, begotten not made. He’s of one substance with the
Father, not a lesser God, he’s of one and the same essence. The Father is essentially God, and so the Son eternally,
from eternity, is begotten of his Father and shares the same divine nature.

Now, all this may seem too abstract for us to care. [ mean, why does a 1700-year-old heresy matter today?
Well, it matters very much. You need to believe that Jesus is fully God, because that is the teaching of Scripture.
Just look at our epistle reading today. Paul says, “Pay careful attention to yourself and to all the flock in which
the Holy Spirit has made you overseers to care for the church of God, which he obtained with his own blood.”

God obtained the church with his own blood. Think about it! God has blood. God the Son became a true
man, living and breathing, with human blood like ours in his veins. And he poured out that holy, precious blood,
as the payment, the ransom, to purchase you, the church, and redeem you from hell, and wash you clean from sin,
and present you to himself as his bride, spotless and pure, sanctified in his blood.

And now you, the church, you partake of the lifegiving blood of God. God serves his blood to you in the
cup, in holy communion. You drink the holy blood of God the Son, given and shed for you for the forgiveness of
all your sins.

If Arius was right, if Jesus is not fully God, then the blood of Jesus is not the blood of God, and the ransom
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Jesus paid for your sins in his blood was a smaller payment, smaller than if God himself had died. And if Arius
was right, if Jesus is not fully God, then the sacrifice Jesus made for you was less costly, and therefore you owe
him smaller thanks and praise for your salvation.

And if Arius was right, then the wine you drink in communion is not God’s lifegiving blood, it has no
power to give you eternal life. And if Jesus is not fully God, then you who are baptized into Christ are not baptized
into God, you have no share in God. Truly, if Arius was right, then your faith is in vain and you may as well quit
being a Christian.

But there it is, right there in Acts 20:28! God purchased the church with his own blood. And since God
the Son paid his blood to redeem you and purchase the church, therefore he is able to give you all the good things
that belong to God: forgiveness, life, and salvation. For Jesus Christ is true God, and all these blessings are his to
give.

So do not fall away! Cling to this precious teaching that Jesus is God, of one substance with the Father
and the Holy Spirit. Pay careful attention to yourselves, and beware of the fierce wolves who always seek to
infiltrate the church, men speaking twisted things to destroy the flock. Twisted men like Arius, who led so many
astray in ancient times, and whose teaching still leads many astray today in false churches like the Jehovah’s
Witnesses, who are Arians.

Beware of false prophets! As the apostle Paul sternly warned in our reading today from Acts, exhorting
the pastors of the church in Ephesus, “I know that after my departure fierce wolves will come in among you, not
sparing the flock. Therefore be alert.”

And as Jesus himself said, “Beware of false prophets, who come to you in sheep’s clothing but inwardly
are ravenous wolves. You will recognize them by their fruits.” But let’s talk about that for a moment. “You will
recognize them by their fruits.” Well, what is the fruit of a prophet? How should we understand these words of
Jesus? Many people think that recognizing them by their fruits means you will know a true prophet by his
goodness and external righteousness, and you will know a bad prophet by his sins and bad behavior.

But that’s not right. A prophet is sent to speak. So the fruits a prophet produces are the things he says.
“You will recognize them by their fruits,” means: Pay close attention to the words of those who speak to you in
God’s name — pastors and preachers and prophets. Examine what they say, to see if their words are in accord with
Scripture. Know the Bible and know sound doctrine, so you can recognize and distinguish good fruit from bad,
good teaching from bad.

So for prophets and preachers, good fruit is good teaching, good doctrine, which produces the good fruit
of faith, faith in Jesus. And faith in Christ leads to good fruits of the Spirit: repentance and righteous living. But
good prophets will always glorify Christ and speak of him. On the other hand, false prophets always try to
diminish him. They try, like Arius, to reduce his glory, making him a lesser savior and a lesser God. They magnify
anyone else, anything else.

False prophets will draw your attention to themselves, and their charisma. Or they’ll encourage you to
find the truth within yourself, and seek what brings you happiness. Or they’ll emphasize your human rights, that
you have a right to be treated fairly, and make your own life choices, as long as you don’t harm anyone else. Or
they’l1l tell you that the future of the church depends on you, how hard you work and how much you give. It’s all
about you, or them; anyone but Jesus.

Anyone but Jesus, that’s the game. Anything but what he’s done for you, through the sacrifice of his blood.
So that’s how to recognize them by their fruits. Just ask: Does this preacher point my faith to Jesus Christ
crucified? Or does he draw my attention somewhere else?

The problem is, so many preachers in the world today are wolves in sheep’s clothing. They dress up their
lies so piously. Their outward behavior is very good and kind and appealing. The world is full of nice, polite
people who deny Christ. So do not be self-confident. Don’t fool yourself and imagine you can easily detect false
doctrine. If it were that easy, Arianism would be have been silenced right away after the Council of Nicaea.

But it wasn’t. The Arians didn’t disappear. In fact, in the years after the Council of Nicaea, the Arians
actually grew in power. They won the ear of the emperor by their pious behavior and persuasive arguments. For
50 years, it actually looked like orthodox doctrine might go extinct.

Thanks be to God for faithful pastors, shepherds like Athanasius, who held firmly to the word of God.
After the Council of Nicaea, Athanasius devoted his life to fighting against the Arians, exposing their false
doctrine and defending the Trinity. And he suffered greatly for it. He was exiled five times in his life; he spent 17



years in exile, yet he never stopped speaking the truth.

It wasn’t until the year 381, after Athanasius died, that all the bishops finally agreed, through the tireless
work of Athanasius and other faithful preachers like Basil of Cesarea, Gregory of Nyssa, and Gregory Nazianzen.
It wasn’t until 381 at the Council of Constantinople that the church finally listened to the truth of the Scriptures
and affirmed the Nicene Creed. Only then was Arianism decisively condemned.

Thanks be to God for maintaining pure doctrine, so the truth did not die out. Thanks be to God for sending
good and faithful shepherds to the church throughout all these centuries, 2000 years of the church. Pastors to
expose the ravenous wolves and remove the sheep’s clothing of their lies. Thanks be to God, that the true gospel
still stands firm in our Lutheran churches today, the saving gospel of Jesus Christ, true God and true Man, who
poured out his blood for us men and for our salvation.

So hold on to Christ. Beware of false prophets. Doctrine is subtle, and there are so many denominations
teaching so many different things. It’s easy to just throw up our hands and say, “Who cares, it’s impossible to get
everything right!” But we do have the truth, plainly written in Scripture and explained in the Nicene Creed. It’s
worthwhile to seek it, and study it, and continually correct ourselves and other Christians by the word, because it
all relates to Christ.

So strengthen us and keep us vigilant against false teaching, O Lord! Give us faithful men like Athanasius,
faithful prophets to stand and fight. To boldly denounce and expose the false prophets and false gospels of our
time, all heresies that reduce Christ our Savior to a mere example, or cheerleader, or life coach, all heresies that
glorify ourselves and minimize our sin.

Protect and defend us, O God, lest we be snatched away by ravenous wolves. Do not let our ears be
seduced by pious lies. Keep us steadfast in your word, that we may enjoy the good blessings of your holy,
forgiving blood, poured out for our salvation. Amen.

And now I commend you to God and to the word of his grace, which is able to build you up and to give
you the inheritance among all those who are sanctified. Amen.



