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Papanikolaou- Lesson 7 

 

Big Questions: Why was the crucifixion such a problematic concept for early Christians? 

How does understanding the crucifixion change the way we think about God? 

 

Key Points 

Teachers should understand these few, key points before the lesson, and students should take 

these points away from the class. 

 

A. While all Christians did accept that Jesus was God, they still debated one  

question: How, and to what degree, was Jesus divine? 

B. In the 4th century, St. Emperor Constantine converts to Christianity and  

theological questions such as the debate over Jesus’s divinity begin to have a large 
cultural impact. 

C. The debate comes to a head in the 4th century between St. Athanasius and  

Arius. 

D. Arius thought that Christ could not have been fully divine because this  

would make Christians polytheistic, just like the pagan religion of the day. 

E. St. Athanasius replied that Jesus must be divine, otherwise there is no  

chance for creation to have complete union with God. And if God doesn’t have full union 

with humanity, then there is no hope for our salvation. 

F. Christianity is unique in that we believe that our God is fully God and  

fully man. The fact that God came down and assumed all of our humanity means that the 

human race has great potential when it cooperates with God. 

 

Review 

Ask students: 

1. What did we learn last class? Review your notes and rewrite a key point or takeaway that 

you found significant. If you were absent, your job is to review the student guide from 

last class and then ask your fellow students questions about the points they’re about to 
share. 

Give them 3 or so minutes to review and write, then ask them:  

 Share what you’ve written (go around the room systematically to get feedback) 
 Then ask students who were absent last class: do you have any questions they have about 

their points? Students may not be able to answer their questions, and that’s okay. You can 
affirm the question, and if it’s easy to answer yourself, do so. And if not, say “We’ll hold 
on to that question to see if it’s answered in any of the future classes.” 

 

Finally, review any key points from last class that were missed, especially if they are really 

important for this upcoming lesson.  

 

Preparation for Video Clip 

 This week, we are going learn how Christ’s divinity was hard to accept even for some 

Christians. 
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 We are going to jump right into the lecture. You may want to look at questions 2-7 now; 

they ask about the video clip. 

 

 

2. What did all Christians agree upon? 

 

3. What did many Christians debate about Christ? 

 

4. In what century did this debate come to a head? What event made it possible for this 

debate to be public and culturally relevant? 

 

5. Which prominent people debated this question? 

 

6. Finish the sentence: Arius claims that Jesus must not be fully divine, otherwise .... 

 

7. Finish the sentence: St. Athanasius claims that Jesus must be fully divine, otherwise ... 

 

Reflection on Video 

 review the “key points” of the lecture 

 Then divide the group in two. You will do a “choral reading” of this sermon, which 
reflects upon how the scriptures demonstrate both Christ’s humanity and divinity. One 
group will read aloud all the lines that begin, “If he was not flesh...” The second group 
will read aloud all the lines that begin “And if he was not God...” The groups will 
alternate reading. 

 

If he was not flesh, who stood before Pilate at the judgment seat?  

And if he was not God, who made Pilate’s wife afraid by a dream?  
If he was not flesh, whose garments did the soldiers strip off and divide?  

And if he was not God, how was the sun darkened at the cross?  

If he was not flesh, who was hung on the cross?  

And if he was not God, who shook the earth from its foundations?  

If he was not flesh, whose hands and feet were transfixed by nails?  

And if he was not God, how was the veil of the temple rent, the rocks broken and the graves 

opened?  

If he was not flesh, who cried out, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” 

And if he was not God, who said “Father, forgive them?” 

If he was not flesh, who was hung on a cross with the thieves?  

And if he was not God, how did he say to the thief, “Today you will be with me in Paradise?” 

If he was not flesh, to whom did they offer vinegar and gall?  

And if he was not God, on hearing whose voice did Hades tremble?  

If he was not flesh, whose side did the lance pierce, and blood and water came out?  

And if he was not God, who smashed the gates of Hades and tore apart its bonds? And at whose 

command did the imprisoned dead come out?  

If he was not flesh, whom did the Apostles see in the upper room?  

And if he was not God, how did he enter when the doors were shut?  
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-- St. Ephraim the Syrian, excerpt from Sermon on the Transfiguration 

 

Closing Reflection 

8. React to this statement: “Jesus is perfect because he’s God. I’m only human, after all, so 

he can’t expect too much of me.” Have you ever felt this way? Do you agree with this 

line of thinking? How does this statement relate to the debate between Arius and St. 

Athanasius? 

9. Any final thoughts? 

 

Close with any of the key points that they might not have addressed in their own 

sharing/discussion. 

 

 

At this point, you may choose to hand out the “Key Points” summary page for this lesson.  
 


