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ABSTRACT

This study examines “Tritheism” in Miaphysite
Christianity as portrayed in the Syriac Ecclesiastical
History (EH) of John of Ephesus. Drawing on EH 3.5.1-12,
where trinitarian discourse is central, this paper offers a
glimpse into the turbulent sixth-century Christian
context. After outlining the movement’s historical
emergence and key figures — above all Conon of Tarsus,
Eugenius of Seleucia, and their intellectual predecessor
John Philoponus — the study scrutinizes John’s portrayal
of the Cononite position and assesses whether the charge
of “Tritheism” reflects genuine theological disagreement
or polemical distortion. Special attention is given to the
philosophical underpinnings of Philoponus’s trinitarian
thought and its reception among the Cononites, whose
appropriation of Aristotelian categories led to
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accusations of introducing a plurality of divine essences
and natures into Christian theology. The paper argues
that Philoponus was likely misunderstood by his critics
and that the label “Tritheism” obscures rather than
clarifies the movement’s theological intentions. In
conclusion, alternative designations — “Cononites,”
“Athanasians,” or ‘“Philoponians” — are proposed as
historically more adequate terms for describing the
followers of this trinitarian tradition.

1. INTRODUCTION

A phenomenon known as “Tritheism” arose in the sixth century
after the Council of Chalcedon.’ In his Ecclesiastical History,
John of Ephesus extensively addresses the emergence of the
“Tritheists,” who had originated from the Miaphysite
movement (EH 3.51-12). The main intellectual figure

1 Cf. Peter Gemeinhardt, Geschichte des Christentums in der Spdtantike
(Tiibingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2022), 369: “Dass unter den Miaphysiten
theologische Debatten gefithrt wurden, schwichte ihre Position
gegeniiber den Kaisern: So war vor allem der ‘Tritheismus’ umstritten, den
manche lauern sahen, wenn man Kyrills Rede von einer Natur und einer
Hypostase vom christologischen in den trinitarischen Bereich tibertrug —
dann wiirde sich analog zu den goéttlichen Hypostasen die Natur Gottes
verdreifachen. Im Fokus standen besonders die Schriften des
alexandrinischen Neuplatonikers und Theologen Johannes Philoponus.”
Cf. also Wolf-Dieter Hauschild and Volker Henning Drecoll, Lehrbuch der
Kirchen- und Dogmengeschichte Bd. 1. Alte Kirche und Mittelalter (6. Aufl.;
Giitersloh: Giitersloher Verlagshaus, 2019), 362.

2 Concerning the overarching objective of John of Ephesus’ Ecclesiastical
History, refer to the analysis of William Bunce, “Flawed Forensics:
Miaphysites on Trial in the Courts of Justin II” (Hugoye 26:1 [2023]), 55: “He
(sc. John of Ephesus) thereby sought to justify in his work the refusal of
miaphysite clergy to accept the council of Chalcedon and its enforcement
by rendering the legal practices of its proponents suspect.” Because of the
many Greek loan words in Syriac Ecclesiastical History, John certainly
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associated with them is John Philoponus (1 ca. 575).® As
inheritors of Philoponus’ philosophical work, Conon (Kévwv) of
Tarsus* and his associate Eugenius (Edyéviog) of Seleucia® took
his ideas and built their foundation upon it. The question arises:
What did these so-called “Tritheists” believe? They were
accused of insinuating and hinting at a belief in “three gods”
within Christian theology.

2. ACCUSATION OF TRITHEISM

The accusation of Tritheism is regularly directed at certain
representatives of the Miaphysite movement. John of Ephesus
identifies Conon (Kévwv) of Tarsus and his associate Eugenius
(Edyéviog) of Seleucia in Isauria as “Tritheistic” leaders.’® Both

knew Greek well. Still, he chose to write his work in Syriac in order to write
for his Miaphysite community. Cf. Muriel Debié, L’écriture de ['histoire en
syriaque: transmissions interculturelles et constructions identitaires entre
hellénisme et islam, Late Antique History and Religion 12 (Leuven: Peeters,
2015), 440-441. Hartmut Leppin has described the Syriac Ecclesiastical
History of John as “a variant of Greek Christian historiography as it
developed in the late antique Roman Empire.” Hartmut Leppin, “The
Roman Empire in John of Ephesus’s Church History: Being Roman, Writing
Syriac,” in Historiography and Space in Late Antiquity, ed. Peter van
Nuffelen (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2019), 131.
3 Cf. Alois Grillmeier, Jesus der Christus im Glauben der Kirche. Band 2/4: Die
Kirche von Alexandrien mit Nubien und Athiopien nach 451 (Freiburg:
Herder, 1990), 134-138.
Cf. Beate Regina Suchla, “Conon von Tarsus,” in Lexikon der antiken
christlichen Literatur, ed. Siegmar Dopp and Wilhelm Geerlings (Freiburg:
Herder, 2002), 163; For Conon und Eugenius, see Ernest Honigmann,
Evéques et évéchés monophysites d’Asie antérieure au VI* siécle, CSCO 127,
Subsidia 2 (Louvain: Durbecq, 1951), 1779-188.
Cf. Alois Grillmeier, Jesus der Christus im Glauben der Kirche. Band 2/3: Die
Kirchen von Jerusalem und Antiochen nach 451 bis 600 (Freiburg: Herder,
2002), 284-286.
Additionally, John Philoponus is regarded as the intellectual promoter of
the “Tritheistic” view through his writings. On the “tritheistic” view, cf.
Silvio Roggo, The Conflict over the Patriarchate of Constantinople under
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were the first Severian bishops consecrated by Jacob Baradaeus
(t 578).” Around 600 AD, Timothy of Constantinople,®
presumably a presbyter at Hagia Sophia, wrote a treatise titled
De receptione haereticorum, in which he addresses the beliefs of
the Cononites (Kovwvitat) regarding the doctrines of the Trinity
and the Resurrection. The followers of Conon of Tarsus “profess
that the holy and consubstantial Trinity is one essence or
nature, one divinity or God, not in number, but in the
undifferentiated identity of divinity.” A number cannot
determine the unity of divinity but is completely equal
(dmapdAiaxtog) within itself.

Furthermore, Timothy cites the confession of the Cononites,
stating that “in truth, according to essence and nature, each one
is God, namely Father, Son, and Holy Spirit; the Holy Trinity

Eutychios and John Scholastikos (552—582) and Its Impact on Imperial
Religious Policy (Cambridge: University of Cambridge, 2022), 98-100;
Albert Van Roey and Pauline Allen, Monophysite Texts of the Sixth Century,
Orientalia Lovaniensia analecta 56 (Leuven: Peeters, 1994), 122-143.

John of Ephesus was also consecrated bishop of Ephesus by Jacob
Baradaeus in 558. Cf. Alexander Petrovich Dyakonov, John of Ephesus and
His Ecclesiastical-Historical Works (Saint Petersburg: V. F. Kirschbaum,
1908), 5. For more historical background on John of Ephesus, see Jeanne-
Nicole Mellon Saint-Laurent, Missionary Stories and the Formation of the
Syriac Churches, Transformation of the Classical Heritage 55 (Oakland,
California: University of California Press, 2015), 72—79; Christine
Shepardson, A Memory of Violence. Syriac Christianity and the
Radicalization of Religious Difference in Late Antiquity (Oakland, California:
University of California Press, 2025), 207—245.

7
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Cf. Christiane Schmidt, “Timotheus von Konstantinopel,” in Lexikon der
antiken christlichen Literatur, ed. Siegmar Dopp and Wilhelm Geerlings
(Freiburg: Herder, 2002), 696.

Timothy of Constantinople, De receptione haereticorum (PG 86/1,61A7—-10):
Miav 3¢ odaiav, fyouwv @iaw, xai plav b ta, Tyouv Oedv v dylav xal
opoovatov Tpidda oporoyodaowy, odx dpldu®, dAAG TH dmapaAddxte Thg
fedmTog TawTéd™TL.

©
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consists of three hypostases and three persons.””” However,
according to Timothy, what distinguishes the Cononite
doctrine is that “they also speak of three substances and natures
numerically, which are equal without any distinction within the
divinity.”” The three obciat and ¢@loeig are therefore to be
understood as undifferentiated and perfectly equal
(amapaAAdaxtws) within the divine unity. As the Cononites
speak of three substances and natures within the divine Trinity,
they go beyond what was established as the binding confession
of plo odola or piaig — Tpels dmootdoelg in the Godhead at the
Council of Constantinople (381 AD). The terminological
determination of the divine Trinity by the Cononites leads to
the accusation of “Tritheism” in their conception of God.
Photius (ca. 810-893/894) also confirms in his work
Bibliotheca that Conon and Eugenius initially make pious
statements about theology by defining the Trinity as of the
same essence and nature (Tpidda opoodatov xal époeuy) and
believing in one God and one divinity.” However, according to
Photius, they commit blasphemy when they speak of “separate
essences, distinct divinities, and unique natures” (pepudg
ovaiag xal duag fedtag xal idxdg guoelg) of the Father, the
Son, and the Holy Spirit.” Here, Photius seems to employ a

* Timothy of Constantinople, De receptione haereticorum (PG 86/1, 61A1-5):
oftives xal adtol dpohoyodotl Bedv el xatd dARBetay, xal odatay xal pvow
Exaatov- Tov Iatépa Aéyw, xal Tov Yiov, xal 1o dytov Ivedpa Tpels bmoatdaelg
™V aylav Tprdda xal Tpia TpdowmaL.

" Timothy of Constantinople, De receptione haereticorum (PG 86/1, 61A5—7):
€1 v xad Tpels Tvag T aptdud odaiag xal piaels loag dmapaAAdtwg xatd
™V BedmTa Adyovtes.

™ Photius, bibl. 24, 5b (Henry 1, 15,14-16): Obtot 8¢ Tdg pév dAhag mepl Ty
Beohoyiav Aéyovat puvag edaefels, Tptdda duootatov xal opogui, xal fedv Evar
xadi piov BedmTa

¥ Photius, bibl. 24, 5b (Henry I, 15,16—20): BAacgnuodat 8¢ Aéyovteg ueptndg
odalag xal iBedg Bedmyrag xal Budg @ooelg Tov TaTtépa xal TOV LGV xal TO
dytov mvedpar Eawtols Te xal Tf dAvOeia poydpevol: xal dAAa dtta Anpodat
TOPATAYTIX TAVTYG THG RATAUOTYTOS.
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polemical exaggeration when attributing the notion of “specific
divinities” to the Cononites in their doctrine of the Trinity.

Timothy reports in his account that the Cononites explicitly
deny the notion of “three gods” within the divine Trinity:
“However, they avoid saying three gods or divinities.”* They do
not go so far, but they equate dméoracis (hypostasis) with ¢iaig
(nature) and then transfer the synonymous meaning to odcia
(essence), allowing them to speak of three essences and natures
within the Godhead. Theodoret of Cyrus had already
emphasized in his Eranistes that “according to external
wisdom” (i.e., Greek philosophy), “there is no difference”
between odgia and Oméotacig.® This  synonymous
understanding appears to be present in the Cononite doctrine
of the Trinity, so they do not have any difficulty speaking of
three essences and three natures in the sense of the three
hypostases. However, they would certainly reject the notion of
“three divinities,” which is more of a polemical accusation
against their Trinitarian doctrine."

Timothy accuses the so-called “Tritheists” (Tpibeitat) of
blasphemy against the Holy Trinity in his work De receptione
haereticorum due to their use of the terms odaiat (essences) and
@boelg (natures) to describe multiple aspects within the

* Timothy of Constantinople, De receptione haereticorum (PG 86/1, 61A10f.):
Tpels 3¢ Beods 1) Bedmytag Aéyew mapartodvral.

' Theodoret of Cyrus, Eranistes dial. 1 (Ettlinger 64,9-10): EPAN. "Exet Tva
Srapopav 1) odaia pog v dmdataaty; OPO. Katd uév v Bopabey gopiav odx
gxel. Cf. Christophe Erismann, “The Trinity, Universals, and Particular
Substances: Philoponus and Roscelin” (Traditio 63 [2008]), 279.

' Cf. Joseph M. Schonfelder, Die Kirchengeschichte des Johannes von Ephesus.
Aus dem Syrischen iibersetzt. Mit einer Abhandlung iiber die Tritheiten
(Miinchen: J. J. Lentner, 1862), 282: “Wohl ist es wahr, die sg. Tritheiten
lehrten ‘drei Usien und drei Naturen der Zahl nach ohne Verschiedenheit
gleich’, aber nicht drei Gottheiten und Gotter.”
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Trinity.” Similarly, John of Ephesus, a somewhat younger
contemporary, also criticizes the Cononites. In his Ecclesiastical
History, he reports that Conon (ecan/Kévwv) and his followers
“dare to enumerate natures, essences, divinities, and gods in the
holy and consubstantial Trinity.”® John thus condenses the
Cononite position into this concise description. He accuses
them of believing in multiple divinities within the Trinity. He
attempts to discredit them as “heretics” without genuinely
grasping the theological intentions behind their Trinitarian
doctrine or providing a detailed account.

In the fifth book, John of Ephesus reports that the Cononites
in Constantinople attempted to reconcile with the Miaphysite
Christians, whom he calls the Church of the Orthodox. These
Cononites had originally come from the Miaphysite Church,
aiming to present a united front against the Chalcedonians and
seek reconciliation. From the outset, John characterizes them
as those who proclaim “essences, natures, and divinities” and
have thus distanced themselves from the Orthodox Miaphysite
Church.” However, John reveals that they did not affirm “three
gods or divinities” in their Trinitarian doctrine, as evidenced by
the demand from the Orthodox Miaphysites addressed to the
Cononites. They were required to cease speaking of “essences
and natures within the Trinity” to prevent the introduction of a

"7 Timothy of Constantinople, De receptione haereticorum (PG 86/1, 44A5-
8/Benesevi¢, Syntagma, 730,7-10): Tptleitat- ol Sexdpevol TOV YPAUUUATINSY
oV Agydpevov Piddmovov, udAdov 8¢ Matatdmovoy- xal ovalag xal piaelg Emt
T dylag Tptddog PAacenuobvreg.

*® John of Ephesus, EH 3.1.31 (. 19rb Kiel):

,\.un:zuzm (.Jcm ' QUOIMI MYsT o QAo A am V\:\)&\r( =150 liam mo
&\.-qu.c\ ~hrio fhadulds rmlo whadlra cumdra Kua RS ih
awards

* John of Ephesus, EH 3.5.8 (f. 12ora Kiel):

00m piadi= nla = homika <isa hadu eriasn wlm liam aa
~00m einsd= camal > axa
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plurality of gods and divinities into Christianity, which would
be akin to paganism.*’

John indicates that they did not advocate “three gods or
divinities” in their Trinitarian doctrine; this accusation appears
to be a polemical consequence of using the terms “three
natures” and “three essences” in their theology. The presbyter
Timothy aligns with John of Ephesus in his account (tpeis 3¢
Beolg 1) OedmTag Aéyew mapartobvtar).” The concern of both
critics of “Tritheism” is the potential introduction of polytheism
into Christian theology, which they are determined to prevent.
However, the Cononites refuse to comply with the demand
made upon them and respond: “We are unable to deny the
existence of essences and natures in numbers.”** For them, the
ovaiat and guoelg are understood as the three hypostases of the
Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit, and they see no reason to
abandon this terminology.

Following the failure of the attempts at union in
Constantinople, the Cononites traveled to Alexandria and
Antioch to convince the church leaders there of their
Trinitarian theology (EH 3.5.9). They composed a libellus
(ecd=s)) for the Miaphysite Patriarch Damian of Alexandria
(ca. 578-606/607)* to win him over to their understanding of
God and establish church communion with him.* In this

** John of Ephesus, EH 3.5.8 (f. 120ra—120rb Kiel):
w0om3 3 im ¢ caraato caradur aam passhdi=mo icallsy adia a
~al hot o wlm (=0 Ay iedhasduldis Kuso wuwE eis
-.r\’&\c\.\.‘)vmi:s AL dasdh e were ~homla
* Timothy of Constantinople, De receptione haereticorum (PG 86/1, 61A10—
11).
** John of Ephesus, EH 3.5.8 (f. 120rb Kiel):
JETREN T <\ uaa hadurds s ity A
* Cf. Bettina Windau, “Damian von Alexandrien,” in Lexikon der antiken
christlichen Literatur, ed. Siegmar Dopp and Wilhelm Geerlings (Freiburg:
Herder, 2002), 185-186.
*4 John of Ephesus, EH 3.5.9 (f. 120va Kiel):
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document, they articulated their creed. In response, Damian
demanded that they renounce the idea of a “multiplicity of
natures and essences” and additionally anathematize the two
writings of John Philoponus, whom they invoked as a source.”
Cononites did not reject one of Philoponus’s writings on the
Trinity; however, they abandoned Philoponus’s concept of the
resurrection, but they could not part with Philoponus’s doctrine
of the Trinity. In the treatise on the resurrection, John
Grammaticus teaches: “There is no resurrection for these
bodies, but other bodies arise, and they attain to the
resurrection from the dead.”*® Since the Cononites continued to
adhere to their Trinitarian theology, Damian, a staunch
opponent of Tritheism, anathematized them and refused them
communion in the church.”

A similar situation occurred in Antioch, as confirmed by the
presbyter Timothy. After their failed attempts to form a union
with the Patriarchs of Constantinople, Alexandria, and Antioch,
the Cononites composed another document. In this text, they
presented a collection of excerpts (florilegia) as evidence for
their Trinitarian doctrine, citing quotes from various
recognized Church Fathers who also spoke of a “multiplicity of
many natures and substances.”*® They used these citations to

“OMmIm) 7000 iNmaldon CRIAD Wlsi @M 38 wim Wy 3a
c\.up:nl ~dhaals famisy plmor et i ow 1a Had Jis b
camduroh duimard 1a .calol Larnsa sinmaled ._Q eahye
% <am ~<i\a o ad <u=al asioo Lms Lo
* John of Ephesus, EH 3.5.9 (f. 120va—120vb Kiel):
hodura Kua hori o1 I (0 Lol doy camim Aod ap A 3aa
A\ caims wlm mmasdia comsiddo wan\ =i @woad Lot sada
LESAWIDT 00M @O - INA @S0 v llv:ou e 1w adl e
caxnid o caloany calan < Lml® haranw A\ oor oo e adal
26John of Ephesus EH 3.5.5 (f. 18va-118vb Kiel):
doual phe caima rpam Dise A A e wlm) oo duls
~du= dus e
*7 John of Ephesus, EH 3.5.9 (f. 120va—120vb Kiel).
* John of Ephesus, EH 3.5.10 (f. 121ra Kiel):
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support the Cononite doctrine, asserting that their belief was
consistent with the teachings of these respected Church
Fathers. According to John of Ephesus, they sought to
substantiate their claims of multiple gods in this manner,
attempting to discredit the orthodox Fathers as authorities.

3. HISTORICAL CLASSIFICATION OF THE SO-
CALLED “TRITHEISTS” IN JOHN OF EPHESUS

The so-called “Tritheistic’ movement has its origins in John
Askotzanges (‘Aoxoloyyng), a Miaphysite from Apamea in
Syria.*” Michael the Syrian asserts that he was the originator of
Tritheism, thereby attributing to him the responsibility for the
theological crisis within Miaphysitism in the second half of the
sixth century.” Consequently, John Askotzanges is regarded as
a foundational figure in the genesis of Tritheism, signifying the
onset of its “archaic phase” (557-567) in Constantinople.*

~dudnd 1 Cdum Kah woxd cim A hamas oy wlm
i comlal (I (003 L EeinmT et KA Lin Kdhdsa
- QIAI0 KRANSD LAl UlS) L AmhATNID I Ay

* John of Ephesus, EH 3.5.10 (f. 121ra Kiel):
olam A A ~am ~.(.s&l:7m (.A.;_‘zv ~AA W ~<dhadures 1 Qd
el Kot no KA mlka hamlis s Ay -amoadis
eria=a

% Cf. Johannes Zachhuber, The Rise of Christian Theology and the End of
Ancient Metaphysics. Patristic Philosophy from the Cappadocian Fathers to
John of Damascus (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2020), 156-161.

¥ Michael the Syrian, Chronique IX 30 (V) (Chabot II, 251—255); see also the
shorter report in Gregory Bar Hebraeus, Chronicon ecclesiasticum 1
(Abeloos/Lamy I, 223—225).

# Cf. Carlo dell'Osso, “II triteismo nel VI secolo: la fase arcaica (557-567)"
(Augustinianum 60:1 [2020]), 189—207. Carlo dell’Osso shows that the first
phase of “Tritheism” (557—567) remained confined to Constantinople: “In
tal senso, la questione triteista, almeno nella sua prima fase, va considerata
come un fenomeno costantinopolitano, dovuto molto probabilmente alla
presenza e all’arrivo nella capitale di elementi egiziani e siriaci, che, benché
fossero tutti di estrazione severiana, erano tuttavia concettualmente e
dottrinalmente distanti fra loro.” Ibid. 207.
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Following this initial phase, the so-called “Tritheistic”
movement expanded beyond Constantinople, spreading
among the Miaphysites from Antioch to Alexandria.*® In John
of Ephesus’s Ecclesiastical History, the primary figures
associated with the so-called “Tritheism” are identified as
Conon, Eugenius, and their adherents.* A second significant
group consists of the Athanasians, who trace their theological
lineage to Athanasius, the grandson of Empress Theodora. A
notable point of convergence between these two groups is their
shared reliance on John Philoponus, who served as a
foundational figure for the development of their respective
theological positions.

At the beginning of the fifth book, John of Ephesus reports
that he engaged extensively with the representatives of
“Tritheism.” Their leaders, Conon and Eugenius, attempted to
convince John himself of their Trinitarian doctrine and win him
over to their viewpoint.* However, John resisted and
endeavored to refute their theological position.* According to

% Cf. Grillmeier, Jesus der Christus im Glauben der Kirche. Band 2/3, 279—291.

% Cf. ibid. 285: “Um 568 stellen wir eine deutliche Spaltung der severianisch-
jakobitischen Kirche in zwei Parteien fest, und zwar in Konstantinopel, in
Syrien und Agypten. Die Bischofe Conon und Eugen treten nun mit ihren
tritheistischen Ansichten deutlich hervor. Als Mundhir, der Fiirst der
Ghassaniden und Anhénger des Jakob Baradai, im Jahre 569 in
Konstantinopel weilte, versammelte er orthodoxe Bischéfe in seinem
Haus und legte den Bischéfen Conon und Eugenius eine Encyclica vor,
unterzeichnet von orthodoxen Bischofen Syriens und Konstantinopels,
worin die rechte Trinitdtslehre im Sinn des verstorbenen Patriarchen
Theodosius verteidigt wurde. Beide verweigerten aber, selbst nach
Gewihrung einer Bedenkzeit von 5 Tagen, die Unterschrift. So wurde ihre
Absetzung ausgesprochen und der ganzen jakobitisch-severianischen
Kirche bekannt gemacht.”

% Cf. Albert Van Roey, “La controverse trithéite jusqu'a 'excommunication
de Conon et d’Eugeéne (557-569)” (OLP 16 [1985]), 141-165.

% John of Ephesus, EH 3.5.1 (f. n7ra-n7va Kiel). For the condemnation of
Conon and Eugenius, see the chapter “On Not Three Gods” by Phil Booth,
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his testimony, John wrote several treatises against their
Trinitarian doctrine, none of which have been preserved.” He
refers to these writings in the fifth chapter of the fifth book of
his Ecclesiastical History, where he discusses “those who
proclaim gods” (<)< ,nia=ox) in detail®® John examines
their theological reasons and the historical development of
their emergence, which he witnessed firsthand as a
contemporary.

Conon of Tarsus is depicted as the primary leader of the
“Tritheistic” movement during John of Ephesus’s time. He lived
in the latter half of the sixth century and served as the Bishop of
Tarsus. He worked alongside his associate Eugenius of Seleucia.
Both leaders hailed from the province of Cilicia, which appears
to have been the center and missionary territory of the
Cononites. According to John’s account, Conon often resided in
the capital city and sought the emperor’s support for his
Trinitarian standpoint. Another prominent figure in the
“Tritheistic” movement mentioned by John is Athanasius, the
grandson of the Miaphysite-leaning Empress. Together with
Conon and Eugenius, they formed a triumvirate that attempted
to sway John of Ephesus through generous gifts and offerings.
They sought ecclesiastical authority, enabling them to
consecrate other bishops and send them to church provinces.
Failing to achieve success with their approach in
Constantinople, which John attributes to his intervention
against Conon and Eugenius, they managed to win over a
certain Theonas, who had been consecrated as a bishop on the
orders of Patriarch Theodosius.* Together with Theonas, they

“John of Ephesus: Historian on the Edge.” Millennium 22 (2025): 203—256,
esp. 228-233.
% John of Ephesus, EH 3.5.3 (f. 118ra Kiel).
3 John of Ephesus, EH 3.5.5 (f. n8va Kiel):
wmd poimy Sl Ao il niasn camdinalan camdaas) A
o3 iams cd am adam wduiasas ad
% Cf. Honigmann, Evéques et évéchés monophysites, 184.



Nikolai Kiel 183

subsequently consecrated many bishops. They dispatched
them, like-minded individuals, to the church provinces.*

Athanasius, as the grandson of Theodora, appears to have
played a mediating role in this context. He leveraged his familial
connections at the imperial court to facilitate Conon and
Eugenius’ access to key figures in church politics. According to
John's account, Athanasius was quite wealthy. He devoted his
entire fortune and, during his lifetime, designated the emperor
and empress as his heirs. He also generously included his
comrade Conon in his will, specifying that Conon should
receive ten pounds from the inheritance immediately upon his
passing.

Furthermore, Athanasius stipulated that Conon should
continue to receive an annual allowance of two pounds to
support his livelihood and missionary activities.” However, a
rift emerged between Athanasius and Conon following the
sealing of the will. The disagreement centered on John
Philoponus’s doctrine of the resurrection, which caused
dissension among the allies.

While Conon and Eugenius rejected Philoponus’s
conception of resurrection, Athanasius, a loyal follower of
Grammaticus, adhered to Philoponus’s doctrine of
resurrection. Consequently, a rift developed between Conon
and Athanasius, each anathematizing the other and composing
polemical writings for public consumption. When this conflict
arose, Athanasius intended to disinherit his former ally Conon.
However, Athanasius passed away suddenly, preventing him

% John of Ephesus, EH 3.5. (f. n7va Kiel).

# John of Ephesus, EH 3.5.7 (f. ngrb—11gva Kiel):
oy @1 b edidd Aaduils combs cuwio Adadds Liam pao
by ~amads Kom 1on. umIh ~odux ein dusy = Damhi
«0m1=) alal &kr-d aar ,moias i a0 .~halsala <als) hiava
»mOisrgoy siany <y omy max @ @ ar 1a RO disda
~amad Aoy ~<amy an 9 e i\ pav e mxail mla Adady
Aor <amy wdur daa i edid et s @m0 I wa wles
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from amending his will during his lifetime. As a result, Conon
was able to benefit fully from Athanasius’s financial support
and maintain his livelihood.* Throughout his life, Conon
remained a beneficiary of his former ally and strategically used
the financial resources for his missionary work and to
disseminate his Trinitarian theological views.

4. JOHN PHILOPONUS AS THE INTELLECTUAL
THINKER OF THE SO-CALLED “TRITHEISM”

In EH 3.5.5, John of Ephesus primarily attributes the intellectual
inspiration for the so-called “Tritheism” to the writings of John
Philoponus, also known as Grammaticus. John of Ephesus
states:

Concerning the error and the division of those who
proclaim gods and concerning the reasons by which they
came to this, we have briefly reported in the preceding
books, as well as regarding the destructive writings of the
error of John Grammaticus of Alexandria, one of which®,
the first, only further strengthened them in all their error.
They all held on to this (writing) unanimously, carried it

# John of Ephesus, EH 3.5.7 (f. 119va Kiel):
.c0mdns harala amir oo oumih am @ipa aa), ~~odur <amla
ais AL hins dusder oda ara iain) Lamiea ham aay aaa
iodual dualuiy <om arvdisn vamIhi? 3a 00m ana ~amasaas
e dor sade ~<odur dwdhad 10 dum Mr > .laia) swasiaa

o ~<om _-..&m
* Brooks adds the phrase cami= after asa e to clarify the connection
between the one writing and the “destructive writings” indicated by the
demonstrative pronoun edem. The singular writing among the “destructive
writings” served to reinforce the adherents of John Philoponus in their
comprehension of an alternative conception of the Trinity of God. This
likely refers to the treatise De Trinitate by Philoponus, preserved in Syriac
fragments (CPG 7268). The integration of .ami= by Brooks serves to
establish a clear connection between the singular writing and the corpus
of writings attributed to John Philoponus, thereby validating its inclusion
as a reasonable and acceptable emendation.
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like a gospel (easdzgardy ware), and were very proud
of it.*

John of Ephesus does not explicitly specify which of John
Philoponus’s works he refers to. He briefly alludes to its content
as the cause for the theological foundation of the Cononite
Trinitarian doctrine. He is likely referring to Philoponus’s De
Trinitate, as preserved in Syriac fragments (CPG 7268).* In this
work, Philoponus articulates his Trinitarian theological
perspective, which convinced his readers and earned him a
high reputation.

John Philoponus’s Trinitarian theological position can be
understood primarily through his major Christological work,
the Diaetetes (Atytyg), composed in 553. This text is fully
preserved in two Syriac manuscripts, and there are also Greek
fragments from Chapters 4 and 7, which John of Damascus
accurately reproduces in his work De haeresibus. Philoponus
uses precise terminology in Trinitarian theology, attempting to

* John of Ephesus, EH 3.5.5 (f. 18va Kiel):

(.Jml M= 3N Mo iwm\ e ,n\mé-\*nlan ,n\m&\c\.u)v A
Aauy odha Mo .(.Jcn >0y <idmo é am Aaam duians o
rASDI0 QM QM) a3 (.n.\m inmaley wan\ =iy QAasa oo\
w) Eaia=0 L nerd _o\mh @) com Uy am anlo a\w sc\\mla)
.o eim:&u::m .?g*mrdn werd
% Cf. Albert Van Roey, “Les fragments trithéites de Jean Philopon” (OLP 1
(1980]), 135163, esp. 148-152 (textus), 158-160 (translatio latina). This
writing was very probably written by Philoponus in 567 AD. Cf. Uwe
Michael Lang, “Patristic argument and the use of philosophy in the
Tritheist controversy of the sixth century,” in The Mystery of the Holy
Trinity in the Fathers of the Church. The Proceedings of the Fourth Patristic
Conference, Maynooth, 1999, Irish Theological Quarterly Monograph Series
3, ed. D. Vincent Twomey and Lewis Ayres (Dublin: Four Courts Press,
2007), 79-99, 95. See the new edition and English translation of John
Philoponus’ De Trinitate by David Vasquez, “The Syriac Fragments of John
Philoponus’ De Trinitate: A New Edition and English Translation,” in Die
Bibel zum Sprechen bringen. Festschrift zu Ehren von Holger Strutwolf,
ANTF 61, ed. Marie-Luise Lakmann, Gregory S. Paulson, and Jan Graefe

(Berlin and Boston: Walter de Gruyter, 2025), 425-437.
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explore it through Aristotelian principles.* The discussions in
the Diaetetes preserved in Greek should take precedence in
understanding his Trinitarian theological considerations.

Since the Philoponic perspective has been constantly
accused of transferring the concept of nature in the sense of the
three hypostases into the divine unity, it is crucial first to
establish how the Alexandrian Grammaticus understands and
makes use of the term ¢voig in the context of theology:*
“Regarding the common and universal existing principle of
human nature, even though it is in itself only one, it is still
multiplied insofar as it exists in many subjects, being complete
and not partial in each subject, just as the concept of a ship in
the shipbuilder is only one, which is multiplied in many ships
and thus exists.”**

With further examples, Philoponus illustrates the general
concept of a thing, which can only be realized in plurality and
thus becomes specific: the one idea (8ewpyua) in the mind of
the teacher, which becomes a reality in the students; the one
pattern (tumog) of a signet ring, which is multiplied in many

“In Diaetetes 7 = John of Damaskus, Haer. 83 addit. (PTS 22, 51,34—39 Kotter),
Philoponus explicitly refers to the Peripatetics when he comments on the
definition of dnéotaoig as distinct from giaotg.

" Concerning John Philoponus’ understanding of the divine Trinity cf. Dirk
Krausmiiller, “Divine Genus — Divine Species: John Philoponus’ Impact on
Contemporary Chalcedonian Theology,” in The Mystery of Christ in the
Fathers of the Church: Essays in Honour of D. Vincent Twomey SVD, ed. Janet
Rutherford and David Woods (Dublin: Four Courts Press, 2012), 94-105;
Dirk Krausmiiller, “Under the Spell of John Philoponus: How Chalcedonian
Theologians of the Late Patristic Period Attempted to Safeguard the
Oneness of God” (JThS 68 (2017]), 625—649.

4 John Philoponus, Diaetetes 4 = John of Damaskus, Haer. 83 addit. (PTS 22,
50,5—-8 Kotter): ‘O ydip xotvog xal xa@dAov Tijg Tod dvpwmov ghoews Adyog, &l
xal adTdG xaf Eautéy elg EaTwy, GAN obv &v moAlols dmoxelpévols YIvduevog
TOAAG YiveTal, 6AOXAY)p0g &v Exdatw xal 00X ATtd puépoug LTLAp) WY, WaTEP Kal
6 &v 1@ vory® tod mholov Adyos el dv mAnBivetar év ool doxetpévolg
YOUEVOG.
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impressions; even the numerous ships and humans constitute
the common nature of a ship and a human.* From these
examples, he concludes:

Just as there are many ships, many humans, many
impressions, and numerous thoughts in terms of number

in individual things, which are separated and not united

in this way, in the common genus (1@ xow® 3¢ idet), the

many humans are a unity, the many ships are a unity,

likewise, thoughts and impressions, in the concordance

of their representation, possess a unity. So, in one

respect, these things are many and separated from each

other, but in another respect, they are united and form a

unity.*

In this understanding, Philoponus presents a dual concept
of nature. On the one hand, the general and shared type and
genus are expressed in each ¢uoig, and on the other hand, this
@Vaig becomes visible and perceptible only in each individual
entity.” Therefore, the many humans, as a common human

* John Philoponus, Diaetetes 4 = John of Damaskus, Haer. 83 addit. (PTS 22,
50,8—12 Kotter): OUtw 8¢ xal 10 &v ¢ Sidaondiw Bewpypa €v &v 6 idiw Adyw,

(¥ (¥
’

8tav &v Tolg Sidaanouévols yivytal, cupumAnBivetar adtols 8hov €v éxdatey

ywdpevov. Ipogétt 82 xal 6 &v 1@ Soetulie TOMoS el Bv &v Theloo éxpayelolg

6A0G €V EXATT YIVOUEVOG TTOAAG AOLTTOV ETTL TE Xl AéYETAL.
% John Philoponus, Diaetetes 4 = John of Damaskus, Haer. 83 addit. (PTS 22,
50,12—51,18 Kotter): “Qate ta moAAd TAola xal ot moAAol dvBpwmot xai Ta
éxparyeior & TOAAG xat Ta &v Tolg mAeioat pabyTais vonpuata Tolg pev dTépolg
TAglovar TUYYAVEL )arTd TOV dptBuov xal TadTy Stypnpéva Eatl xal ovy NVwuéva,
T4 xow@ 8¢ eidet ol ToANol dvBpwmot elg TuyYdvouat xal T& TOAAL Aol Ev xal
Ta vouata 3¢ woaldTwg xal T Exporyele T TauTOTYTL ToD EXTUTTWUATOS TO £V
gxovaw. "Qate Tabta xat’ GAA0 Mév TOAAL €Tt xal dypnuéva, xat dAAo 3¢
MVepéva xal €v.
Cf. Schonfelder, Abhandlung iiber die Tritheiten, 288: “Ph.(iloponus) lehrt
die Unterscheidung von ‘Natur’ in abstracto und concreto; unter ersterer
versteht er den ‘allgemeinen Begriff, die allgemeine Beschaffenheit —
wowds Adyos, communis ratio — €180¢ — Gattung’ — und sie kann nach seiner

@

philosophischen Argumentation nur in den Individuen existieren oder
real sein (ytveaOat).”
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nature, form a unity, which becomes a reality in each person.
Philoponus applies this dual concept of the term ¢iaois to the
Godhead and can thus reconcile his understanding of the
Trinity with church tradition:

However, that the teaching of the Church holds these
same considerations about natures and hypostases is
evident from the fact that we confess one nature of the
Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit; we also teach of
them three hypostases or persons, each of whom is
distinguished from the others by a particular property
(idt6mti tivi). What, indeed, could the one nature of the
Godhead (pio pioig fedtyrog) or the common principle of
the divine nature be, considered by itself and viewed
separately from the peculiarity of the individual
hypostasis?>2

The one nature of God cannot be separated from the
individual hypostases of the Godhead; rather, it is realized in
them, namely, in the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. In this
sense, Philoponus applies the concept of a1 to the idea of the
divine Trinity, so that the one nature of God manifests itself in
each divine hypostasis.® However, the Alexandrian

5 John Philoponus, Diaetetes 7 = John of Damaskus, Haer. 83 addit. (PTS 22,
52,68—73 Kotter): "Ott 3¢ tadtag tag €wolag mepl Te @loewv Exel xal
drootdoewy ¥ The o aiag Sidaaxaie, SHtov €& Gv piav uév giow ToTpds Te
xai viod xat dylov mvedpatog dpuoAoyoduey, Tpels 3¢ TAG ToOTWY VTOTTATELS
Hiyouv ta mpbowma Soypartiopey, xad &g Exaatov YT TV EX TAV AoV
Sroepivetat. Tiyap dv ein pla poatg Bedmtog 1) 6 xotvdg Thg Oelag pdoews Adyog
adTog xad’ govtov Bewpodpevos xal Tf €mwola Tig Exdatyg DmoTTATEWS
1016 TOG XEXWPITUEVOS;

% Cf. Richard Sorabji, “John Philoponus,” in Philoponus and the Rejection of
Aristotelian Science, Second Edition, ed. Richard Sorabji (London: Institute
of Classical Studies, 2010), 71: “Philoponus had to develop his own
interpretation of, and arguments for, the monophysite position. Among
other things, he argues that his opponents themselves allow that Christ is
only one hypostasis, distinct from the other two in the Trinity. But if there
is only one hypostasis, there should be only one nature.”
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Grammaticus avoids the complete identification of the divine
eVaig with the dméotacig, which his opponents consistently
attributed to him: “Therefore, nature and hypostasis would
almost be the same according to this meaning of nature, except
that the name of the hypostasis contains the attributes that are
thought and added alongside the common nature in each
individual, according to which they are distinct from one
another.”* Each hypostasis should not be completely identified
with the one nature of God; instead, the one common nature of
God is individually and distinctly perceptible in each of the
divine hypostases, namely, in the Father, the Son, and the Holy
Spirit.”

From the Incarnation of God, Philoponus derives the
consistency of his concept of nature. Since he posits a nature of
God-Logos incarnate in the flesh, the general ¢ioigc of God
manifests itself in Christ as a hypostatic individual. From his
Miaphysite Christology, the Aristotelian Grammaticus
concludes the inner divine Trinitarian relationship:

5 John Philoponus, Diaetetes 7 = John of Damaskus, Haer. 83 addit. (PTS 22,
53,92—95 Kotter): “Qate oxedov xatd todTo THS QUIEWSG TO THUAVOUEVOY
TowTov v el @baig xal dméoTactg, TAYY 6Tt TO Tig UmooTdgewg Svopa
TUVETIIVOOULEVALS EXEL Xatl TAG ETTLYIVOUEVAS TTAPGL TV KOV QUTLY EXATTL TRV
aTépwy iStétyTag, kol dg dAANAWY xeXWPLTTAL.

5% Cf. however Grillmeier, Jesus der Christus im Glauben der Kirche. Band 2/3,
290: “Hypostase’ fillt zusammen mit ‘Einzelnatur’. Er betont ausdriicklich,
dafl im Blick auf die konkrete Einzelnatur mit ihrer singularissima
exsistentia (uepixwtdm Ymapkic) oder bei dieser Bedeutung von Natur,
Natur und Hypostase fast dasselbe seien. Daraus ergibt sich fiir die Trinitt,
dafd Vater, Sohn und Geist drei Hypostasen in der Form von drei konkreten
Einzelnaturen sind. Philoponus findet darin den Vorteil, daf8 die
Inkarnation nicht der gemeinsam gottlichen Wesenheit, sondern der ganz
konkreten Person oder Hypostase des Sohnes, zugeschrieben werden
kann. Dafl aber die eine Gottheit nur durch Abstraktion von den
Proprietiten der Einzelhypostasen in Gedanken existiert, nimmt er in
Kauf. Er erwégt iiberhaupt nicht die Idee der numerisch einen gottlichen
Natur in den drei Hypostasen.”
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We certainly do not say that the common divinity
contemplated in the Holy Trinity became flesh.
Otherwise, we would assert the incarnation of the Father
and the Holy Spirit. But we also do not proclaim that the
common principle of human nature has been united
with the God-Logos. For otherwise, it would be rightly
said again that the God-Logos had united with all
humans born before the arrival of the Logos and those
who exist thereafter. However, it is clear that here, by
‘nature, we mean the one that was peculiar in the
hypostasis of the Logos of the common divinity.
Therefore, we also confess one nature of the incarnate
God-Logos (piav gvow tod Beod Adyou gecapxwpéwy)>®,
which we distinguish from that of the Father and the
Holy Spirit by the addition of the God-Logos.*’

% This formulation (plov @i Tod Beod Adyou cecaprwpévyv) comes from
Apollinaris of Laodicea: Ad Iovianum 1 (Lietzmann 250,6—251,3): xai elvat
TV adTov vidv Beod xal Bedv xartd Tvedpa, vidv 3¢ dvBpTov xorTd Tdpxa, 0D Sho
PUTELS TOV Evat LIV, piay TpoTKUVYTHY ol piay dTTPoTxHVYTOV, GAAS oy @lTY
oD Be0D Adyou aecapxwUEVNY XAl TPOTHUVOUUEVYY ETA THS Topxdg adTod mid
mpooxuwael. See further Nikolai Kiel, “The Reception of the Nicene Creed
in the Christology of Apollinaris of Laodicea,”in Nicaea 325 -
2025. Forscher aus dem Osten und Westen Europas an den Quellen des
gemeinsamen Glaubens. Studientagung Kalamata, 20. - 23. September 2023,
Pro Oriente XLV, ed. Theresia Hainthaler, Franz Mali, Gregor
Emmenegger, and Alexey Morozov (Miinster: Aschendorff,
2026) (forthcoming); Nikolai Kiel, “Apollinaris von Laodizea als Initiator
des Miaphysitismus. Die Christologie des Apollinaris in seiner Apodeixis in
Auseinandersetzung mit Diodor von Tarsus,” in Die Bibel zum Sprechen
bringen. Festschrift zu Ehren von Holger Strutwolf, ANTF 61, ed. Marie-Luise
Lakmann, Gregory S. Paulson, and Jan Graefe (Berlin and Boston: Walter
de Gruyter, 2025), 449—460.

57 John Philoponus, Diaetetes 7 = John of Damaskus, Haer. 83 addit. (PTS 22,
52,79—-53,88 Kotter): O ydp v v xowiv €mti g drylag TpLddog voouuévnv Tig
Bedmtog sedaprdadal papev- oltw yap dv tod matpdg xal Tod drylov TveduaTog
xotnyopodpey v evavBphmyatv. AAX 0ddE Tov xowdy THg dvbpwTtivys pioewg
Adyov Nveadat Té) Bed Adyw mpeaPedopev- olitw ydp TAALY xal Tolg Ted Tig Tod
Adyov Emdnuiag yevopévolg avBpwmolg xal Tolg KET adTHV €gopévolg Amaaty
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In essence, Philoponus is explaining that although the
common divinity of the Holy Trinity did not become incarnate,
the unique nature of the incarnate God-Logos is distinct from
the nature of the Father and the Holy Spirit. This nature of the
incarnate God-Logos is the one that became manifest in Christ
as a hypostatic individual through the Incarnation, and it differs
from the divine nature shared by the Father and the Holy Spirit.

The Incarnation of God is thus the key to understanding
Philoponus’ trinitarian speculations. The divine hypostasis is
manifested in the incarnate nature of the God-Logos.
Philoponus derives insights about the Trinity of God from this
Miaphysite Christology and seeks to understand and rethink
the general nature of God through the hypostasis of God.* The
misunderstanding of this trinitarian perspective, where
Philoponus is presumed to have posited three natures in the
sense of three essences and divinities, is evident upon
superficial reading of Philoponus’ writings.”

Mv&adat dv 6 Tod B0l Adyog ducaiwg EAéyeto. AAAa SHjAov, 8Tt platv BedtrTog
évtabfd qapev ™V év T} Omoogtdoel Tod Adyou Tig xowijg BedtnTog
¢Edacdeloay plow. “Ofev xai piav @iow Tod Bzod Adyou ceoopxwuéwy
oporoyoduey, adtd @ mpoabeivat Tod Beod Adyou dmoxpivavteg adthy Tod Te
moatpog xal Tod dylov mvedpatog.

% Cf. Uwe Michael Lang, “Notes on John Philoponus and the Tritheist
Controversy in the Sixth Century” (OrChr 85 (2001]), 23—40.

% Johannes Zachhuber recently argues that in a fragment of Philoponus,
there is an alleged mention of “three gods.” Cf. Zachhuber, The Rise of
Christian Theology, 163—164: “At the same time, Philoponus maintained
that God can be understood as one albeit not ‘in one thing’ but ‘only in
mind and reason’. When seen in his hypostases, however, there are ‘three
substances and three gods’.” However, the fragment speaks of “three
substances and three natures,” not three divinities: “Three substances,
though, are from God and the natures, as they are distinguished in three
hypostases ( palad= 1a <uso <ol pmsdu okuwer e1 &
~=éins).” Philoponus, fr. 29 (157,7—9 Van Roey). The term “three gods” is
not present in this fragment, only the reference to “three substances and
three natures.”
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John of Ephesus certainly understands it this way, as he
accuses the Cononites, who rely on Philoponus’ trinitarian
explanations, of believing in three natures and essences and
consequently, in three divinities.”” He counters them with his
understanding of orthodox theology and proclaims a creed:
“The faith of the Church confesses one God recognized in three
persons, the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. Three persons,
three names, one divinity, one essence, one nature, one
dominion, power, will, kingdom, authority, and might in
heaven and on earth; one — three and three — one, without
division and mixture.””

5. CONCLUSION

John Philoponus - the intellectual leader of the Cononites and
the Athanasians during the time of John of Ephesus — almost
certainly did not hold a belief in three gods. Philoponus seems
to have been misunderstood by his opponents and wrongly
vilified as an inspiration for “Tritheism.” The specific way in
which the Cononites conceived the doctrine of the Trinity
cannot be determined from their writings, since they explicitly

% Cf. Jan van Ginkel, John of Ephesus: A Monophysite Historian in Sixth-
Century Byzantium (Groningen: Rijksuniversiteit Groningen, 1995), 181:
“John has no intention of presenting a detailed and complete account of
his opponents’ beliefs, but gives a short and negative interpretation of
those elements in their theological opinion which distinguish the
opponents from Monophysitism. While describing the doctrinal dispute
between Tritheites and Monophysites the former are said to have become
like pagans, since they believe in a number of gods. This is John’s
interpretation of their insistence that all hypostases within the Trinity
must have their own nature and essence.”

* John of Ephesus, EH 3.5.8 (f. 120rb Kiel):

<ot u=din Alds Andor cbram fmle as i harms
< hamle . ~d\d whsr . ~<d\d odin .o ~saiia ioia
~<&haal=a ~uo.a isa . <an oIz an s < dhadurca
daa Ay 1 dldo dld 1 s ioa asarsy awarda 1\ ara
~Aalas e
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referred to John Philoponus and studied his works. Therefore,
the reconstruction of the Cononite Trinitarian doctrine can
only be based on Philoponus’s explanations.

Referring to the “Tritheists” by the names of their leaders
might be more fitting, since such designations, while also
externally imposed, do not immediately accuse them of heresy.
The terms “Cononites” and “Athanasians” (according to
Athanasius, the grandson of Empress Theodora) would
therefore be more appropriate for describing the followers of
John Philoponus’ Trinitarian doctrine. A broader reference to
these groups as “Philoponians” also makes sense, given that
they consciously understood themselves as recipients of
Philoponus’ Trinitarian views.
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