
THE WOMAN  ·  SESSION 7

Session 7: Theotokos
Mother of God

LEADER PREPARATION GUIDE

SESSION OVERVIEW

Discovery Aim. The group discovers that 'Mother of God' is a claim about Jesus before it is a claim about 
Mary, traces the title from Elizabeth's Spirit-filled greeting to the Council of Ephesus, and learns why 
denying it unravels the Incarnation itself.

Catholic Touchstone. Mary truly 'Mother of God,' since she is the mother of the eternal Son of God made 
man (CCC 495; 466).

What You Need to Know

Every Marian doctrine guards a Christological one, and none more visibly than tonight's. Theotokos, 
God-bearer, Mother of God, is not first a compliment to Mary; it is a fence around the identity of her Son. 
The logic is short enough for an index card: (1) Mary is truly the mother of Jesus. (2) Jesus is truly God, 
one divine person, the eternal Word made flesh (John 1:1, 14). (3) Mothers are mothers of persons, not of 
natures or of body-parts; your mother did not create your soul, yet she is not merely the mother of your 
body but of you. Therefore Mary is the mother of a person who is God: Mother of God. To refuse the 
conclusion, one must deny a premise, and both premises are the Gospel.

The history sharpens the point. In 428 Nestorius, archbishop of Constantinople, began preaching against 
the ancient title Theotokos, proposing Christotokos, Christ-bearer, instead. His instinct sounds humble: 
surely God, eternal and unoriginate, has no mother. But the correction quietly divided Christ: if Mary is 
mother only of 'the Christ' and not of God the Son, then the man Jesus and the divine Word are two 
subjects loosely allied rather than one 'who.' The Council of Ephesus (431), led by St. Cyril of Alexandria, 
saw that the whole Gospel hangs on the one 'who': the one who was born of Mary is the same one who is 
eternally begotten of the Father; the one who hung on the Cross is the same one through whom all 
things were made. Otherwise God did not truly become man, did not truly die for us, and we are not 
truly saved.

The title's roots run far earlier than the controversy. Elizabeth, 'filled with the Holy Spirit,' greets Mary 
as 'the mother of my Lord' (Luke 1:43), and tonight's live discovery lets the group weigh what Lord is 
doing in Luke's Greek. St. Paul gives the structural sentence: 'God sent forth his Son, born of woman' 
(Galatians 4:4): the sent Son and the born one are one subject. And around the year 107, on the road to 
his martyrdom, St. Ignatius of Antioch writes as if the matter were already settled grammar: 'our God, 
Jesus Christ, was conceived by Mary' (translations vary slightly: some read 'Jesus the Christ,' and 
'according to the appointment' or 'dispensation' of God). Ephesus did not invent; it defended.

Expect the Diana objection tonight and relish it, because the geography refutes it. Critics note that 
Ephesus, the council's own city, was the ancient center of the cult of Artemis (Diana), 'great is Artemis 
of the Ephesians' (Acts 19:28), and suggest Theotokos is mother-goddess paganism baptized. In fact the 
direction runs opposite: the council's definition is a strictly Christological instrument, its debates are 
about the unity of Christ's person, and the Church of that very generation had already condemned 
worship of Mary as heresy: St. Epiphanius, writing decades before Ephesus, denounced the Collyridian 
sect for offering sacrifice to her. A mother-goddess is worshiped for her own power; the Theotokos is 
honored precisely and only because of her Son. The title makes Mary's greatness derivative by 
definition.
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Old Testament Roots and Fulfillment

'Born of woman' as the hinge of salvation history: Galatians 4:4–5 compresses the whole plan into one 
sentence: God sent forth his Son, born of woman, born under the law, to redeem those under the law, so 
that we might receive adoption as sons. The Son is sent from eternity and born in time, one subject in 
both clauses; and the purpose clause makes tonight practical: he took our birth so we could receive his 
sonship.

The Word made flesh: John 1:1 and 1:14 supply the second premise in its highest form: the Word who 
was God 'became flesh and dwelt among us.' Became, not inhabited, not partnered with. What Mary 
carried and bore was not a vehicle the Word would later drive; it was the Word himself, having made 
our nature his own.

'The mother of my Lord': in Luke's Gospel, saturated as it is with the Greek Old Testament, Kyrios is 
above all the name that stands in for the divine Name. Tonight the group counts its uses in Luke 1:39–56 
and watches the same word land on the God of Israel and on the child in Mary's womb within three 
verses.

Voices of the Church

VOICE OF THE CHURCH: ST. IGNATIUS OF ANTIOCH

"For our God, Jesus Christ, was conceived by Mary according to God's plan, of the seed of David and of the 
Holy Spirit." Written around the year 107 by a bishop being marched to his death, within living memory 
of the apostles: the grammar of Theotokos, three centuries before the council that defended it.

Letter to the Ephesians 18:2 (rendered from the Greek)

VOICE OF THE CHURCH: ST. CYRIL OF ALEXANDRIA

St. Cyril teaches, in substance, that the holy virgin is Theotokos because the Word, being personally 
united to flesh from the womb, is said to be born according to the flesh; there are not two sons, one of 
God and one of Mary, but one and the same Son, Lord, and Christ. Refuse her the title, he argues, and you 
have refused him the Incarnation.

Second Letter to Nestorius (summary)

VOICE OF THE CHURCH: THE COUNCIL OF EPHESUS

The third ecumenical council (431) confessed that the holy virgin is Theotokos, since she bore according 
to the flesh the Word of God made flesh, and anathematized the division of the one Christ into two 
persons. This is the Church defining, in her most solemn voice, that Mother of God is a statement about 
who Jesus is.

Council of Ephesus, 431 (summary of its definition)

Catechism Connection

CCC 495 teaches that Elizabeth's greeting 'mother of my Lord' already hails Mary as mother of him who 
is the Lord, and that the Church confesses her as truly Mother of God (Theotokos) since the one she 
conceived as man is none other than the Father's eternal Son.

CCC 466 gives the doctrinal history: against Nestorius, the Council of Ephesus confessed that Mary 'truly 
became the Mother of God by the human conception of the Son of God in her womb.' CCC 509 supplies 
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the one-sentence summary for the room. Cite these as written; tonight's index-card syllogism is a 
faithful compression of them, and should be presented as such.

Thread Watch

THREAD WATCH (LEADER ONLY)

No threads move tonight, and that is strategic: the room gets one clean, load-bearing Christology session 
before next week's payoff. But end the night with logistics said twice and printed on the Take-Home: 
NEXT SESSION EVERYONE BRINGS TAKE-HOME 1 WITH THEIR SEALED MY GUESS BOX. The guesses 
open next week. A guess left at home deflates the ceremony, so send a midweek reminder text.

If tonight's discussion drifts toward prayer to Mary or her intercession, park it with a smile: 'One week. 
We are about to watch her intercede.'

Continuity to name: Session 4 discovered 'mother of my Lord' as court language for the queen mother; 
tonight the same phrase carries the divinity of the King. Luke's greeting keeps paying: gebirah, Ark-
bearer, Mother of the Lord.

Session Goals

1. Group can state the three-step Theotokos logic unaided and identify which premise each historical 
denial rejects.

2. Group has discovered the Kyrios pattern in Luke 1:39–56 themselves.

3. Group can answer 'God has no mother' and the pagan-goddess charge charitably and precisely.

4. Every participant knows to bring Take-Home 1 next week.

Timed Plan (75–90 minutes)

Segment Minutes

Welcome and opening prayer 5

Win questions 10

Build: the index-card logic (Galatians 4:4; John 1:1, 14) 15

Build: live discovery, counting Kyrios in Luke 1 15

Build: Nestorius, Ephesus, and why it mattered; Voices 15

Build: steelman and answer 15

Send, Live It, memory verse, closing prayer, NEXT-WEEK LOGISTICS 10

If short on time: Cut the Dig Deeper on the communication of idioms and fold its one key sentence into 
the answer of question 2. Do not cut the logistics minute at the end; Session 8's ceremony depends on it.
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DISCUSSION GUIDE

Opening Prayer

Leader prays: Father, when the fullness of time had come you sent your Son, born of a woman, so that we 
might be born again as your children. Keep our thinking about him whole tonight: one Lord, true God and 
true man, conceived by the Holy Spirit, born of the Virgin Mary. We ask this through the same Christ our 
Lord. Amen.

Win: Opening Questions

1. Think of a title someone holds because of their relationship to someone else (First Lady, king's 
mother, coach's kid). What does such a title honor, and what does it depend on?

2. Have you ever watched a small correction to how something is said turn out to change what was 
actually meant? What happened?

Build: Into the Text

1. Read Galatians 4:4–5 and John 1:1, 14 aloud. Build the argument for 'Mother of God' from just these 
texts plus one everyday fact about mothers. Let the group construct it before opening the answer.

Read aloud: Galatians 4:4–5; John 1:1, 14

ANSWER: SHARE AFTER THE DISCUSSION

Premise one: Mary is truly the mother of Jesus ('born of woman'). Premise two: Jesus is truly God, one 
divine person ('the Word was God... the Word became flesh'). The everyday fact: mothers are mothers of 
persons, not of natures; your mother did not make your soul, yet she is your mother, not your body's 
mother.

Conclusion: Mary is the mother of a person, and that person is God the Son. Mother of God.

Underline what the title does not claim: not that Mary precedes God, not that she is the source of 
divinity, not that she is mother of the Trinity. It claims one thing: the baby is God. Every attack on the 
title turns out, on inspection, to be an attack on that.

LIVE DISCOVERY: COUNTING THE LORD

Assign Luke 1:39–56. Say: 'Go through this passage and mark every occurrence of the word Lord. For 
each one, answer: who is being called Lord here?'

The group will find the word landing on the God of Israel ('there would be a fulfilment of what was 
spoken to her from the Lord,' v. 45; 'My soul magnifies the Lord,' v. 46) and, in between, on the unborn 
child ('the mother of my Lord,' v. 43), all within a few verses, from the mouth of a woman Luke says is 
'filled with the Holy Spirit' (v. 41).

Ask the room to draw the conclusion: Luke's vocabulary refuses to change registers when it moves from 
the God of the Magnificat to the child in the womb. Elizabeth is the first theologian of the Theotokos.

2. Now the history. In one minute, the leader tells the Nestorius story (see What You Need to Know). 
Then ask: Nestorius's motive sounds pious, protecting God's transcendence. Where exactly does 
'Christotokos' go wrong?

ANSWER: SHARE AFTER THE DISCUSSION

It goes wrong by splitting the one 'who.' If Mary is mother of 'the Christ' but not of God the Son, then the 
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Christ born of her is a different subject from the eternal Word, and the Incarnation dissolves into a 
partnership: God did not become man; God teamed up with a man.

Follow the thread downhill and the Gospel unravels: then it was not God who wept at Lazarus's tomb, 
not God who was betrayed for silver, not God who obtained the Church 'with the blood of his own Son' 
(Acts 20:28), blood that redeems only because that Son is himself God. A savior who is not God cannot 
save; a God who never truly became man never truly came for us.

One sentence of technical vocabulary, worth giving the group: because Christ is one person, what is true 
of him as man may be said of him as God's Son, and so of his mother; the tradition calls this the 
communication of idioms. It is why 'they crucified the Lord of glory' (1 Corinthians 2:8) is orthodox 
Scripture and 'Mary is the Mother of God' is orthodox speech.

STEELMAN: PRESENT AT FULL STRENGTH

Present with full force: 'God is eternal, uncreated, without beginning. Mothers, by definition, precede 
their children. So Mother of God is either nonsense or blasphemy: nonsense if it means Mary originated 
the divine nature, blasphemy if you mean it anyway. Scripture never uses the phrase; it says mother of 
Jesus, and once, mother of my Lord, which proves only messianic lordship. And the history is damning: 
the title was championed in Ephesus, world headquarters of the mother-goddess Artemis, by crowds 
already primed to venerate a great heavenly Lady. Christianity absorbed a goddess cult and gave her a 
Christian name. Nestorius was the careful one, and he was steamrolled by Alexandrian church politics. 
Christotokos says everything true without the pagan freight.'

Ask the group: which of the three arguments (logic, Scripture, history) is doing the most work?

ANSWER: SHARE AFTER THE DISCUSSION

Take the logic first, because it is the strongest-sounding and the weakest. 'Mothers precede their 
children' is true of what a mother gives: no one claims Mary originated the divinity. But motherhood 
does not require originating everything the child is; no mother creates her child's soul, God does, yet she 
is truly his mother, mother of the whole person. Mary gave the eternal Son what a mother gives, a 
human nature, a birth, a body of her body; and the one to whom she gave it is God. The title asserts 
exactly that and nothing more. If it is blasphemy, then 'the Word became flesh' is blasphemy, because it 
is the same sentence from the other side.

On Scripture: the phrase is absent; the fact is everywhere. 'Mother of my Lord' from a woman filled with 
the Spirit, in a Gospel where Lord is the divine Name's stand-in; 'God sent forth his Son, born of woman'; 
'the Word became flesh.' We have met this move before in this study: demand the exact phrase and you 
also lose 'Trinity,' 'Incarnation,' and 'Bible.' Doctrines are stated by the whole of Scripture, not by 
concordance search.

On Ephesus and Artemis: the geography is true and the causality is backwards. Read the council's actual 
concern: not Mary's glory but Christ's unity; its anathemas divide over one person versus two, not over 
devotion. The Church that defined Theotokos is the same Church that condemned offering worship to 
Mary. Here is the test that separates a goddess from the Theotokos: a goddess is adored for her own 
power; Mary's entire dignity, on the council's own definition, is derivative, true because of who her Son 
is. A cult smuggles power in; Ephesus locked it out by making her title depend wholly on him.

Last, grant Nestorius his due and show the cost: his caution protected a real truth (the natures 
unconfused) that Chalcedon would state twenty years later. But Christotokos cannot do the work he 
wanted: if the Christ Mary bore is God, then Christ-bearer entails God-bearer, and if he is not, no title can 
save the Gospel. The Church kept his true concern and refused his false economy. That is what councils 
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are for.

3. Turn it homeward. Galatians says the Son was born of woman 'so that we might receive adoption as 
sons.' What does the Theotokos have to do with your own baptism?

ANSWER: SHARE AFTER THE DISCUSSION

The direction of the Incarnation is exchange: he took our birth so we could receive his. The same Spirit 
who overshadowed Mary was poured on you in baptism; the sonship born in her arms is shared with 
you at the font, his by nature, yours by adoption, a true participation in the Son's own life (Galatians 4:6-
7).

This is why the Church cannot treat Theotokos as academic: deny that God was truly born of her, and it 
is no longer clear that you are truly born of God.

Send: Taking It Out

1. Where in your life have you been treating Jesus as slightly less than 'my Lord and my God': a teacher 
to consult rather than the Lord to obey? What would change if the index-card logic went all the way 
down?

2. Elizabeth blessed what she saw God doing before it was visible to anyone else. Whose hidden 'yes' to 
God could you bless out loud this week?

Live It This Week

• Pray the first half of the Hail Mary slowly each day and stop at 'Mother of God': hold the title for ten 
seconds and let it be a creed about Jesus before it is a prayer to Mary.

• Read John 1:1–18 once this week aloud, on your feet, the way the Church proclaims it.

• BRING TAKE-HOME 1 WITH YOUR SEALED MY GUESS BOX TO THE NEXT SESSION. Put it somewhere 
you cannot miss it.

SCRIPTURE MEMORY VERSE

"But when the time had fully come, God sent forth his Son, born of woman, born under the law, to 
redeem those who were under the law, so that we might receive adoption as sons."

Galatians 4:4–5 (RSV2CE)

Closing Prayer

Leader prays: Lord Jesus Christ, true God and true man, one and the same Son before all ages and in the 
Virgin's arms: we confess you tonight with Elizabeth, with Ignatius, with the Fathers of Ephesus, and with  
your whole Church. Make our lives as undivided as your person. You live and reign with the Father and 
the Holy Spirit, one God, for ever and ever. Amen.

Close together: Hail Mary, full of grace... Holy Mary, Mother of God, pray for us sinners, now and at the 
hour of our death. Amen.
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LEADER REFERENCE CARD

Every passage used in this session, in order:

• Galatians 4:4–7 (born of woman; adoption as sons)

• John 1:1, 14 (the Word was God; the Word became flesh)

• Luke 1:39–46 (live discovery: counting Kyrios; 'mother of my Lord')

• Acts 19:28 (leader background: Artemis of the Ephesians)

• Acts 20:28 (the church of God, obtained with the blood of his own Son)

• 1 Corinthians 2:8 (they crucified the Lord of glory)

• Galatians 4:4–5 (memory verse)
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