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THE APOSTLES’ CREED

I BELIEVE IN GOD, THE FATHER ALMIGHTY,

CREATOR OF HEAVEN AND EARTH.

I BELIEVE IN JESUS CHRIST, HIS ONLY SON, OUR LORD.

HE WAS CONCEIVED BY THE POWER OF THE HOLY SPIRIT

AND BORN OF THE VIRGIN MARY.

HE SUFFERED UNDER PONTIUS PILATE,

WAS CRUCIFIED, DIED AND WAS BURIED.

HE DESCENDED TO THE DEAD.

ON THE THIRD DAY HE ROSE AGAIN.

HE ASCENDED INTO HEAVEN

AND IS SEATED AT THE RIGHT HAND OF THE FATHER.

HE WILL COME AGAIN TO JUDGE THE LIVING AND THE DEAD.

I BELIEVE IN THE HOLY SPIRIT,

THE HOLY CATHOLIC CHURCH,

THE COMMUNION OF SAINTS,

THE FORGIVENESS OF SINS,

THE RESURRECTION OF THE BODY,

AND THE LIFE EVERLASTING.

AMEN.


Introduction

Many Christians are aware of the need to deepen their understanding of the gospel. Those who have come to faith recently often want someone to help them understand more about Christianity. But older Christians often feel the same need, aware of their lack of knowledge and understanding of key areas of their faith. The existence of countless Christian study groups, meeting in homes and churches throughout the world, points to this need. In the church calendar, the season of Lent (the period between Ash Wednesday and Easter) is often set aside for such groups to meet, often drawing Christians from different backgrounds to study and learn together. The problem with such groups, however, is that they often have difficulty in deciding what to study. They have problems setting their agendas.

There are, in fact, few better subjects for such groups to study than the Apostles’ Creed. It provides a concise summary of many of the main points of the Christian faith. And it is already familiar to many Christians, who are accustomed to using it during the course of Sunday worship.

This book is intended as a study guide to the Apostles’ Creed and could be readily adapted for use during the six weeks of Lent, though it is also suitable for use at any other time. I hope that this work will help you think through some areas of your faith and deepen your understanding of what you believe. Faith is indeed something that is “caught, not taught”—but there is more to faith than trusting in God. A faith that remains at this level will be immature and superficial, vulnerable to doubt and of little use in evangelism. It is difficult to explain Christianity to an outsider if you haven’t thought about it much yourself. Christians do indeed trust in God—but we believe certain quite definite things about him and about the impact this belief must have upon us as believers. The Apostles’ Creed is an ideal starting point for this vital process of consolidating your grasp of your faith.

The Meaning of the Word Creed

Many words in the English language owe their origins to Latin. This is especially true of words relating to Christianity. For more than a thousand years Latin was the language of educated Christians. It isn’t surprising that quite a few English words come from Latin. A good example is the name Maundy Thursday, the day immediately before Good Friday, when Christians traditionally focus their thoughts on the Last Supper. In the Middle Ages, church services were invariably held in Latin, and the text chosen to begin the celebration of the Last Supper was John 13:34, “A new command I give you: Love one another. As I have loved you, so you must love one another.” In Latin, this text begins Mandatum novum do vobis ... The English word Maundy derives from the first Latin word spoken at that service—mandatum, “a commandment.”

Exactly the same thing can be seen to have happened with the English word creed. For more than a thousand years Christians in western Europe knew the Apostles’ Creed only in Latin. Its opening words are Credo in Deum, “I believe in God.” You may be familiar with these Latin words, or some very similar to them, from the choral works of composers such as Bach, Haydn, Mozart or Beethoven. The English word creed derives from that word credo. As the word suggests, it is a statement of faith. It is an attempt to summarize the main points of what Christians believe. It is not exhaustive, nor is it meant to be.

The Origins of the Creeds

The origins of the Apostles’ Creed may be found within the New Testament itself. There are frequent calls to be “baptized in the name of Jesus Christ” (see Acts 2:38; 8:12; 10:48) or “in the name of the Lord Jesus” (Acts 8:16; 19:5). In its simplest form, the earliest Christian creed seems to have been simply “Jesus is Lord” (Romans 10:9; 1 Corinthians 12:3; 2 Corinthians 4:5; Philippians 2:11). Anyone who made this declaration was regarded as a Christian.

The Christian is one who “receives Christ Jesus as Lord” (Colossians 2:6). This is a powerful statement, as it involves two related claims. In the first place, it declares the believer’s loyalty and commitment to Jesus Christ. As we shall see, for someone to confess that “Jesus Christ is Lord” is to declare that Jesus is the Lord of his or her life. To recognize that Jesus is Lord is to seek to do his will. The refusal of the first Christians to worship the Roman emperor reflects this belief: you can only serve one master, and for the Christian that is, and must be, none other than Jesus himself. In the second place, “Jesus is Lord” declares certain things about Jesus, especially his relation to God.

As time went on, however, it became necessary to explain what Christians believed in more detail. The full implications of declaring that “Jesus is Lord” needed to be teased out. What did Christians believe about God? about Jesus? about the Holy Spirit? By the fourth century the Apostles’ Creed as we now know it had assumed a more or less fixed form; what variations did exist were slight, and these were finally eliminated in the seventh century. The Apostles’ Creed is a splendid summary of the apostolic teaching concerning the gospel, even though it was not actually written by the apostles.

When someone became a Christian in the early church, great significance was attached to his or her baptism. During the period of Lent, those who had recently come to faith were given instruction in Christian beliefs. Finally, when they had mastered the basics of faith, they would recite the creed together, as a corporate witness to the faith in which they believed—and which they now understood. Faith had been reinforced with understanding. They would then be baptized with great ceremony and joy on Easter Day itself, as the church celebrated the resurrection of its Lord and Savior. In this way the significance of the baptism of the believer could be fully appreciated: he or she had passed from death to life (Romans 6:3-10). Baptism was a public demonstration of the believer’s death to the world and birth to new life in Jesus Christ.

A central part of the baptism celebration was the public declaration of faith by each candidate. Anyone who wished to be baptized had to declare publicly his or her faith in Jesus Christ. At many times in the history of the Christian church this was exceptionally dangerous: to admit to being a Christian could mean imprisonment, victimization, suffering or even death. (The English word martyr, incidentally, derives from the Greek word meaning “witness.” To be a martyr was seen as the finest witness possible to Jesus Christ and his gospel.) The believer did not, however, merely recite a creed; before being baptized, each individual was asked if he or she personally believed in the gospel.

Here is part of a sermon preached in the fourth century to those who had just been baptized, in which this practice is described. (Note the important references to Romans 6:3-4; those who have died to their past have risen to new life in Christ.)


You were asked, “Do you believe in God the Father almighty?” You replied, “I believe,” and were immersed, that is, were buried. Again, you were asked, “Do you believe in our Lord Jesus Christ and his cross?” You replied, “I believe,” and were immersed. Thus you were buried with Christ, for he who is buried with Christ rises again with him. A third time you were asked, “Do you believe in the Holy Spirit?” You replied, “I believe,” and were immersed for a third time. Your three-fold confession thus wiped out the many sins of your previous existence.



Historically, then, the creed was the profession of faith made by converts at their baptism, and it formed the basis of their instruction. As more and more individuals now come to discover Christianity as adults, the creed can once more serve this historic purpose.

The Apostles’ Creed, however, was not the only creed to come into existence in the period of the early church. Two major controversies in the early church made it necessary to be more precise about certain matters of doctrine. The first controversy, the Arian controversy of the fourth century, centered on the relationship of Jesus and God. In order to avoid inadequate understandings of the relation of the Father and Son, the Council of Chalcedon (A.D. 451) endorsed a creed now generally known as the Nicene Creed. Roughly twice as long as the Apostles’ Creed, it begins with the words “We believe in one God.” In its efforts to insist on the divinity of Jesus Christ, this creed speaks of Jesus as “being of one substance with the Father.”

A second major controversy centered on the doctrine of the Trinity. In order to avoid inadequate understandings of the relation of the Father, Son and Spirit, the Athanasian Creed was drawn up. This creed, which opens with the words “Whoever wishes to be saved,” is by far the longest of the three creeds and is nowadays rarely used in any form of public worship.

Here we will focus our attention on the Apostles’ Creed, which is the oldest and simplest creed of the church. All Christian traditions recognize its authority and its importance as a standard of doctrine. To study the Apostles’ Creed is to investigate a central element of our common Christian heritage. It is an affirmation of the basic beliefs that unite Christians throughout the world and across the centuries.

The Purpose of the Creeds

As we have seen, the creeds had their origins as a profession or confession of faith made by converts at their baptism. Since then they have served other purposes—for example, as a test of orthodoxy for Christian leaders or as an act of praise in Christian worship. In our own day and age the creeds serve three main purposes.

In the first place, the creeds provide a brief summary of the Christian faith. A creed is not, and was never meant to be, a substitute for personal faith: it attempts to give substance to a personal faith that already exists. You do not become a Christian by reciting a creed; rather, the creed provides a useful summary of the main points of your faith. Certain Christian teachings are not dealt with in the creed. For example, there is no section that states, “I believe in Scripture.” This isn’t necessary, since the creed is basically a distillation or summary of the main points of scriptural teaching concerning the gospel. The importance of the Bible is assumed throughout; indeed, most of the creed can be shown to consist of direct quotations from Scripture.

Some of the components of the creed may seem a little strange or unfamiliar if you have come to faith only recently. Don’t be alarmed by this: it is just a gentle reminder that there is more to Christianity than you think at this stage. As you grow, you’ll begin to appreciate the wisdom of including material, for example, on the church, which often seems out of place to young Christians.

This brings us to the second purpose served by the creeds: to allow us to recognize and avoid inadequate or incomplete versions of Christianity. Some people, for example, might insist that Christianity is mainly (or perhaps even entirely) about the Holy Spirit. Others might reject this angrily, replying that Christianity is primarily about God the Father. The Apostles’ Creed reminds us that there is much more to the gospel than either of these. By providing a balanced and biblical approach to the Christian faith, tried and tested by believers down the centuries, the creed allows us to recognize deficient versions of the gospel. For example, the two views cited above make no reference to Jesus himself, which is a serious omission. They are not wrong; they are just inadequate.

Many people have found their faith immeasurably strengthened and matured by being forced to think through areas of faith that they would not have explored without the Apostles’ Creed. See the creed as an invitation to explore and discover areas of the gospel that otherwise you might miss or overlook. For example, many evangelical Christians tend to be individualists, with no real sense of belonging to a community. The creed’s affirmation of belief in the church reminds us of the corporate dimension of faith and helps correct any unhealthy individualism.

Many people who have come to faith recently want to be baptized, in order to make a public declaration of their faith. A central part of that celebration of your new birth may be the congregation’s declaration of their corporate faith, using the words of the Apostles’ Creed. Let that be a stimulus to you! See the creed as setting the agenda for your personal exploration of the Christian faith. See it as mapping out areas for you to explore, on your own or with others. Some of its statements may remind you of those ancient maps where vast areas of the world were marked terrae incognitae, “unknown territory.” Take this as a challenge! It may take you some time to fathom the depths of your faith—but there is no rush. I hope this book will help you begin to explore your faith, to get to know its landscape.

In the third place, the creeds emphasize that to believe is to belong. To become a Christian is to enter a community of faith whose existence stretches right back to the upper room in which Jesus met with his disciples (John 21). By putting your faith in Jesus Christ you have become a member of his body, the church, which uses this creed to express its faith. By studying it, you are reminding yourself of the many men and women who have used it before you. It gives you a sense of history and perspective. It emphasizes that you are not the only person to put your trust in Jesus Christ. Think of how many others recited those words at their baptism down the centuries. Think of how many others have found in the Apostles’ Creed a statement of their personal faith. You share that faith, and you can share the same words that they have used to express it.

For Further Reading

Chadwick, Henry. The Early Church. New York: Viking Penguin, 1993. An eminently readable account of the spread of Christianity, with much useful background material to the history of the creeds.

Kelly, J. N. D. Early Christian Doctrines. 5th rev. ed. London: A. C. Black, 1977. An invaluable historical introduction to the development of the creeds in the early church.


How to Use This Book

You will find it helpful to notice three things about this book.

1. The creed has been broken down into six main sections, each of which is suitable for an evening’s study. Don’t let my division of the material get in your way! If you feel you need more time to study a section, take it at your own pace. If you are part of a small group or class working through this book, you will want to read a chapter before you meet and then use the “questions for group discussion” when you gather. (Note the section “Helps for Group Leaders” at the end of the book.) You can also read through the book and consider the questions on your own.

2. Each section attempts to explore the biblical foundations of the creed, to deal with some common questions, to explain ideas that some find confusing, and to demonstrate the relevance of these beliefs to everyday life. Much more could be said about every part of the creed. It is hoped, however, that you will find some of my ideas and illustrations helpful.

3. Each section includes a list of key Bible passages, to allow you to explore the scriptural foundations of what you have just studied, and ends with some suggestions for further reading, to allow you to explore the creed’s teachings in greater depth.


1

I Believe

The creed opens with a powerful assertion: “I believe.” This assertion is repeated two more times during the course of the creed. But what does it mean to believe?

The Ideas Explained

1. Faith means assent. Faith is believing that certain things are true. “I believe in God” means something like “I believe that there is a God” or “I am of the opinion that God exists.” Faith assents to the existence of God. It affirms a belief in the existence of God.

This is an essential starting point. After all, before we can begin to say anything about what God is like, we need to assume that there is a God in the first place. Many people outside the Christian faith, however, assume that there is nothing more to Christian faith than assent to God’s existence. For such people, “I believe in God” has roughly the same status as “I believe in fairies.” For them, faith is just assent to a list of propositions. There is nothing more to Christian belief than running through a checklist of propositions such as those contained in the creed itself.

It is very easy to see how this totally inadequate and misleading idea of faith arises. In part, the chief culprit is the English language. In the introduction I noted that the creed was originally written in Latin and that its first words—Credo in Deum—are traditionally translated “I believe in God.” This is only one of several possible ways of translating these words. More accurate translations would be “I have confidence in God,” “I put my trust in God” or simply “I trust in God.” The English translation “I believe in God” could just mean “I am of the opinion that there is a God,” when in fact it is meant to be a much stronger statement—“I put my trust in God.” I am certainly of the opinion that God exists—but there is more to faith than this!

2. Faith means trust. When I declare that “I believe in Jesus Christ,” I am not just saying that there once was a man called Jesus. I am affirming my trust in him. Faith cannot be equated with knowing. It is not a cold and cerebral idea, enlightening the mind while leaving the heart untouched. Faith is the response of our whole persons to the person of God. It is our joyful reaction to the overwhelming divine love we see revealed in Jesus Christ. It is the simple response of leaving all to follow Jesus. Faith is both our recognition that something wonderful has happened through the life, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ and our response to what has happened. Faith realizes that God loves us, and responds to that love. Faith is saying yes to God. It is a decision, an act of will to trust God.

Christians don’t just believe—we believe in someone. Faith is like an anchor, linking us with the object of faith. Just as an anchor secures a ship to the ocean floor, so our faith links us securely with God. Faith is not just believing that God exists; it is about anchoring ourselves to that God and resting secure in doing so. Whatever storms life may bring, the anchor of faith will hold us firm to God.

Perhaps the clearest exposition of this aspect of faith may be found in Hebrews 11:1—12:3. This famous passage opens with a definition of faith (11:1) as “being sure of what we hope for and certain of what we do not see.” What this means is illustrated by the trust of the individuals mentioned in the remainder of the chapter. Abraham was called to go to a strange land to receive his inheritance (11:8), and he trusted God and went. All those mentioned in this chapter believed that God could be trusted, and they acted on the basis of that faith. This great passage closes (12:1-3) by urging us to consider all these great men and women of faith, to learn from their example and to trust God as they did.

3. Faith means commitment. It is helpful to remember the close links between the creed and baptism in the early church. When Christian converts declared that they believed in God, in Jesus Christ and in the Holy Spirit, they were declaring publicly their commitment to the gospel. They were not just telling the world what they believed about Jesus Christ; they were telling the world that they believed in Jesus Christ. “I believe in God” means “I have committed myself to God.” To believe in God is to belong to God.

Time and time again, Scripture encourages us to think of our faith as a personal relationship with God. God has publicly demonstrated his commitment to us and love for us in the cross of Jesus Christ; he will not abandon us. He will be with us wherever we go. Faith is our commitment to God, our decision to allow him to be present with us, to guide us, to support us, to challenge us and to rule over us in every aspect of our lives. It is a joyful and willing self-surrender to God. It is a throwing open of the doors of our lives and inviting God to enter, not merely as our guest but as our Lord and master. God’s commitment to us demands a commitment from us in return. Just as God humbled himself on the cross to meet us, so we must humble ourselves in repentance to meet him.

4. Faith is obedience. Writing to the Christians in Rome, Paul speaks powerfully of “the obedience that comes from faith” (Romans 1:5). At one point he gives thanks to God that the faith of the Roman Christians is being reported all over the world (Romans 1:8); at another, that their obedience is being reported everywhere (Romans 16:19). Faith, then, leads to obedience. It is a willingness to trust and obey the God who has called us to faith in him. We are called to be doers rather than just hearers of the Word of God (James 1:22; 2:14-20). Faith is like the root of a tree; if it is sound, the tree will bear good fruit.

Faith and good works in no way exclude each other. It is certainly important to stress that we do not come to faith by doing good works, as if we could somehow buy our way into the kingdom of God. But real faith gives rise to good works naturally, just as a tree bears fruit or a vine bears grapes. “Faith by itself, if it is not accompanied by action, is dead” (James 2:17). Faith, then, is active, seeking to express itself in the way we live, not just the way we think.

The Idea Applied

Faith is not just about believing in God; it is about trusting him and allowing him to take hold of us and transform us. Coming to faith doesn’t mean merely having a new idea. It means recognizing in our minds who God is and what he is like, and responding to him in our hearts. A classic illustration of this may be found in the personal journal of the founder of Methodism, John Wesley, as he records his conversion experience:


On May 24, 1738, I went very unwillingly to a society in Aldersgate Street, where one was reading Luther’s preface to the Epistle to the Romans. About a quarter before nine, while he was thus describing the changes which God works in the heart through faith in Christ, I felt my heart strangely warmed; I felt I did trust in Christ, Christ alone for salvation; and an assurance was given me that he had taken away my sins, even mine, and saved me from the law of sin and death.



Even before that meeting Wesley had believed with his mind that God could forgive sins; afterward he experienced that forgiveness himself. A surprisingly large number of people who think of themselves as Christians never get further than accepting the truth of Christianity. They believe that God is there—but they have never met him. They believe that God is able to forgive sins—but they have never allowed God to forgive their sins. They believe that God is reliable—but they have never relied on him. In eighteenth-century America, people like this were called “halfway” believers. They are on their way to faith—but they have yet to arrive. For such people, “I believe in God” can mean little more than “I think there may be a God somewhere.” The richness and depth of the gospel remains unknown to them.

Do you see yourself portrayed here? Is this you? If so, the remainder of this book will become a lot more interesting and relevant if you allow your faith to become personal trust in God. You may be like John Wesley, who believed that God could forgive sins but lacked the heart-warming experience of having his own sins forgiven. Before his conversion, Wesley believed that God forgave other people’s sins; afterward, he knew that his own sins had been forgiven.

Suppose you developed blood poisoning. Penicillin is an antibiotic that can cure this ailment. But believing that penicillin can cure your blood poisoning isn’t enough to cure you. It is only by taking capsules of the antibiotic that you can be cured. So it is with the gospel. Believing that it can transform your life is one thing; allowing it to do just that is something else.

Key Bible Passages

Matthew 9:20-22, 27-30: Two examples of faith during the ministry of Jesus

Hebrews 11:1—12:3: A classic passage on what faith is, with examples from Old Testament history

James 2:14-24: A passage that highlights the emptiness of faith without action

Questions for Group Discussion

1. Take some time to introduce yourselves to one another. You might like to share with one another something of your journey of faith so far.

2. After an opening prayer, read James 2:14-19 aloud.

3. Apart from affirming that God exists, what else is implied by the statement “I believe in God”?

4. In what ways is faith like an “anchor”? How have you experienced this in your own life?

5. What do you see as the relationship between faith and good works?

6. What does the author of this book mean by a “halfway” believer? How would you help someone in such a position to come to a firmer faith?

7. What would you say to someone who said that they would like to believe but have difficulty overcoming their doubts?

For Further Reading

Burke, Dave. Struggling to Believe. Leicester, U.K.: Crossway, 1996. An honest look at problems of doubt, suffering, hypocrisy and painful emotions.

Guinness, Os. God in the Dark: The Assurance of Faith Beyond a Shadow of Doubt. Wheaton, Ill.: Crossway, 1986. A valuable discussion of the relation of faith and doubt, although difficult reading at points.

McGrath, Alister. The Sunnier Side of Doubt. Grand Rapids, Mich.: Academie/Zondervan, 1990. The initial section offers a careful discussion of the relation of faith and doubt.

Sire, James. Why Should Anyone Believe Anything at All? Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity Press, 1994. A probing investigation of the reasons for belief.


2

God the Father

With these words we come to the first two articles of the creed. Christians, we are told, believe in a God with some particular characteristics. This chapter deals with the main points affirmed by the creed: “God, the Father almighty,” and “Creator of heaven and earth.”

The Ideas Explained

A. The Father almighty

1. God. When the creed speaks of God, it means “the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ” (1 Peter 1:3). It is not dealing with some philosophical ideas of God but with the God who revealed himself in Scripture and supremely in Jesus Christ. It is not referring to some abstract idea about God but to the living and personal God whom Christians worship and adore.

Of course this causes difficulties for some people. “There isn’t a god!” they argue. It is important to note that this itself is actually a statement of faith, rather than fact. What they really mean is “I believe that there is no God”—which is as much a statement of faith as the Christian belief that there is a God. More generally, it must be noted that there are no arguments which establish either that God definitely exists or that he definitely does not exist. Reason runs into difficulties when trying to cope with God. Alfred, Lord Tennyson made this point perfectly in his poem “The Ancient Sage”:

For nothing worthy proving can be proven,

Nor yet disproven.

Belief in God, it need hardly be added, rests on solid foundations—even if paradoxically, as Tennyson suggests, it cannot be proved. Atheists and Christians alike take their positions as matters of faith. The former may like to try and represent their position as objective and scientific, but it is actually nothing of the sort.

Western culture today is going through a phase which is not just non-Christian but actually anti-Christian. This means you must be realistic about the hostile attitudes against Christianity that you are likely to encounter. This has no bearing on whether Christianity is right or wrong. People may ridicule your faith in God, but that doesn’t mean it is wrong. They may make you feel stupid or isolated on account of your faith in God; if they do, make sure you are supported by fellowship with other Christians. Make sure you get involved in your local church and draw comfort from the presence of other Christians. Encourage each other by your faith (Romans 1:12).

2. Father. Any idea of God as an impersonal being or force is immediately discounted when we speak of God as “Father.” The Lord’s Prayer is perhaps the most well-known example of God being addressed in this way (Matthew 6:9), although the use of Abba is even more intimate (Mark 14:36; Romans 8:15; Galatians 4:6). But what does it mean to speak about God in this way?

Throughout Scripture we find analogies that point to God’s ability to reveal himself in ways we can understand. The scriptural images of God (for example, as shepherd, king and father) are deceptively simple. They are easy to visualize and remember, yet on further reflection they convey important and profound truths concerning God. The doctrine of the incarnation points to God’s willingness and ability to come down to our level. God reveals himself in ways appropriate to our level and our abilities as human beings, using illustrations we can handle.

Analogies are memorable. They are powerful visual images that stimulate our imagination. They get us thinking about God. Talking about God in abstract terms can get very boring and unimaginative. We all know that a picture is worth a thousand words. It is certainly correct to talk about God as One who cares for us, guides us and accompanies us throughout life. But it is much more memorable to talk about God as a shepherd—an analogy that makes all those points. People can remember the idea of God as a shepherd, linking it with key scriptural passages (like Psalm 23). And as they think about those images, they can begin to unpack the various ideas the images convey.

The statement “God is our Father” means that God is like a human father. In other words, God is analogous to a father. In some ways he is like a human father, and in others he is not. There are genuine points of similarity. God cares for us, just as human fathers care for their children (note Matthew 7:9-11). God is the ultimate source of our existence, just as our fathers brought us into being. Just as there is something of our own father in each of us, so we are made in the image of our heavenly Father (Genesis 1:26-27). God exercises authority over us, as do human fathers. He knows all our weaknesses and problems, as do human fathers. But there are genuine points of dissimilarity too. Speaking of God as “Father” does not mean that God is a human being, for example. Nor does the necessity of a human mother point to the need for a divine mother.

God reveals himself in images and ideas that tie in with our world of everyday existence yet do not reduce God to that everyday world. When we say God is our Father, we don’t mean that he is just another human father. Rather, we mean that thinking about human fathers helps us think about God. It is an analogy. Like all analogies, it breaks down at points. However, it is still an extremely useful and vivid way of thinking about God.

For some, however, thinking about God as a father is thoroughly unhelpful. They may have only negative memories of their father as a tyrant. Or their father may have abandoned them and their mother at an early age. An image that is meant to convey compassion, care and commitment thus suggests quite the opposite. If this is a problem for you, perhaps the following brief thoughts may be helpful.

First, notice how often Scripture compares God to a human mother. The love of God for his people is often compared to the love of a mother for her child (Isaiah 49:15; 66:13). If you have fond memories of your mother, you may find it helpful to draw on these in thinking about God’s care for you. Second, the analogy of God as Father also indicates what human fathers ought to be like. The same care, compassion and commitment God shows toward us are meant to be reflected in the attitude of human fathers toward their children. Finally, remember that the best way of all of thinking about God is to think about Jesus Christ himself. “Anyone who has seen me has seen the Father” (John 14:9). Think of the love, care and kindness you see reflected in the face of Jesus himself. That is what the love of God for you is like.

3. Almighty. This word causes problems for some. Does it mean that God can do anything, like make a triangle with four sides? Or that he can suddenly change his nature and reject those who come to him in faith and repentance? While it can be fun to explore the logical niceties of such notions, they aren’t of much relevance to this word as used in the creed. Let’s look at some of the points being made.

First, we are reminded that all power and authority in this world derive from God. Rulers, governments and Christian leaders all derive authority from God (Romans 13:1-2) and are responsible to him for the way they exercise it. If you are a Christian leader (or think you might become one), let this be a sobering thought.

Second, we are reminded that things that seem impossible to us are perfectly possible for God. Remember Gabriel’s gentle chiding of Mary, as she expressed astonishment that she was to bear the Savior of the world: “Nothing is impossible with God” (Luke 1:37). It is very easy for us to underestimate God; the creed reminds us that he is able to do far more than we imagine.

Finally, remember that almighty does not mean capricious or whimsical. Scripture stresses the reliability of God; having made a promise, God stands by it (Psalm 19:7-10). The Old Testament idea of a covenant—that is, a bond or contract—between God and Israel made this same point: God has committed himself to us, in word and deed. The fact that he is almighty doesn’t mean that he can or will suddenly change his mind about this. In his power and wisdom, God has chosen to achieve our salvation and has committed himself to us in this way.

B. Creator of heaven and earth

To talk about God as “our Father” is to speak of his authority and care, but it is also to speak of his creativity. We are here because God brought us into being.

Everything we see in the world was created by God and belongs to God. This thought in itself moves many people to praise God (see, for example, Psalm 8:1-3; 19:1-6; Revelation 4:11). It is helpful to think of God as a master builder (Job 38:4-7) or an artist at work on a masterpiece. The universe reflects the wisdom, power and majesty of the God who brought it into being. “Since the creation of the world God’s invisible qualities—his eternal power and divine nature—have been clearly seen, being understood from what has been made” (Romans 1:20). Anyone who has walked at night under a star-studded sky, with tiny points of light suspended in the blackness of space, will appreciate the point Paul is making (compare Psalm 8). At times the presence, power and majesty of a Creator God seem to be written into the fabric of his creation. It is almost as if God, like a master artist, signed his name on his creation for all to see.

Still, there is a limit to what can be known about God from nature. For example, nature may tell us that there is a God, that he is the Creator and that he is good and wise. But we need to know substantially more about God than this if we are to come to know and trust him. Christianity points to the biblical record culminating in Jesus Christ, especially his death and resurrection, as the supreme demonstration of the existence and character of God. It is here that Christianity has always insisted that God is most reliably disclosed and revealed; it is here that he may be found. The biblical witness to God both confirms and extends any knowledge of God available from nature itself.

Scripture endorses these insights drawn from nature—for example, that God is the Creator and that he is good and wise—and takes them further. There is a hymn by Isaac Watts that deserves to be known better than it is:

The heavens declare thy glory, Lord!

In every star thy wisdom shines;

But when our eyes behold thy word,

We read thy name in clearer lines.

The basic point is that the scriptural witness to God is consistent with and endorses what we already know, or think we know, by experience—and it both states this more clearly and develops it further. Scripture establishes a reliable framework for thinking and talking about God, which goes far beyond the very modest knowledge of God that we can derive from nature. And Scripture constructs this framework around the central events to which it bears witness: the life, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ.

In affirming our faith in God as Creator, however, we do not mean that God created the universe many years ago and then left it untended. He is not like some old-fashioned watchmaker who makes and winds up a clockwork watch and then leaves it to run without any further attention. (This idea of a “clockwork universe,” which became popular in the eighteenth century, is usually referred to as “deism.”) Rather, God exercises continual care over his creation (Psalm 104). God once created and now sustains all things through his word (Genesis 1:3; Hebrews 1:3).

The ultimate demonstration of God’s continuing concern for and involvement with his creation is his act of redemption in Jesus Christ. The creation is the theater in which the great drama of redemption is played out. In redeeming us, God entered into his world as one of us (John 1:14). The Creator entered his creation in order to restore it. The prologue to John’s Gospel (John 1:1-18) makes it clear that the work of redemption is closely linked with that of creation. God does not abandon his creation after sin.

If thinking about God as Creator seems very abstract, look at the world—the beauty of spring flowers, the splendor of the heavens. God made those. The Belgic Confession (1561), a Calvinist statement of faith that exercised particular influence in the Low Countries (the Netherlands, Belgium and Flanders, which were to become particularly noted for their botanists and physicists), declared that nature is “before our eyes as a most beautiful book in which all created things, whether great or small, are as letters showing the invisible things of God to us.”

Still, it is very easy to think of creation as impersonal. That is why it is helpful to turn our eyes away from the world to ourselves and recall that God made us. Martin Luther, the German Reformer, wrote:


I believe that God has created me and all that exists; that he has given me and still sustains my body and soul, all my limbs and my senses, my reason and all the faculties of my mind, together with food and clothing, house and home, family and possessions; that he provides me daily and abundantly with all the necessities of life, protects me from all danger and preserves me from all evil.



Believing in God as Creator means believing that God made each one of us.

Earlier 1 drew an analogy between God and an artist. Just as an artist signs his works, so the hand of God is evident within his creation. And as we are the height of God’s creation (what a sobering thought!), we might expect to find signs of the hand of God within ourselves. Scripture tells us that we have been made in the image or likeness of God (Genesis 1:26-27). This has several important consequences.

First, it means that there is some sort of affinity between God and human beings. The French writer Blaise Pascal put it like this: “There is a God-shaped gap within us.” In other words, we have been created with an inbuilt capacity to relate to God. To fulfill our potential as human beings, we need to relate to God. We remain unsatisfied and unfulfilled until we enter into a relationship with the God who created and redeemed us. Augustine, writing in the early fifth century, put it like this: “You made us for yourself, O Lord, and our hearts are restless until they find their rest in you.”

Many writers have written poignantly of the human tragedy—of the sense of lostness, loneliness and isolation felt by many people. Christianity affirms that this situation can be transformed when we enter into a personal relationship with the God who created the world and each one of us—and made us with a view to loving us.

Second, being made in the image of God reminds us that we belong to God. We are not our own masters. We have been bought by God at a price (1 Corinthians 6:19-20). We are his. This insight gives new meaning to Jesus’ famous words in Matthew 22:21. Jesus has been asked whether the Jews ought to pay taxes. He asks to be shown a coin and inquires whose image is stamped on it. “Caesar’s,” they reply (see Matthew 22:15-21). Jesus then speaks his famous words: “Give to Caesar what is Caesar’s, and to God what is God’s.” Those words ought to make us think along the following lines: What is Caesar’s, and what is God’s? How can we tell? The coin was stamped with the image of Caesar; but what has been stamped with the image of God? We have been stamped with that image and likeness. God made us with his own image impressed on us. Therefore we must give ourselves over to God, for we are his. Recognition that we are created in the image of God amounts to a demand for commitment and obedience—or, as we saw in chapter one (p. 20), to a demand for faith.

The Ideas Applied

A. The Father almighty

Thinking about God as Father is particularly helpful in relation to prayer (Matthew 7:9-11). Human fathers, despite their weaknesses and shortcomings, wish the best for their children. How much more does God desire the best for us! But every now and then a child may ask his or her father for something that is totally inappropriate—for example, a pump-action shotgun. The father’s failure to give this to the child does not mean that he did not hear the request. It does not mean that he has ceased to care for the child. Rather, it means that his care and concern for the well-being of the child (and others in the neighborhood!) prevents him from fulfilling that request. He may give something else instead, something more helpful and appropriate. Perhaps we could say that God answers the prayers that we ought to have prayed!

B. Creator of beaven and earth

Recognition that the world belongs to God has important consequences for understanding our own responsibilities within that world. We have been placed within God’s creation to tend it and take care of it (Genesis 2:15). We may be superior to the remainder of that creation and may exercise authority over it (Psalm 8:4-8), but we remain under the authority of God and are responsible to him for the way we treat his creation. We are the stewards, not the owners, of creation. We hold it in trust. There is a growing realization today that past generations have seriously abused that trust. They have exploited the creation and its resources. There is a real danger that we will spoil what God so wonderfully created.

Fortunately, Christians are becoming more aware of our need to take a more responsible attitude toward creation. Reflecting on our responsibilities as stewards of God’s creation is the first step in undoing the harm done by past generations. It matters to God that vast areas of our world are made uninhabitable through nuclear or toxic chemical waste. It matters that the delicate balance of natural forces is disturbed by human carelessness. Sin affects the way we treat the environment as much as it does our attitude toward God, other people and society as a whole. This article of the creed is the basis of a new and overdue care for creation.

Realizing that God is Creator of the world is also important in another respect. Many people feel frightened and lonely in the world. They are overwhelmed by the thought of the immensity of space. The stars in the night sky seem to emphasize the brevity and unimportance of human life. After all, those stars are billions of miles away and become farther from us with each moment that passes. The light from them now reaching us may have begun its journey centuries ago, long before we were born.

The doctrine of creation allows us to feel at home in the world. It reminds us that we, like the rest of creation, were fashioned by God. We are here because God wants us to be here. We are not alone but are in the very presence of the God who made and owns everything. We are in the presence of a friend who knows us and cares for us. Behind the apparently faceless universe lies a person. The stars in the night sky are then no longer symbols of despair but of joy—the same God who made them also made me and cares for me! They are even reminders of God’s promises and their fulfillment (Genesis 15:1-6).

Key Bible Passages

A. The Father almighty

Psalm 105:8-11: Part of a psalm expressing God’s faithfulness in keeping his promises

Matthew 6:9-13: aThe prayer addressing God as Father which Jesus taught his followers

Matthew 7:9-11: Jesus uses the analogy of human fatherhood to illustrate God’s willingness to answer prayer

John 14:5-14: Part of what Jesus taught about his relationship with God the Father

Romans 8:13-17: The work of the Holy Spirit in making Christians aware of their identity as God’s children

B. Creator of heaven and earth

Genesis 1—2: The Bible’s accounts of creation

Psalms 8, 19, 104: Three psalms that focus on God as Creator

Isaiah 40:21-31: Some implications of the fact that God created everything

Romans 1:20: Paul’s explanation of why no one can truly be an atheist

Revelation 4:11: The worship due to the Creator

Questions for Group Discussion

1. After prayer, begin by reading Isaiah 40:21-31 together.

2. What reasons would you give for believing in God?

3. What comes to mind when you think about God as “Father”? How would you help someone with very negative memories of their own father to appreciate the fatherhood of God?

4. Which prayers of yours has God not seemed to answer recently? Why do you think this is?

5. Is there anywhere in God’s creation that you find yourself especially aware of his presence? A particular place? A sight? A work of art? A person?

6. If we didn’t have access to the Bible, what would we know about God from die world around us?

7. What implications are there in the assertion that we have been made “in the image of God”? How do these apply to you?

8. What steps could you take to ensure that you take care of God’s creation rather than spoil it?

For Further Reading
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God the Son

His Identity and Birth

We come now to the second major section of the creed. Our attention shifts to Jesus Christ and brings us to the heart of the Christian faith.

The Ideas Explained

A. Jesus Christ, his only Son

The focus of the creed is the name and the relevance of Jesus Christ. It is generally thought that the creed represents an expansion of a very simple and basic confession of faith: “Jesus is Lord!” At the center of the Christian faith lies the person of Jesus Christ.

The core of the Christian faith is a person, not a set of abstract ideas or beliefs. We must resist the temptation to speak about Christianity as if it were some “ism,” like Buddhism, Freudianism or Marxism. These are essentially abstract systems that have become detached from the person of their founder and reduced to sets of ideas or doctrines. All that Marx did was to introduce his concepts; Marxism is now quite independent of him. The relationship between Jesus and Christianity is very different. To begin with, Buddha, Freud and Marx are all dead—yet Christianity knows its head as living and risen from the dead.

Christians have always insisted that there is something qualitatively different about Jesus that sets him apart from all other religious teachers or thinkers. There is a vitally close connection between the person and the message of Jesus. It is what Jesus did and the impact he made on those who encountered him that make his message important. From the very beginning Christians realized that Jesus just could not be treated as an ordinary human being. In Jesus the message and the messenger are one and the same. Jesus’ message is given weight and status because of who we recognize Jesus to be.

The name Jesus Christ needs some explanation. Strictly speaking, we ought to write it as “Jesus the Christ.” Christ is actually a title rather than just a surname. The very name Jesus gives a clue to his importance: “You are to give him the name Jesus, because he will save his people from their sins” (Matthew 1:21). The name Jesus literally means “God saves.” That this name was fully justified is demonstrated by the New Testament accounts of his death and resurrection and the new relationship between believers and God that became possible as a result.

In calling Jesus “the Christ,” the New Testament writers are pointing to Jesus as the long-awaited Messiah. (Christ is the Greek version of the Hebrew word Messiah; see John 1:41.) The Messiah was the long-awaited deliverer of the people of God, promised within the pages of the Old Testament. Although there were many understandings of what the coming of the Messiah would be like, many linked his coming with prophecies such as Malachi 3:1, which spoke of someone coming to prepare the way for the coming of the Lord. This prophecy was held to be fulfilled through the appearance of John the Baptist (Mark 1:1-8). So when Peter recognizes Jesus as “the Christ, the Son of the living God” (Matthew 16:16), he is identifying Jesus with the long-awaited Messiah.

Messiah literally means “the anointed one”—in other words, someone who has been anointed with oil. In Old Testament times, the anointed person was regarded as having been singled out by God as having special importance. Thus 1 Samuel 24:6 refers to the king as “the Lord’s anointed.” The basic sense of the word Messiah could be said to be “the divinely appointed King of Israel.” As time passed, the term gradually came to refer to a deliverer, himself a descendant of King David, who would restore Israel to the golden age the nation enjoyed under the rule of David. It is for this reason that New Testament writers stress that Jesus was a descendant of David (for example, Matthew 1:1-17; Romans 1:3).

What do Christians believe about Jesus Christ? It is certainly true that Jesus was a first-century Jew who lived in Palestine in the reign of Tiberius Caesar and was executed by crucifixion under Pontius Pilate. The Roman historian Tacitus refers to Christians’ deriving their name from “Christ, who was executed at the hands of the procurator Pontius Pilate in the reign of Tiberius.” The historical evidence for his existence is sufficient to satisfy all but those who are determined to believe that he didn’t exist, whatever the evidence may be.

But here we must pause to reflect. The Christian faith certainly presupposes that Jesus existed as a real historical figure and that he was crucified. Yet Christianity is most emphatically not about the mere facts that Jesus existed and was crucified. Christian faith is not just the assertion that a man called Jesus really existed.

The creed explains why Jesus is of such central importance to the Christian faith. It identifies a number of key beliefs that allow us to understand why he matters so much to Christians. The first reason it identifies is that Jesus is the “Son of God.” What might this mean?

In the Old Testament this phrase is occasionally used to refer to angelic or supernatural persons (see Job 38:7; Psalm 82:6; Daniel 3:25). The Old Testament also refers to the coming Messiah as the “Son of God” (2 Samuel 7:12-14; Psalm 2:7; 89:26-27). In the New Testament the term is used to highlight the unique nature of the Son-Father relationship between Jesus and God (for example, Mark 1:11; 9:7; 12:6; 13:32; 14:61-62; 15:39). Jesus directly addresses God as “Father,” using the very intimate Aramaic word Abba (Mark 14:36). In John’s Gospel the importance of the Father-Son relationship is brought out with special clarity (John 5:16-27; 17:1-26). Here we find a remarkable emphasis on the identity of will and purpose of the Father and Son, indicating how close is the relationship between Jesus and God. In the words of Jesus himself, as in the impression that was created among the first Christians, Jesus is clearly understood to have a unique and intimate relationship to God, which the resurrection demonstrated publicly (Romans 1:3-4).

Although all believers are children of God in some sense of the word, Jesus is singled out as the Son of God. Paul distinguishes between Jesus as the natural Son of God and believers as adopted “sons” (Romans 8:23; 9:4; Ephesians 1:5). Our relationship to God is quite different from Jesus’ relationship to him, even though both may be referred to as “sons of God.” Similarly, in 1 John Jesus is referred to as “the Son,” while believers are designated as “children.” There is something quite distinct about Jesus’ relationship to God, as expressed in the title “Son of God.”

In the creed, stating that Jesus is the “Son of God” amounts to saying that Jesus is God. We shall explore why this is the case later in this book. This idea is often referred to as “the incarnation”—in other words, that God became man in Jesus Christ (John 1:14). But why is this belief important? Two examples will illustrate.

It is central to the gospel that we are saved through Jesus Christ: “Salvation is found in no one else” (Acts 4:12). You may know that a fish came to be a symbol of faith to the early Christians, because the five letters spelling out “fish” in Greek came to represent the slogan “Jesus Christ, Son of God, Savior.” The New Testament states that Jesus saves his people from their sins (Matthew 1:21); he is the Savior born in Bethlehem (Luke 2:11); in his name alone is there salvation (Acts 4:12). Yet the Old Testament insists that it is God, and God alone, who can save and redeem his people (see, for example, Isaiah 45:21-22). Unless Jesus is God, it is impossible for Jesus to save us.

Again, it is obvious that the first Christians worshiped and adored Jesus Christ—a practice that continues today. Thus 1 Corinthians 1:2 refers to Christians as those who “call on the name of our Lord Jesus Christ,” using language that reflects the Old Testament formulas for worshiping or adoring God himself (as in Genesis 4:26; 13:4; Psalm 105:1; Jeremiah 10:25; Joel 2:32). Yet as every reader of the Old Testament knows, it is God and God alone who is to be worshiped (Exodus 20:3-7). And as Paul reminded the Christians at Rome, there was a constant danger that people might worship creatures when they ought to be worshiping their Creator instead (Romans 1:23). If Jesus were just another human being, a creature like the rest of us, the New Testament writers would be guilty of worshiping a creature! The insight that Jesus is the Son of God, however, disposes of this difficulty. Jesus ought to be worshiped and adored—precisely because he is God.

B. Our Lord

Having already defined him as the “Son of God,” the creed continues its description of Jesus Christ by referring to him as “our Lord.”

“Let all Israel be assured of this: God has made this Jesus, whom you crucified, both Lord and Christ” (Acts 2:36). With these words Peter echoes the common teaching of the New Testament: through the resurrection of Jesus, God has established his credentials as both Messiah and the Lord. We have already looked at the implications of the term Messiah or Christ; the term Lord now needs unpacking.

It is difficult to open the Old Testament without coming across the word Lord It is used time and time again to refer to God (as in Genesis 12:1; 15:6; 17:1; 39:2; Exodus 3:2). The Old Testament writers were reluctant to refer to God directly. God’s name was regarded as too holy to be bandied about. When it was necessary to make reference to God, they generally used a “cipher” of four letters, YHWH (often referred to as the Tetragrammaton). This group of letters, which lies behind die King James Version’s references to God as “Jehovah” and the rather cryptic references in other translations to God as “Yahweh,” was used to represent the sacred name of God. When the Old Testament Scriptures were translated from Hebrew into Greek, the Greek word kyrios—“the Lord”—was used to translate the sacred name of God. Thus the historian Josephus tells us that the Jews refused to call the Roman emperor kyrios, because they regarded this name as reserved for God alone. Long before the New Testament period, the word Lord thus came to refer to God himself.

Lord is used in this same way in the New Testament. Jesus refers to God as “the Lord” on several occasions (for example, Matthew 4:10; 22:37). But an astonishing new development has taken place: now Jesus himself is regularly referred to as “the Lord” (for example, Philippians 2:11; 3:8; Colossians 2:6). A word that was once used to refer to God has now come to refer to Jesus.

Sometimes the word is used as little more than a polite tide of respect. Thus when Martha speaks to Jesus and addresses him as “Lord’ (John 11:21), she is probably—although not necessarily—merely treating him with due respect. But such uses account for only a small number of the occurrences of the word. The vast majority of them refer to Jesus as “the Lord.” It is obvious that something of vital importance about Jesus’ status is being said. But what? And why?

The confession “Jesus is Lord” (Romans 10:9; 1 Corinthians 12:3) was clearly regarded by Paul as a superb summary of the gospel. Christians are those who call on the name of the Lord (Romans 10:13; 1 Corinthians 1:2). They are those who have “received Christ Jesus as Lord” (Colossians 2:6). Through the resurrection, God has established Jesus Christ as Lord and publicly declared this to all of humanity (Acts 2:36). “Jesus is Lord” means Jesus has been given the same status as God himself. It is an affirmation that Jesus has the right to lordship over us just as God has.

This point is made especially clear several times in the New Testament when an Old Testament reference to “the Lord” (in other words, God) becomes a reference to “the Lord Jesus.” Two examples are particularly interesting.

1. Acts 2:21. In his great sermon on the day of Pentecost (Acts 2:14-39) Peter quotes from the prophet Joel: “Everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved” (Acts 2:21). It is obvious that Peter interprets this as a reference to Jesus Christ: God has made Jesus “both Lord and Christ” (Acts 2:36), and anyone who repents and is baptized “in the name of Jesus Christ” (Acts 2:38) will receive forgiveness of sins. Joel refers to a crucial period in the history of the people of God, in which the Spirit of God will be poured out on all people (Joel 2:28). A “great and dreadful day of the LORD” (that is, God; Joel 2:31) is foretold, on which the Spirit of the Lord will be poured out on the people of God; on that day “everyone who calls on the name of the LORD will be saved” (Joel 2:32)—in other words, everyone who calls on the name of God will be saved. But for Peter the “Lord” in question is Jesus. Through his resurrection Jesus has been declared to be the Lord. He now has the status and identity of God himself.

2. Philippians 2:10-11. In this famous passage Paul declares that God has exalted Jesus so that “at the name of Jesus every knee should bow ... and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord.” Paul is here making use of Isaiah 45:23, in which God himself declares that one day every knee will bow before him and every tongue confess him! In other words, Paul has felt it entirely appropriate, in the light of the resurrection, to take a great Old Testament prophecy referring to the Lord God and apply it to the Lord Jesus.

Many other illustrations of this could be given—for example, Hebrews 1:10, which alters the reference of Psalm 102:25 from God to Jesus. This practice of transferring from one Lord (God) to another (Jesus) is known to have infuriated Jews at the time. So in the second-century dialogue between Trypho the Jew and Justin Martyr, Trypho complains that Christians have “hijacked” passages referring to God, in order to refer them to Christ. There was, of course, no suggestion that there were two “Lords” (in other words, two Gods)—simply that Jesus had to be regarded as having a status equal to that of God, which demanded that he be addressed and worshiped as God.

To believe that Jesus is Lord, therefore, involves more than believing that he has authority over us (although, as we shall see, that is certainly implied); it makes a direct and powerful claim about the divinity of Jesus Christ. To confess that Jesus Christ is Lord is to proclaim his equality with God. It makes a statement about Jesus’ relation to God.

It also, however, makes a statement about Jesus’ relation to us. It affirms that he is, or should be, the Lord of our lives. At this point the application of the lordship of Jesus Christ becomes especially relevant.

C. He was conceived by the power of the Holy Spirit and born of the Virgin Mary

The creed now changes pace slightly. Having told us what to believe about Jesus, it begins to explore the foundations of those beliefs. An appeal is made to history—to the great acts by which the Christian faith was brought into being. The creed rapidly takes us through the events of Christmas, Holy Week, Good Friday and Easter Day, as it unfolds the historical events on which the gospel is firmly based. First to be noted are the circumstances of the birth of Jesus.

This section of the creed takes up the key elements of two well-known scriptural passages, Matthew 1:18-25 and Luke 1:26-38. There are two components to this familiar statement of Christian belief. On the one hand, Jesus was born of a human mother (Galatians 4:4). He is a human being, like us. He was born into the world, like us; later he would suffer and die, as we must one day suffer and die. Jesus really was a human being, with whom we can identify But on the other hand, he was conceived by the Holy Spirit. From the moment of his conception Jesus was marked out as unique. He is the “Son of God” in every sense of the term. He did not become the Son of God at some point during his career; from the very beginning he possessed exactly this status and identity. The way Jesus was conceived confirms what the crucifixion and resurrection declare—that Jesus is indeed both God and man.

Jesus was both God and man, really divine and really human at one and the same time. This was the conclusion forced on Christians as they reflected on the remarkable story of Jesus. Everything pointed to it. It was a very significant conclusion to draw—yet the first Christians felt the evidence compelled them to draw it. A number of alternative explanations of Jesus’ identity and significance were given careful consideration and rejected. Two are of particular importance.

1. Jesus was a man whom God adopted as his Son; up to that point he was just an ordinary human being like anyone else. Supporters of this theory (known as “adoptionism”) suggested that the moment of Jesus’ adoption was his baptism. For these individuals, the words “You are my Son, whom I love” (Mark 1:11) represented the moment of his adoption as the Son of God. The critics of this theory drew attention to scriptural passages stressing that Jesus was the Son of God from eternity (for example, Colossians 1:15-23; Hebrews 1).

2. Jesus was a divine being who masqueraded as a human being. He just seemed to be human; in reality he was nothing of the kind. His humanity was just an outward appearance, masking the fact that Jesus was a totally divine being. This theory, known as docetism (from the Greek word meaning “to appear or seem”), was rejected as inconsistent with the many biblical texts that point to Jesus’ humanity. Jesus hungered (Matthew 4:2), suffered (Luke 22:44), wept (John 11:33-35), was thirsty (John 19:28) and had real blood running through his veins (John 19:34). He really was a human being like us—he had to be, if he was to save us. The mystery of the incarnation does not involve denying Jesus’ humanity but recognizing that he was at the same time divine (John 1:14; 2 Corinthians 8:9; Philippians 2:5-11).

Note the explicit reference in the creed to the virgin birth. This belief is important for three reasons. First, it makes important connections with Old Testament prophecy (Isaiah 7:14; Matthew 1:22-23). Here, as elsewhere in his career, Jesus brings to fulfillment great Old Testament hopes (compare Matthew 2:5-6, 14-15, 17-18). Second, it stresses that Jesus was divine by nature, not by adoption at a later date. Third, it provided an important defense against early Jewish opponents of Christianity who suggested that Jesus was the illegitimate child of Mary (it is possible that this may be hinted at in John 8:41). Such hostile critics often suggested that Jesus was the illegitimate son of a Roman soldier—thus insinuating collaboration with the foreign army of occupation. It was a clever move, shrewdly designed to discredit Jesus in the eyes of his own people. The New Testament, however, has a rather different—and much more exciting—understanding of who the real father of Jesus was!

Why is it important to insist that Jesus is both God and man, both divine and human? For a start, the evidence demands that conclusion. Christians believe it because it is the only interpretation of Jesus that does justice to him. But it is vitally important in other respects as well. If Jesus Christ was not both divine and human, our redemption would be a virtual impossibility. Let us explore this briefly.

Christians believe that we are saved only through Jesus Christ. What does this actually imply? It is obvious that Jesus is a man, a human being like all of us. But if he is just a man, like the rest of us, he shares our need for redemption—in other words, he can’t redeem us. He is part of our problem, not the solution to it So there must be some essential difference between Jesus and other human beings if Jesus is indeed to be our redeemer. After all, Christianity has always insisted that Jesus is the solution to our problem, rather than part of that problem!

On the other hand, if Jesus is God, and God alone, he has no point of contact with us. He cannot relate to those who need redemption. His humanity provides that point of contact. And so we arrive at the conclusion that Jesus must be divine and human if he is to redeem us.

We could develop the same idea along different lines. Imagine two people—let us call them A and B—who enjoy a close relationship, which breaks down completely over some misunderstanding. A is convinced that it is the fault of B, and B is sure that A is in the wrong. So strongly do they hold their views that they refuse to speak to each other. The situation is, unfortunately, all too familiar from everyday experience—whether it is a matter of personal relationships or industrial or international relations. We all know situations where this has happened; we may even have been unfortunate enough to have been involved with them ourselves. But how can the situation be resolved? How can A and B become reconciled? It is clear that the situation demands a mediator, a go-between. But who is qualified to act in this capacity?

Clearly, the best mediator or go-between is someone whom both A and B know and respect, but who will be impartial. Let us call this mediator C. C must represent A to B, and B to A. He or she must not be identified with either A or B, yet must have points of contact with both if he or she is to be accepted. He or she must be close enough to both of them to represent them both and yet sufficiently different from them both to prevent being identified with either.

The idea of Jesus being the one and only go-between or mediator between God and sinful humanity is deeply ingrained in the New Testament. “For there is one God and one mediator between God and men, the man Christ Jesus” (1 Timothy 2:5). Paul talks about God “reconciling” us to himself through Jesus Christ (2 Corinthians 5:18-19). Interestingly, Paul uses the same Greek word to refer to the restoration of the relationship between God and humanity which he had used earlier to refer to the restoration of a broken relationship between a husband and wife (1 Corinthians 7:10-11). Christ is understood to act as the mediator, or go-between, in restoring the relation between God and humanity to what it once was.

And now we can start applying the ideas we discussed in the previous paragraph. This mediator must represent God to humankind, and humankind to God. He must have points of contact with both God and humanity and yet be distinguishable from them both. And so on. In short, the central Christian idea of the incarnation, which expresses the belief that Jesus is both God and man, divine and human, portrays Jesus as the perfect mediator between God and human beings. He, and he alone, is able to redeem us and reconcile us to God.

The Ideas Applied

A. Jesus Christ, his only Son

Suppose we wanted to think about the love of God. We could say that it is infinite, boundless, beyond human telling and so on. But all we would have done is to speak of it abstractly and negatively, explaining what it is not. In fact, we are more or less saying that whatever the love of God may be like, we can’t say anything much about it But the love of God is a rather important and exciting aspect of Christianity, something we would certainly like to be able to talk about! Surely we can say something clear, intelligible, positive and exciting about it.

The basic problem here is that the human mind needs to think visually. It needs to picture God somehow. A picture, as we are often told, is worth a thousand words. Yet what pictures can we use? There is every danger that we will choose something unreliable. But recognizing that Jesus is the Son of God, we can use Jesus himself as a picture of God. In this way we can make a very positive and powerful statement about the love of God for human beings. The love of God is like the love of a man who lays down his life for his friends (John 15:13). Immediately we are given a picture, an image, drawn from human experience. Here is something we can visualize and relate to. In the familiar and moving picture of Jesus laying down his life, giving his very being, for someone he loves, we have a most powerful, striking and moving statement of the full extent of the love of God for us.

We can talk about the love of God in terms of our own experience, and supremely in terms of the tender image of Jesus Christ trudging to Calvary to die for those he loved. It is a moving, poignant and deeply evocative image that we can easily imagine and identify with. In short, it is a statement about the love of God that speaks to us, that appeals to us and that brings home exactly what the love of God is like. No longer need we be at a loss for words when we try to speak about the love of God to our friends or picture it for ourselves.

B. Our Lord

Note that the creed does not just refer to Jesus as the Lord; he is our Lord. Jesus Christ has a right to lordship over our lives. This amounts to a demand for personal obedience and loyalty to Jesus Christ as our Lord and Savior. If we do not recognize Jesus Christ as Lord, he is not our Lord but someone else’s. He has yet to be acknowledged as Lord of our lives. It is possible to pay lip service to Jesus as Lord yet deny him as Lord by the way we act (Matthew 7:21-22). To recognize that Jesus is Lord is to seek to do his will.

But Jesus Christ is not merely the Lord of our personal lives, he is also the Lord of the church. It is Jesus Christ whom the church must obey. It is to Jesus Christ, and to no one else, that the church owes its faithful obedience. Many Christians have been faced with a real dilemma over conflicts of loyalty. Often Jesus Christ seems to pull in one direction and other influential and powerful individuals or bodies in another. Which is to be obeyed?

This was the choice faced by the German church in the 1930s, when Adolf Hitler came to power. He demanded that he and the government of the Third Reich should have authority over the church and its preaching. Alarmed by this development, representatives of the Protestant churches met at Barmen (May 29-31, 1934). There they issued the famous Barmen Declaration, perhaps one of the finest statements of the lordship of Jesus Christ over his church:


“I am the way and the truth and the life. No-one comes to the Father except through me” (John 14:6). “I tell you the truth, the man who does not enter the sheep pen by the gate, but climbs in by some other way, is a thief and a robber.... I am the gate; whoever enters through me will be saved” (John 10:1, 9).

Jesus Christ, as he is attested for us in Holy Scripture, is the one Word of God which we have to hear and which we have to trust and obey in life and in death. We reject the false doctrine, that the church could and would have to acknowledge as a source of her proclamation, apart from and besides this one Word of God, still other events and powers, figures and truths, as God’s revelation.



In other words, the church cannot and must not substitute anything (for example, the state government) or anyone (such as Adolf Hitler) for Jesus Christ. If the church ever loses its Faithful obedience to its Lord, it has lost its life and its soul.

At many points throughout the world the Christian church is under strain to conform to outside pressures. In the West there is pressure for the church to conform to the values of secular liberal culture. In southern Africa and South America there is pressure for the church to conform to the views of authoritarian regimes. But if the lordship of Christ is taken seriously, these pressures must be resisted. The church of Jesus Christ owes its loyalty, its existence and its future to the One who died in order that we might live; and God has declared him—and no one and nothing else—Lord of that church. A sobering thought, perhaps, but one that cannot be ignored.

C. He was conceived by the power of the Holy Spirit and born of the Virgin Mary

Many of us feel low at points. We find resisting temptation difficult. We are frightened by the thought of suffering and death. It is here that the doctrine of the incarnation has a vital contribution to make. Through Christ, God knows what it is like to be tempted. He knows what it is like to suffer. When we pray in such situations, we don’t have to explain to God what it is like—he already knows. He has been through it himself. He has experienced it firsthand. This is a deeply consoling thought: we have a God who knows and understands our weaknesses. He is someone we can approach in trust.

Suppose someone comes to you and explains that he is going through a difficult time. His mother died recently, and he feels totally lost. Naturally you want to help. You try to imagine what it must be like to lose your mother (your own mother happens to still be alive). You try to think yourself into your friend’s situation. You imagine what he is going through and try to respond accordingly. That is empathy, a very useful tool for counseling individuals.

But now try to imagine a different situation: your own mother died recently. If that is the case, immediately you can relate to your friend. You have shared a common experience. You can say, “I know just how you must feel!” Can you see how much more credible and helpful that makes you to your friend? Can you understand how he will find you easier to talk to as a result? He will feel that you understand him.

That is sympathy—where your care is based on a shared experience. When you are tempted or suffer, remember that God sympathizes with you. God has no need to empathize with you. He has been through it before you (Hebrews 4:14-16). Take comfort from that thought.

Key Bible Passages

A. Jesus Christ, his only Son

Mark 1:1-8: Mark’s account of how John the Baptist prepared the way for the arrival of Jesus

Mark 2:1-12: One of the early incidents that marked Jesus out as really special

John 1:14: John’s understanding of the significance of Jesus’ life on earth

John 5:16-27: How Jesus saw his identity as the Son of God

John 17:1-26: Jesus’ prayer to his Father on the night before he died

Romans 1:3-4: Paul’s summary of the dual human and divine identity of Jesus

B. Our Lord

Matthew 7:21-22: A warning about what it really means for Jesus to be “Lord”

Acts 2:14-39: Peter’s explanation of how a crucified criminal could be Messiah and Lord

Romans 10:9 and 1 Corinthians 12:3: The significance of saying “Jesus is Lord”

Philippians 2:5-11: An early Christian hymn about Jesus

C. He was conceived by the power of the Holy Spirit and born of the Virgin Mary

Matthew 1:18-25: The circumstances leading up to the birth of Jesus from Joseph’s viewpoint

Luke 1:26-38: The circumstances leading up to the birth of Jesus from Mary’s viewpoint

Hebrews 4:14-16: One of the implications of the humanity of Jesus

Questions for Group Discussion

1. Begin by reading Philippians 2:5-11 together. Then use the passage as a basis for prayer together.

2. What do we mean when we call Jesus by the title Christ?

3. How does the truth that Jesus is the Son of God help us to understand and explain more clearly what God is like?

4. In what way is the statement “Jesus is Lord” a superb summary of the Christian gospel?

5. What does it mean in practice for you to show personal loyalty to Jesus as Lord? Are there areas where you are merely paying lip service to him?

6. Why is it so important to insist that Jesus is both fully divine and fully human?

7. How does it help you to know that God understands exactly what it’s like to be human?

For Further Reading

Fernando, Ajith. The Supremacy of Christ. Wheaton, Ill.: Crossway, 1995. A clear and helpful guide to the full significance of Christ.

France, R. T. Jesus the Radical. Leicester, U.K.: Inter-Varsity Press, 1989. Provides many insights into the impact of Jesus on first-century Judea.

McGrath, Alister. Understanding Jesus: Who Jesus Christ Is and Why He Matters. Grand Rapids, Mich.: Academie/Zondervan, 1987. A lucid and easy-to-read guide to the main Christian belief about Jesus as both God and man.
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God the Son

His Death and Resurrection

In this chapter we continue our exploration of what the creed has to say about Jesus Christ by looking at the sections dealing with his death and resurrection.

The Ideas Explained

A. He suffered under Pontius Pilate

Some Christians find it surprising that Pontius Pilate should be mentioned in the creed. A few even find it offensive. Nevertheless, the governor (or procurator) of Judea from A.D. 26 to 36 has found his way into the creed. And it is very important that he should be there! The fifth-century writer Rufinus wrote as follows: “Those who handed down the Creed showed great wisdom in emphasizing the actual date at which these things happened, so that there might be no chance of any uncertainty or vagueness upsetting the stability of the tradition.” The reference to Pilate firmly anchors the creed to history. It affirms that we are dealing with an event—the crucifixion of Jesus Christ—that actually happened in history. The gospel is not like some fairy tale that happened “long, long ago and far, far away.” Its central event happened in a definite place and at a definite time (Luke 3:1-3).

Why is it so important to emphasize this point? Because you and I both live in history. The gospel affirms that God himself entered into that history, in order to meet us and redeem us. God came down to meet us where we are, in time and space. The doctrine of the incarnation tells us that God came down to our level in order to bring us up to his. There is a certain down-to-earth realism about the Christian faith. And this is partly grounded in the fact that God came down to our earth from heaven to meet us and bring us home. The gospel is not just about ideas; it is about God acting, and continuing to act, in history.

Mention of Pilate also brings out the public nature of Jesus’ trial, suffering and crucifixion. Pilate here represents the witness of the world to the suffering and death of its unacknowledged Savior. The final days of Jesus’ ministry took place in full public view, where all could see what was happening. The crucifixion, for example, took place in public, under the gaze of the citizens of Jerusalem. It was thus impossible for anyone to deny that these things had happened.

Pilate is also of importance in another respect. Within the creed Pilate represents the rejection of Jesus Christ by his world—a major theme of the New Testament. The disowning of Jesus is seen as representing the rejection of the Creator by his creation. The New Testament portrays that rejection in many ways: Jesus is rejected by those who had known him from his youth at Nazareth (Luke 4:16-30). He was condemned as a blasphemer by the leaders of the Jewish people (Matthew 26:59-66). And by Pilate he was condemned as a political threat to the stability of the pax Romana in the region.

It would be wrong to isolate any of these groups and place the burden of Jesus’ crucifixion on them and them alone. In the New Testament the behavior of the synagogue congregation at Nazareth, the Jewish leaders and the Roman procurator all point to the same thing: the sinfulness of human nature. All human beings, no matter who they are or when they live, are sinners needing God’s forgiveness and reconciliation. It is sinful human nature itself that led the creation to crucify its Creator. Sin bites so deep into human nature that it comes close to destroying our ability to recognize God when he comes among us.

So deep-rooted is sin that without help we are incapable of breaking its stranglehold. It enslaves us. It is like an addictive drug that destroys people’s will and ability to break free from its grip. The gospel affirms that God has acted to break sin’s hold on us. Through the death of Jesus Christ, God is able to transform our situation. The guilt of sin is forgiven; its power is broken; its stain is cleansed.

But the creed asks us to consider the cost of this breakthrough. Forgiveness is a costly business that demanded the suffering and death of the Son of God. Jesus Christ really suffered in order that our real sins might really be forgiven.

The close relation between suffering and redemption is clearly brought out in Isaiah 52:13—53:12. This powerful and moving passage describes a mysterious suffering servant. He was innocent; he suffered on behalf of the guilty. Through his sufferings others will be healed.


He was despised and rejected by men,
a man of sorrows, and familiar with suffering....

Surely he took up our infirmities
and carried our sorrows,

yet we considered him stricken by God,
smitten by him, and afflicted.

But he was pierced for our transgressions,
he was crushed for our iniquities;

the punishment that brought us peace was upon him,
and by his wounds we are healed.

We all, like sheep, have gone astray,
each of us has turned to his own way;

and the LORD has laid on him
the iniquity of us all....

For he bore the sin of many,
and made intercession for the transgressors.

(Isaiah 53:3-6, 12)



The New Testament writers saw this passage fulfilled in the suffering of Jesus Christ (see, for example, 1 Peter 2:21-25). His sufferings on the cross were not pointless or accidental, but the mysterious and wonderful means by which God was working out the salvation of the world.

The sufferings of Jesus also have a direct bearing on the mystery of human suffering in general. The twentieth century has witnessed previously unimagined horrors of human suffering in the trenches of World War I, in the extermination camps of Nazi Germany, and in the programs of genocide established by Nazi Germany and Marxist Cambodia. A movement known as Protest Atheism grew up in response to these developments. “We cannot believe in a God who stays safely in his heaven,” it declared, “while all this suffering goes on. We cannot take that sort of God seriously. If he doesn’t know what it is like to suffer, he cannot know anything about us.” But as we have seen, the gospel declares that God does indeed know what it is like to suffer. He is not uninvolved with its pain and misery. It is certainly true that any view of God that denies the incarnation and speaks of God as far off and distant is very vulnerable to the charges of Protest Atheism—a point that reminds us of how important and relevant the doctrine of the incarnation is. The creed, however, as we have seen, knows of God subjecting himself to the evil and pain of the world at its worst in the grim scene at Calvary, bearing the brunt of that agony itself. God suffered in Christ, taking upon himself the suffering and pain of the world he created.

B. He was crucified, died and was buried. He descended to the dead

This next section of the creed calls to mind the scene at Calvary. It was perhaps the darkest moment the disciples had ever faced, as Jesus died on the first Good Friday.

Jesus was crucified. The word crucified would have sent a shudder down the spine of any educated person in the ancient world. Crucifixion was familiar as a form of execution to Roman and Greek, to Gentile and Jew. It was perhaps the most barbaric form of execution known, ideally suited as a deterrent. It seems to have been used especially by the Romans in the suppression of rebellious provincials such as the Cantabrians in northern Spain and the Jews in Judea. Josephus’s accounts of the crucifixion of countless Jewish fugitives who attempted to escape from besieged Jerusalem make horrifying reading. In the view of most Roman jurists, notorious criminals should be crucified on the exact location of their crime, so that “the sight may deter others from such crimes.” Perhaps for this reason Quintillian crucified criminals on the busiest thoroughfares, in order that the maximum deterrent effect might be achieved.

In crucifixion the sadism of executioners was given full rein. It is difficult to give a description of what a “normal” crucifixion would have looked like; however, there are ample descriptions of the practice dating from Roman times to allow us to build up a picture of the various possibilities open to Roman executioners. (It is, incidentally, interesting that classical Roman writers are often reluctant to write in any detail on the subject, apparently on account of its gruesome nature. The Roman writer Seneca wrote briefly of his experience of crucifixions: “I see crosses there, not just of one type, but made in different ways: some hang their victims head downwards, some impale their private parts, others stretch their arms out on them.”) The detailed accounts of Jesus’ crucifixion given in the Gospels agree well with contemporary Roman practice.

The victim would usually be flogged and was often forced to carry the crossbeam to the place of execution. When this place was reached, the victim’s arms were generally nailed to the crossbeam. This was then raised up. Some commentators have wrongly suggested that crucifixion was an essentially bloodless form of execution; actually the victim would have bled profusely. Only if he had not been flogged or tortured previously, and if he had been bound rather than nailed to the cross, would no blood have been spilled.

But death did not usually come through loss of blood. The victim found it increasingly difficult to breathe, due to the strain placed on his chest by the sheer weight of his body. Eventually he would die from exhaustion, unable to breathe. The Roman executioners often prolonged his agony by providing a small wooden seat (known as a sedile) on the main upright beam of the cross. The victim still died, but it now took much longer.

The Gospel descriptions of Jesus’ crucifixion match our knowledge of traditional Roman practices. The Gospels portray a man who is dying from lack of breath, who finally cries his memorable and moving last words (John 19:30) and then breathes no more.

Jesus, then, was given over to “the utterly vile death of the cross” (to quote the words of Origen, an early Christian writer). To say that Jesus “died,” or just that he “was executed,” misses the barbarism of the way he died. The full sadism of human nature was brought to bear on him. It was a shameful and degrading death.

Small wonder, then, that the pagan world of the first century reacted with disbelief or disgust to the Christians’ suggestion that they should obey and worship “an evil man and his cross” (to quote an early critic of Christianity). Crucifixion was a punishment reserved for the lowest criminals; thus Jesus’ death by crucifixion clearly implies that he was one of their number. Jesus “endured the cross, scorning its shame” (Hebrews 12:2). It is not surprising, then, that many regarded the Christian gospel as utter foolishness (1 Corinthians 1:23-25).

But the gospel is not merely about the fact that Jesus died, nor even that he was executed, nor yet that he was crucified. He died for us. Paul makes this point as follows: “What I received I passed on to you as of first importance: that Christ died for our sins according to the Scriptures” (1 Corinthians 15:3). Christianity is not just about the historical fact that Jesus was crucified; it is about the astonishing and thrilling truth that he died in order that we might be forgiven. Paul makes a clear distinction between the event of the death of Christ and the significance of this event. That Christ died is a simple matter of history; that Christ died for our sins is the gospel itself.

The vital distinction between an event and its meaning can be brought out if we consider an example. In 49 B.C. Julius Caesar crossed a small river with a single legion of men. The name of that river was the Rubicon, and it marked the boundary between Italy and Cisalpine Gaul. As an event, the crossing was not particularly interesting; the Rubicon was not a particularly wide river, and it had been crossed countless times before. But this seemingly unimportant event had a deeper meaning. The Rubicon marked a national frontier. By crossing it, Caesar declared war against Pompey and the Roman senate—with momentous results. The event was the crossing of a river; the meaning of that event was a declaration of war.

In many ways the death of Christ may be said to parallel Caesar’s crossing of the Rubicon. The event itself appears unexceptional, except to those who know its significance. Jesus died on a cross. On the basis of contemporary records, we know that an incalculable number of people died in this way at that time. Lots of other people had died unjustly in history before then—think of Socrates, for example. Anyway, we all have to die at some point. As an event, Jesus’ death hardly seems important or noteworthy. On the other hand, those aware of the meaning of an event saw behind the mere external event itself to what it signified, the reason why it was important. Pompey and the Roman senate were not interested in the mechanics of how Caesar crossed the Rubicon—for them it meant war. Paul was not particularly interested in the mechanics of the crucifixion of Jesus—for him it meant salvation, forgiveness and victory over death. Thus the “word of the cross” was not just the proclamation of the simple fact that Jesus was crucified but carried also the significance of this event for us.

We pause now to look at the final sentence in this section: “He descended to the dead.” What does this mean? It is a statement of the belief that Jesus really did die. For the New Testament writers, Christ was not raised “from death” (an abstract idea) but “from the dead” (Acts 2:24; Romans 1:4; Colossians 2:12). The Greek term literally means “out of those who are dead.” In other words, Jesus shared the fate of all those who have died. Again, we find the same point being stressed: Jesus really was human like us. His divinity does not compromise his humanity. Being God incarnate did not mean he was spared from tasting death. He did not merely seem to die; he really did die and joined those who had died before him. And in the glorious act of resurrection, God raised him from the dead!

C. On the third day he rose again

The creed now moves on to recount the momentous events of the first Easter Day, and it asserts that Jesus really was raised on the third day. As we have just seen, the creed stresses that Jesus actually did die. But what happened next?

Some critics of Christianity, in an attempt to discredit the resurrection accounts of the New Testament, have suggested that he merely fainted or swooned on the cross, and when he recovered, his disciples thought he had been raised from the dead. Here’s the theory that H. E. G. Paulus put forward in 1828: In first-century Palestine it was quite common for people to be buried when they weren’t actually dead. And this is exactly what happened with Jesus. He fainted on the cross. Jesus’ body was then taken to a grave. The smell of the spices in which he was wrapped and the coolness of the tomb combined to revive him. So on Sunday morning he was able to leave the tomb. (Fortunately, the great stone that had blocked the entrance had been moved by an earthquake.) After that Jesus put in occasional appearances to his disciples. These disciples, of course, being unsophisticated and backward peasants, thought that he was risen from the dead.

Now it is possible that someone who is deliberately determined not to believe in the resurrection may find this a convincing explanation. Even many critics of Christianity, however, find it totally implausible—a fact that says little for the credibility of those who suggest it. It is just not an adequate explanation. Is it really likely that experienced Roman executioners would have botched Jesus’ execution? It seems that an executioner who allowed his victim to survive would have been put to death in his place. Would such executioners have been likely to confuse fainting and dying? The reference to “blood and water” when Jesus’ side was pierced after the crucifixion (John 19:34) would seem to suggest separation of the blood into clot and serum, indicating that Jesus was unequivocally dead. As blood’s tendency to separate at death seems not to have been known at the time John’s Gospel was written, this detail is unlikely to have been included to make the account seem more plausible.

No fundamental criticism, no decisive argument, has yet to be made which obliges Christians to give up faith in the resurrection of Jesus. For everyone who tries to discredit the resurrection, others have arisen to defend it with equal force.

Why is the resurrection of Jesus so important? Basically, it is important because it gives us crucial insights about God, about Jesus and about ourselves. Let us explore these three areas.

1. It tells us about God. Scripture often defines God in terms of what he does. Someone might ask, “What God do you believe in?” Of course, one answer might be that there only is one God and that is all there is to it. But a more helpful answer to the question would go something like this. The God of Israel is the God who revealed himself to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, the God who led the people of Israel out of Egypt and into the Promised Land with great signs and wonders. In other words, we tell a story about God, which helps us understand who he is. The Old Testament identifies God from the history of his people. The great stories of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, of the exodus from Egypt and so on, are told in order to identify God. Question: Who is God? Answer: Whoever got us out of Egypt! (See Exodus 19:4-5; Deuteronomy 26:5-9; Ezekiel 20:5-26.)

Now we turn to the God whom Christians worship and adore. Who is this God? To answer this question the New Testament tells a story—perhaps the most famous story in the world: the story of Jesus Christ. And as that story reaches its climax in the account of Jesus’ resurrection from the dead, we learn that God, for Christians, is the One who acted in this way to raise Jesus. Question: Who is the God whom Christians worship and adore? Answer: Whoever “raised Jesus our Lord from the dead” (Romans 4:24). Of course the New Testament writers make it abundantly clear that the One who “raised Jesus our Lord from the dead” is the same God who got Israel out of Egypt; but the New Testament emphasis falls on the resurrection of Jesus. Christians believe in a living and active God: the God who raised Christ from the dead and will one day do the same for us. He is a God who acts.

2. It tells us about Jesus. Jesus Christ “was declared with power to be the Son of God by his resurrection from the dead” (Romans 1:4). The resurrection singles out Jesus as unique. It demonstrates his vital unity with God himself. The central and decisive Christian doctrine of the divinity of Jesus Christ is grounded in his resurrection from the dead. The resurrection answers the question “Who is it who died on the cross of Calvary?” It declares that the Jesus who died on the cross is none other than the Son of God. Jesus is not merely another human being suffering unjust and cruel execution at the hands of an oppressive government; he is the Son of God, suffering pain and rejection for us.

For Paul, the cross reveals the tender love of God for sinners such as himself (Romans 5:8; Galatians 2:20). This crucial insight, however, depends on recognizing that it is indeed the Son of God who died on the cross. Without this truth—grounded and revealed in the resurrection of Jesus—the cross loses its saving significance. For if it is not God who is dying on the cross, then it is not the love of God that is demonstrated. It is the love of a man for his fellow human beings—an especially splendid man, who may be ranked with others in history who have made equally great sacrifices for those whom they loved. But the gospel is not about the love of one human being for another; it is about the love of God for us, which stimulates a new love of human beings for one another (1 John 4:10-11).

To lose sight of the divinity of Christ is to lose forever the insight that it is God himself who shows his love for us on the cross. C. S. Lewis wrote on this matter to his friend Arthur Greaves on December 11, 1944: “The doctrine of Christ’s divinity seems to me not something stuck on which you can unstick but something that peeps out at every point so that you’d have to unravel the whole web to get rid of it.” The love of God revealed in the death of Jesus Christ (John 3:16) is a case in point.

3. It tells us about ourselves as believers. The New Testament makes it clear that believers share in the fate of their Lord (Romans 6:1-10). Faith binds us to Jesus Christ, so that we share in his inheritance. Through adoption, we are the children of God and entitled to the same riches that Christ gained. And that includes resurrection and glorification. Christ is the “firstfruits” of the resurrection harvest (1 Corinthians 15:20); we shall follow in due course. Those who, through faith, are united to Jesus Christ will one day share in his resurrection. What our Lord is, we shall be as well.

But this must not be regarded as triumphalism. It is not “pie in the sky when you die.” The New Testament reminds us that our place is firmly on this earth. There is no place for a faith that is so heavenly minded that it is no earthly use. There is no resurrection without suffering and the cross. Just as Jesus suffered rejection, pain and death before he was raised, so we must expect to share his sufferings (1 Peter is an especially fine discussion of this theme). There is no cheap grace, no economy road to salvation. Where there is no cross, there is also no resurrection. “We share in his sufferings in order that we may also share in his glory” (Romans 8:17). God’s gift of Christlike glorification is given along with the gift of Christlike suffering.

The Ideas Applied

A. He suffered under Pontius Pilate

Suffering is a mystery that causes anguish to many Christians. It seems to call the love of God into question. The suffering of Jesus Christ on the cross at Calvary does not explain suffering. It does, however, reveal that God himself is willing and able to allow himself to be subject to all the pain and suffering that his creation experiences. We are not talking of a God who stands far off from his world, aloof and distant from its problems. We are dealing with a loving God who has entered into our human situation, who became human and lived among us as one of us. We know a God who, in his love for us, determined to experience firsthand what it is like to be frail, mortal and human, to suffer and to die. We cannot explain suffering, but we can say that in the person of his Son Jesus Christ, God took it upon himself to follow this way. God became the “man of suffering” so that we can enter into the mystery of death and resurrection.

God knows what it is like to be human—an astonishing and comforting thought. God is not like a general who issues orders to his troops from the safety of a bomb-proof shelter, miles away from the front line, but one who leads his troops from the front, having previously done all that he asks them to do in turn. If God asks us to suffer on his behalf, it is because he has already suffered on our behalf.

The suffering and pain of the world simply will not go away, and we have every right to dismiss those who tell us that one day all will be well if we adopt their particular solution to the world’s ills. Realism demands that we work toward the alleviation of misery and suffering, recognizing that the vision of its total elimination is utopian. The idea of a political revolution that will eliminate human misery and suffering has lost what little credibility it once had and has probably caused just as much misery where this hypothesis has become a dogma. Now that Marxism has lost its hold on the countries of Eastern Europe, for example, its total failure to change the human predicament—despite all its promises—has become increasingly obvious.

What, then, may one say about God and suffering? Can anything be said that is of comfort? In the history of the world, four answers have been given

1. Suffering is real and will not go away. But death comes as the end, and death brings an end to suffering and eventual peace.

2. Suffering is an illusion. It simply is not there, but is imagined.

3. Suffering is real, but we ought to be able to rise above it and recognize that it is of little importance.

4. The Christian has the fourth answer: God suffered in Christ. God knows what it is like to suffer. The letter to the Hebrews talks about Jesus being our sympathetic “high priest” (Hebrews 4:15)—someone who suffers along with us (which is the literal meaning of both the Greek-derived word sympathetic and the Latin-derived word compassionate). This thought does not explain suffering, but it may make it more tolerable to bear. For it is expressing the deep insight that God himself suffered at first hand as we suffer. We are given a new perspective on life. Christianity has always held that the suffering of Christ on the cross was the culmination and fulfillment of his ministry. God shares in the darkest moments of his people. God can be found in suffering.

There is a famous saying about the medical profession worth remembering here: “Only the wounded physician can heal.” The God who offers to heal the wounds of our sin has himself been wounded by sinners.

B. He was crucified, died and was buried. He descended to the dead

Many Christians are confused and upset because they do not experience God as present and active in the world. If you feel this way, try to imagine what it was like for the disciples on the first Good Friday. They had given up everything to follow Jesus. Then, in front of their eyes, he was taken from them to be publicly executed. You can feel an immense sense of despair as you read the Gospel accounts of the death of Jesus. Perhaps the disciples were hoping for a miracle. Yet there seemed to be no trace of God’s presence or activity at Calvary. As Jesus became weaker, the disciples must have become increasingly despondent. There was no sign of God intervening to transform the situation.

Finally Jesus died. That would probably have been the darkest moment in the lives of the disciples. They were already demoralized enough, as Peter’s denial of Jesus demonstrates. Now, as they watched the scene from a distance, it must have seemed as if their entire world had collapsed, shown up as a fraud and an illusion.

Of course we know the outcome of that story. We know how the disciples’ sorrow was transformed to joy and wonder, as the news of the resurrection of Jesus became known. But try to imagine yourself standing among the disciples as, without knowing that he would be raised again from the dead, they watched Jesus suffer and die. Set aside your knowledge of what happened later and try to imagine what it must have been like to watch Jesus die on the cross. His suffering seemed utterly pointless. Where was God in all this? It was enough to make anyone doubt whether God existed in the first place. It is easy to get a feel for the sense of despair and bewilderment on that sad day.

All those doubts were resolved through the resurrection. The apparently pointless suffering of Jesus was revealed as the means through which God was working out the salvation of sinful humanity. God was not absent from that scene; he was working to transform it from a scene of hopelessness and helplessness to one of joy and hope. God’s love was demonstrated, not contradicted, by the death of his Son (John 3:16; Romans 5:8).

So thinking about the first Good Friday brings home to us how unreliable experience and feelings can be as guides to the presence of God. Those around the cross didn’t experience the presence of God, so they concluded that he was absent from the scene. The resurrection overturned that judgment: God was present in a hidden manner, which experience mistook for his absence. Do you feel that God is absent from your life, or from certain difficult situations? Are you bewildered by events or in despair over the way things are going? Then think of the first Good Friday, when God also seemed to be absent, only to be shown to have been working in a hidden and mysterious way to transform it in a totally unexpected manner.

The promise of resurrection was there (Matthew 20:17-19). Yet in the desperation of that terrible moment, the promise was forgotten, perhaps even doubted. Experience seemed to suggest it could not be fulfilled. The first Good Friday reminds us of the need to trust in the divine promises made to us, rather than rely on our feelings and experience. Our feelings are influenced by a huge variety of factors: our health, the weather, the state of our bank balance, our personal relationships, our work or career—just to name the more obvious ones! God doesn’t cease to exist just because you’ve had a bad day at the office or had an argument with a friend. Trust in the promises of God—not your emotional state.

C. On the third day he rose again

Many people are terrified at the thought of death. The fact that they will one day cease to exist frightens them. One way of responding is to deny death. In his famous book The Denial of Death Ernest Becker points out how many humans have spent the best part of their lives trying to deny that they are going to die. “Death is something that happens to someone else. It won’t happen to me!’ And so such people build their lives on a grand illusion. In reality they are frightened and anxious, but they project the appearance of success, permanence and calm. Some Christians, too, are anxious about death and wonder what to make of it.

It is here that the gospel has enormous implications. Jesus Christ suffered and died “so that by his death he might destroy him who holds the power of death—that is, the devil—and free those who all their lives were held in slavery by their fear of death” (Hebrews 2:14-15). We are not talking about some soothing words to ease the pain of death and dying, words with no foundation in reality—such as saying “It’s all right” when in reality things could not be worse. No! We are talking about a real and decisive victory over death, by which its power is broken. A new attitude to death and dying is possible because a new situation has dawned. Through faith we are given the privilege of sharing in die resurrection of Jesus Christ. “Thanks be to God! He gives us the victory through our Lord Jesus Christ” (1 Corinthians 15:57). “Praise be to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ! In his great mercy he has given us new birth into a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead, and into an inheritance that can never perish, spoil or fade” (1 Peter 1:3-4).

Socrates may have taught us how to die with dignity, but after Jesus Christ, human beings are able to suffer and die in real hope. Try to make that hope a visible part of your life, and explain it to your friends (1 Peter 3:15). For as long as human beings must die, the gospel has vital and relevant dungs to say! Make sure it gets a hearing in your circle of friends.

Key Bible Passages

A. He suffered under Pontius Pilate

Isaiah 52:13—53:12: A remarkable prophecy looking forward to the death of the Messiah

Matthew 27:11-56: Part of Matthew’s account of the trial and execution of Jesus

John 19:16: Part of John’s account of the trial and execution of Jesus

B. He was crucified, died and was buried. He descended to the dead

Luke 23:26-56: Luke’s account of the death and burial of Jesus

John 19:16-42: John’s account of the death and burial of Jesus

C. On the third day he rose again

Matthew 28:1-20: Matthew’s account of the appearances of Jesus after his resurrection

John 20:1-23: Part of John’s account of the appearances of Jesus after his resurrection

1 Corinthians 15:1-28: What Paul says about the central importance of the resurrection of Jesus

Questions for Group Discussion

1. After opening in prayer, begin by reading 1 Corinthians 15:1-28 together.

2. Why is it so important that Pontius Pilate is mentioned in the creed?

3. What different answers have been given to the problem of holding together the love of God and the presence of suffering in the world? Which do you find most helpful?

4. In what ways may the death of Christ be said to parallel Caesar’s crossing of the Rubicon?

5. How does the story of the cross help us to put our experiences of difficulty and despair into perspective?

6. What does the resurrection of Jesus tell us about God and his Son?

7. What hope does the resurrection of Jesus offer to those who are afraid of death?
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God the Son

His Present Activity
and Future Role

God the Holy Spirit

We continue our exploration of what the creed has to say about Jesus Christ by looking at the sections dealing with his ascension, his return and the activity of his Holy Spirit.

The Ideas Explained

A. He ascended into heaven and is seated at the right hand of the Father

The creed now moves forward from Easter Day to Ascension Day. Jesus’ ascension took place forty days after the resurrection (Acts 1:3) and is thus celebrated on the sixth Thursday after Easter Day.

The basic ideas stated in this section of the creed can be summed up thus: Jesus was “exalted to the right hand of God” (Acts 2:33). In the resurrection Jesus was liberated from the bonds of death; now he is restored to the close presence, power and majesty of his Father. The story of the ascension is related only in Acts 1:1-11; however, the basic idea it expresses may be found throughout the New Testament. Jesus is the “great high priest who has gone through the heavens” (Hebrews 4:14; 9:11-12). Having come down to earth from heaven to redeem us, Jesus now returns to heaven to intercede for us. He came down to earth from heaven in great humility; he returns to heaven in triumph and glory, having accomplished all that was necessary for our salvation. “God exalted him to the highest place and gave him the name that is above every name” (Philippians 2:9).

But notice the effect of the ascension on the disciples. They don’t remain standing, rooted to the spot, completely overwhelmed by the fact that Jesus has returned to heaven. Their thoughts return immediately to earth—for there is work to be done. The ascended Christ commissions them to carry on his work on earth. “All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me. Therefore go and make disciples of all nations” (Matthew 28:18-19). In his Acts of the Apostles, Luke tells us that the disciples left the mountain of the ascension and plunged themselves headlong into the needs of the world for which Christ died. They preached and healed; they proclaimed the good news to all by word and deed. Faith in the ascension does not mean any diminished interest in the world. It means a renewed commitment to that world and new resources with which to meet its needs and cares.

In no way does the ascension of Christ mean that Christ is now absent from his world. It is utterly impossible to read Acts and gain the impression that Jesus is no longer present with his people! The ascension does not mean, and was never intended to mean, that Christ is now restricted to some very limited region. Far from it. Through the resurrection Christ broke down the barriers of time and space, allowing himself to be available to all (symbolized by the ripping of the temple curtain; Matthew 27:51). The doctrine of the ascension assures us that Christ has been exalted and glorified and that his power and glory can be revealed and reflected in our lives. The ascended Christ lives in believers through the Spirit (Galatians 2:20). The Christ who was exalted to heaven may also be exalted in our lives (Philippians 1:20). He is able to knock at the door of our lives (Revelation 3:20-21). We must not allow the limitations of our reason and imagination to impose restrictions on what the risen and exalted Christ can do!

Finally, the creed states that Jesus now sits at the right hand of God (Colossians 3:1). This is a very powerful image. Two main ideas are suggested, each of considerable importance.

1. It suggests special favor and status. To be allowed to sit at the right hand of a dignitary is a special favor (Psalm 16:8; 110:1). Not even the angels are allowed to sit at God’s right hand (Hebrews 1:13). Jesus’ being allocated this place of honor confirms his unique status. It confirms all that this book said earlier concerning Jesus’ unique status and relationship to God. Jesus is enthroned beside the Father, crowned with glory and honor (Hebrews 2:7-9) on account of the great victory he gained over sin and death, through obedience to his Father’s will. The mocking crown of thorns has now been replaced with a glorious crown of gold. This is the scene captured in the vision of John:

Worthy is the Lamb, who was slain,

to receive power and wealth and wisdom and strength

and honor and glory and praise! (Revelation 5:12)

2. It suggests that Jesus has the Father’s ear. The New Testament insists that the risen, ascended and glorified Christ intercedes for us (Romans 8:34; Hebrews 7:25). Sitting at God’s right hand, Jesus is able to plead our case for us. Christians pray in the name of Jesus Christ, acknowledging that the effectiveness of their prayers rests on what Jesus Christ has achieved in the past and will achieve in the future. This point is made well in Charles Wesley’s ascension hymn “Hail the Day That Sees Him Rise”:

Still for us he intercedes, Hallelujah!

His prevailing death he pleads, Hallelujah!

Near himself prepares our place, Hallelujah!

He the first-fruits of our race, Hallelujah!

B. He will come again to judge the living and the dead

Having dealt with Jesus in the past and the present, the creed now points to the future: Jesus will one day return as judge of all persons, whether they are alive or dead at the time. Older English versions of the creed use the phrase “the quick and the dead.” Quick is an Old English word for “living,” which still survives in words such as quicksilver (mercury, which is a liquid metal at room temperature) and quicksand.

The basic idea encountered in the first part of this section is usually known as “the second coming.” The Son of God, who once came to this earth in great humility, will one day come again in great glory. The saving plan of God, inaugurated in the first coming of Jesus Christ, will reach its grand finale with his second coming. The long-promised and awaited kingdom of God will be established. Our hope of the second coming is expressed particularly well in another of Charles Wesley’s hymns:

Lo! He comes, with clouds descending,

Once for favored sinners slain;

Thousand thousand saints attending

Swell the triumph of his train;

Hallelujah! Christ appears on earth to reign.

The second idea to be dealt with is judgment. “Man is destined to die once, and after that to face judgment” (Hebrews 9:27). Many people find the idea of judgment deeply threatening. I hope the three points that follow may be helpful.

1. We are being judged by someone who knows us totally. We need not fear a superficial judgment based on inadequate knowledge of us and our situation. Many of us manage to keep up an outward appearance that is very different from our real selves. Our public image often bears little relation to the way we really are. The advertising agencies and public relations media are often geared to projecting a desired image and hiding the reality. While we may be able to fool other people, however, God is not taken in. The Old Testament emphasizes that God knows us totally (Psalm 139:1-4) and loves us still. This theme is stressed especially in John’s Gospel: Jesus knows us. In his dealings with Nathanael (John 1:47-50), with the crowds (John 2:23-25) and with the Samaritan woman (John 4:18), we find the same pattern emerging: even before people tell Jesus anything about themselves, he already knows all about them.

For some people this is a deeply disturbing thought. How awful that God sees through me like that! In fact, however, it ought to be a deeply reassuring thought. It means we can be honest about ourselves with God, in a way that is impossible with other people. If you decide to tell someone else about something that is troubling you, they might respond, “I never knew you were like that! I am deeply shocked.” God, however, knows us. He knows the reality that lies behind the façade.

2. We are being judged by someone who is passionately committed to us. The cross reveals God’s love for us (John 3:16) as well as his judgment upon us. We are being judged by someone who cares for us and is committed to us. Jesus himself was condemned by biased judges, hostile crowds and an indifferent public prosecutor; we, on the other hand, will be judged by one who cares deeply for us and is sympathetic toward us. It is deeply comforting to recall that our judge lived on this earth as one of us and knows at first hand what we have to go through. He is not some far-off and distant figure who has no understanding of our situation.

There is a magnificent story told about shepherds in East Anglia, the center of England’s wool trade in the Middle Ages. When a shepherd died, he would be buried in a coffin packed full of wool. The idea was that when the day of judgment came, Jesus would see the wool and realize that this man had been a shepherd. As he himself had once been a shepherd, he would know the pressures the man had faced—the amount of time needed to look after wayward sheep and so on—and would understand why he hadn’t been to church much! The story makes an important point, in however amusing a manner, that we must treasure as one of the greatest of the many Christian insights into God. We are not dealing with a distant God who knows nothing of what being human means. He knows and understands—and so we can “approach the throne of grace with confidence” (Hebrews 4:16).

3. We are judged by someone whom we know and trust. We are already judged by our attitudes toward Jesus. Our response to the tender image of Christ dying on the cross determines our attitude toward God and the results this brings in its wake. Jesus judges with the full authority of God. “The Father loves the Son and has placed everything in his hands. Whoever believes in the Son has eternal life, but whoever rejects the Son will not see life, for God’s wrath remains on him” (John 3:35-36). All authority on earth and in heaven has been granted to the risen Christ (Matthew 28:18), including the authority to judge. This is in no way inconsistent with the great Old Testament emphasis on God as the sole judge of humanity. We saw earlier that only God can save—yet, on account of his divinity, Jesus saves. In the same way, only God can judge us—yet, on account of his divinity, Jesus judges us.

We are thus not judged on the basis of something unknown but on the basis of our response to Jesus Christ. To believe in Jesus Christ is also to believe in the One who sent him—God the Father (John 12:44-45). Our attitude toward Jesus determines our attitude toward God and hence the divine judgment upon us. That judgment is confirmed, not contradicted, at the last day. We have already been judged and know the outcome of that judgment, what remains is the confirmation and enactment of that judgment. It is this idea that underlies the doctrine of justification by faith. “Since we have been justified by faith, we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ” (Romans 5:1). Faith is the basis of the divine judgment. However, as we saw earlier, faith does not mean mere belief that God exists. Justifying faith is a trusting, obedient and transformative faith. “The only thing that counts is faith expressing itself through love” (Galatians 5:6).

C. I believe in the Holy Spirit

The trinitarian structure of the creed is now completed. Having dealt with faith in God the Father and God the Son, the creed turns to deal with the Holy Spirit.

In both of the main biblical languages—Hebrew in the Old Testament, Greek in the New—the words for “wind,” “breath” and “spirit” are the same. It is very easy for the English reader, unaware of these associations, to miss the full richness of the biblical witness to the person and work of the Holy Spirit (for example, see John 3:6-8 for wordplay on “wind” and “Spirit”). To gain some insights into the vitality of the biblical understanding of the Spirit of God, we shall consider briefly two ideas.

1. The Spirit brings life. When God created Adam, he breathed into him the breath of life, as a result of which Adam became a living being (Genesis 2:7). The basic difference between a living and a dead human being is that the former breathes and the latter does not. God is the One who breathes the breath of life into empty shells and brings them to life. Just as God brought Adam to life by breathing into him, so God is able to bring individuals and his church to life through his Spirit today. The famous vision of the valley of the dry bones (Ezekiel 37:1-14) also illustrates this point: the bones come to life only when breath enters into them (Ezekiel 37:9-10). The Spirit, then, can be thought of as God bringing new life to his creation.

2. The Spirit brings power. All of us are used to seeing things being moved by an invisible force—the wind. We often see papers blown across the road by the wind or trees bending before its force. And in those areas of the world where hurricanes or tornadoes are common, entire towns may be destroyed by the power of this invisible force which we call the wind. The Old Testament writers, noticing the way the wind acts, could hardly fail to observe an obvious parallel with the way God acts. The Spirit of God is like the wind—an unseen force that acts upon things and people. The Spirit can be thought of as God in action.

These images, then, help us begin to think about what the Holy Spirit is like. Wind and human breath are invaluable visual aids for thinking about the Spirit. But what does the Spirit do? What do Christians believe about him? We have only enough space to hit the high points of the richness of the Christian understanding of the work of the Spirit; much more could—and should—be said.

1. The Holy Spirit convicts us of our sin. It is a mammoth, indeed superhuman, task to convince people that they really are sinners. Yet we are not alone in this task. God gives a gift that is equal to the task. Jesus promised his disciples the continued presence and power of the Spirit after he had left them. The Spirit would convict the world of its guilt and sin and convince them of the reality of judgment (John 16:7-11). The practical outworking of this may be seen in Peter’s great Pentecost sermon, when all barriers of language were broken down in order that individuals might be confronted with and convicted of their sins (Acts 2:1-13, 37-41).

2. The Holy Spirit is a pledge of our salvation. God “put his Spirit in our hearts as a deposit, guaranteeing what is to come” (2 Corinthians 1:22; comapre 2 Corinthians 5:5; Ephesians 1:14). The Greek word for “deposit”—arrabōn—is often translated as “pledge” or “surety.” It is an unusual word, probably deriving from Phoenician traders. Its basic meaning is “down payment” or “token of commitment.” In many purchase agreements, the buyer has to put down a deposit or a down payment to secure possession of the item; that deposit promises that there is more payment to come and also ensures possession of the item. God places his Spirit within our hearts as a down payment: it demonstrates that we are his and promises that there is more to come. It is a surety or pledge of our salvation.

3. The Holy Spirit is our comforter. As Jesus prepares to leave his disciples, he promises to send them a comforter (John 14:25-26), the Holy Spirit. The Greek word paraklētos is usually translated as “comforter,” “advocate” or “counselor.” (Incidentally, if you are used to singing very old hymns, you may have come across references to the “Paraclete”—this is simply a way of referring to the Holy Spirit.) The Spirit will comfort the disciples by reminding them of Jesus (John 14:26; 15:26). He will bring them peace.

In 1066 Norman armies under William the Conqueror successfully invaded England. That event was commemorated in the Bayeux Tapestry, a remarkably detailed record of the events of the campaign. One of its scenes depicts a column of Norman soldiers on horseback. They are followed by the bishop of Bayeux, who is busy poking the last man with a large stick. The caption to this little scene reads: “Bishop Odo comforts the soldiers.”

Most of us would feel that this is the sort of comfort that we could well do without! Yet the Greek word for “comfort” can bear the meaning “urge on” or “encourage to do greater things.” There is a sense in which the Spirit does prod us, encouraging and empowering us to do things we otherwise would not—and could not—do.

The Ideas Applied

A. He ascended into heaven and is seated at the right hand of the Father

Frederick Langbridge once penned the following lines:

Two men look out through the same bars:

One sees the mud, and one the stars.

It is quite possible for two people to be in exactly the same situation and yet see it in quite different ways. Two persons looking out through the same prison bars see very different things. One looks down and sees the mud; the other lifts his eyes to heaven and sees the stars. The point Langbridge is trying to make is that some people see nothing but the rut of everyday life, ending in death, while others raise their eyes to heaven, knowing that their ultimate destiny lies with God. Their situation is more or less the same—but their outlooks axe totally different.

One of the main differences between a believer and a nonbeliever is their attitudes toward life. The nonbeliever often adopts an “eat, drink and be merry, for tomorrow we die” attitude (1 Corinthians 15:32). If there is nothing more to life than this earth, we might as well enjoy it while we can. Let’s not even think about death; let’s deny that it will ever happen to us. Perhaps you know people in this situation. Their lives are not just firmly rooted in this world; they are trapped by it. They pursue “happiness” and the pleasures of this world, thinking that they are conquering the world—when in fact they axe conquered by it.

The Christian, on the other hand, sees this world in a very different perspective. It is like the desert that leads to the promised land. It is our place of exile, not our permanent home. It is the “distant country’’ (Luke 15:13), far from our home and our waiting Father. We know that we are not trapped by the world: we are in the world but not of it (John 17:13-19). We are committed to the world, because it is God’s world for which Christ died and because there is work to be done—but in the end we recognize that the world cannot be an end in itself.

The world can too easily become a substitute for God. It is all too easy to allow the creation to subvert the place of the Creator. “We are to learn to pass through this world as though it were a foreign country, treating all earthly things lightly and declining to set our hearts upon them” (John Calvin).

Think of your church or your Christian group as a “colony of heaven.” Paul uses this idea when writing to the Christians at Philippi, a Roman colony (Philippians 3:20). A Roman colony was basically made up of a small group of Roman citizens who had settled abroad. Although they were living in a strange and distant land, they kept the laws and customs of their homeland; they spoke its language and longed for the day when they could return home. So it is with the Christian community. It is a colony of heaven on earth. Christians are “aliens and strangers in the world” (1 Peter 2:11). Although their community is set in the midst of hostile territory, its members keep the laws of heaven and speak its language in worship and adoration. And they look forward to the day when they can return home to their native land, their exile finally ended.

“Since, then, you have been raised with Christ, set your hearts on things above, where Christ is seated at the right hand of God. Set your minds on things above, not on earthly things” (Colossians 3:1-2). With these words Paul stresses the need for a right perspective on life. It is very easy for the believer, like anyone else, to get trapped in a rut. Work, family responsibilities, financial anxieties—all can become burdens that make us tired and weary. We look ahead and see only more of the same sort of thing confronting us. It is very demoralizing! But Paul has some vital advice for us. Look up! Raise your head and look to the skies. Christ has ascended, blazing a trail we can follow.

Thinking about the ascension is a helpful way of making sure that our outlook on life is right. It helps us recall that our destiny does not lie on this earth but with the ascended Christ, who has gone ahead of us to prepare a place for us. He is waiting for us now. “Our citizenship is in heaven” (Philippians 3:20). This gives us a new perspective on the chores of everyday life. It sets before us a vision that keeps us going. It is like an oasis in a desert—vital refreshment in the midst of the heat of life.

B. He will come again to judge the living and the dead

“Do not judge, or you too will be judged. For in the same way as you judge others, you will be judged” (Matthew 7:1-2). Many Christians find themselves puzzled by these words. At first sight they seem to suggest that Christians should not judge other people, Christians included. Yet on closer examination these and other verses (such as Matthew 7:3-5) clearly suppose that Christians do judge others; such passages offer advice on how that judgment should be carried out. The point is that we all have a built-in tendency to be lenient and understanding when it comes to judging our own actions and quite a bit harsher when it comes to judging those of others.

Criticism and judgment are an essential aspect of the life of the Christian community. Judgment is a means of personal and communal growth. Without the criticism of others, each of us would become set in our ways, probably unaware of the negative and hurtful effect our words and deeds can have on others. Criticism is a vital tool by which our own defects can be identified and corrected. Personal growth depends on our knowing what needs to be improved—and other Christians can help us in this way (Titus 2:15).

The passage from the Sermon on the Mount quoted above draws a clear connection between God’s judgment of us and our judgment of others. Our judgment of others should demonstrate the same pattern as God’s judgment of us. In other words, God has set us an example in Jesus Christ of what Christian judgment should be like. See the gospel as God’s criticism of us, which exposes us as sinners—but which also opens the way to salvation.

1. Criticism must be based on love and commitment to the other person. Think of the cross of Christ, which shows both God’s criticism of us and his love for us. In his love God shows us what is wrong with us. But God doesn’t just tell us that we are sinners and leave us there! He offers to stand by us and provide us with the resources we need if we are to be forgiven and grow in grace. In other words, he commits himself to be with us, supporting us as we respond to his criticism. Criticism is not an end in itself; it is a means to an end. God criticizes us in order to save us from ourselves.

The consequences of this are obvious. First, restrict your criticism to those you love and feel committed to. See criticism as presupposing commitment to the well-being of the other person. Second, don’t let criticism become an end in itself. You must avoid criticizing people for the sake of it, or because it makes you feel good. Criticism must be directed toward the good of that person or the well-being of the Christian community as a whole. Third, be prepared to help your friends. There is no point in criticizing anyone unless you are prepared to stand by them and help them if they accept and respond to your criticism. Your criticism must also be an offer of help. Don’t just say, “You irritate people.” Rather, say something like “I care for you, and as a result, I think I ought to tell you that you irritate people. But I can help you deal with this one. Will you let me?”

2. Criticism must be informed. One of the reasons it is easy to take criticism from God is that we trust his judgment. He is fully informed. He knows us. But your criticism of your friends may not be informed. You may not be completely in the picture. You may not wholly understand their situation. You may lack experience of the sorts of situations they’re in. It’s very easy to criticize someone from the outside.

Take time to understand your friends, just as you would like them to take time to understand you. Understanding people doesn’t mean you can give up criticizing them—but it does mean that your criticism will be informed and helpful—and less frequent!

Finally, before you criticize anyone, take a good look at yourself. You may not share exactly the same problem as your friend—but there may be others there instead. Criticism of others should presuppose criticism of yourself (Matthew 7:3-5). If you feel you must criticize anyone, why not invite them to criticize you in return? That way both of you may grow in faith and love.

C. I believe in the Holy Spirit

Many Christians feel anxious over the question of spiritual gifts. They read passages such as 1 Corinthians 12:1-11 and feel that they lack these spiritual gifts. They wonder then if they are second-class Christians; some even wonder if they really are Christians! It is important to make the crucial distinction between the fruit of the Spirit—such as joy, peace and love—(Galatians 5:22) and the gifts of the Spirit. Think of two trees. One is an apple tree. If it really is an apple tree, it ought to bear apples. You know it by its fruit (Matthew 12:33). Similarly, Christians ought to show the fruit of the Spirit in their lives, although the extent will vary from one person to another.

Now think of two fir trees. One is growing in a forest. The other is a Christmas tree inside a home, with presents around its base. Those presents have nothing to do with the tree! They didn’t grow there. They were placed there by someone. They are someone’s gifts, not the natural fruit of the tree. Not every fir tree becomes a Christmas tree and gets surrounded by presents—but that doesn’t deny that they are fir trees! Spiritual gifts are gifts. God gives them to those who he feels need them, or who he feels can use them especially well. But they are not all given to everyone. It is no stigma to lack a charisma—a particular spiritual gift.

If you have been entrusted with spiritual gifts, try to view them in the right way and use them wisely. To start with, remember that gifts are gifts, not rewards. “What do you have that you did not receive?” (1 Corinthians 4:7). Furthermore, remember that God gives gifts for a purpose—they aren’t there for ornament but are meant to be used “for the common good” (1 Corinthians 12:7). The parable of the talents (Matthew 25:1-30) makes this point especially well. The parable tells of a master who entrusts his money to some servants during his absence, and of the variety of ways in which the servants make use of that money. There are three main points being made by this parable, all of which are important.

1. Our talents are gifts from God. The servants had no claim on the money: it was their master’s, entrusted to them during his absence. In one sense it was a gift to them—but a gift that they would eventually have to surrender. They were stewards rather than possessors of the money. They were responsible for its wise use during the master’s absence. In much the same way, we have been entrusted with gifts from God—not on account of our personal worthiness but on account of the tasks and responsibilities God may have in mind for us. The important thing is to identify what your particular gifts might be, as the first step in using them in God’s service.

2. God’s gifts are given in order to be used. You mustn’t think of spiritual gifts as some kind of ornament, there just to decorate you and make you a more interesting person. They are there to be used in the building up of the people of God and the furthering of his kingdom. In the parable the returning master is furious with the servant who buried his talent and refused to use it. Some Christians adopt this ostrichlike approach to spiritual gifts, ignoring them or failing to use them. But spiritual gifts are task-oriented, there for a purpose. They are all on loan. We are responsible for expending them in the world, and we will be held accountable for the way we use them.

3. God’s gifts increase as they are used. The parable tells of three servants, two of whom use their talents and the third who buries his in the ground. This final talent remains unaltered in its hole in the ground. It is not used and therefore does not grow. The two other servants, however, find that the money with which they had been entrusted increases as they use it wisely. And so it is with the spiritual gifts God gives us.

So if you have spiritual gifts, make sure you use them; if you do not have such gifts, you need not be anxious. You may have genuine gifts and talents of a different sort; it may be that God will bestow a spiritual gift upon you later in life, to meet a specific situation. If in doubt, you may find it helpful to pray for discernment. But there is no need for anxiety—simply honesty!

Key Bible Passages

A. He ascended into heaven and is seated at the right hand of the Father

Acts 1:1-11: The ascension of Jesus

Acts 2:32-36: What the ascension of Jesus says about him

Colossians 3:1-3: The way all Christians participate in the ascension of Jesus

B. He will come again to judge the living and the dead

Matthew 25:31-46: Part of the teaching of Jesus about his coming again as judge

Acts 10:42: Judgment as an integral part of the message of the gospel

1 Thessalonians 4:13—5:11: Paul’s teaching about the return of Christ and its implications

C. I believe in the Holy Spirit

John 14:15-27: Part of what Jesus told his disciples about the work of the Holy Spirit

Acts 2:1-21: The events surrounding the coming of the Holy Spirit on the Day of Pentecost

1 Corinthians 14:1-25: Paul addresses some issues surrounding the use of the gifts of the Holy Spirit in the church

Questions for Group Discussion

1. Pray together, then read Colossians 3:1-4.

2. Why is it wrong to suggest that, following the ascension, Jesus is now absent from the world?

3. What are some practical implications of the fact that Christians are “citizens of heaven”?

4. Do you find the prospect of future judgment disturbing? How does it help to know that Jesus will be the judge?

5. What have you found to be helpful and unhelpful when people criticize you? How might this change the way you offer criticism to others?

6. How would you summarize who the Holy Spirit is and what he does?

7. What gifts has God given you? In what ways do you use them?

For Further Reading
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——. I Believe in the Holy Spirit. Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 1989. A first-rate introduction to the subject. Thoroughly recommended.

Lewis, C. S. The Great Divorce. Reprint, New York: Simon & Schuster, 1996. A fine literary allegory that weaves together many of the threads of the Christian understanding of judgment. Entertaining and thought-provoking.

Ramsey, Michael. Holy Spirit: A Biblical Study. 1977. Reprint, Cambridge, Mass.: Cowley, 1992. A fine study by a former archbishop of Canterbury. Particularly helpful for those who already have some knowledge of the subject.
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The Church,
Forgiveness
and Eternal Life

This chapter concludes our look at the creed by examining its final five statements about the church, forgiveness and eternal life.

The Ideas Explained

A. The holy catholic church

We now come to faith in the church, the body of Christ. To believe in Jesus Christ is to believe in and belong to a dynamic community that spans the centuries. The Greek word ekklēsia, used in the New Testament to refer to the church, denotes not a building but a group of people. It literally means “those who are called out.” The church consists of those who have been called out of the world into a community of faith—those whom God has “called ... out of darkness into his wonderful light” (1 Peter 2:9). To become a Christian is to enter into this community of support, encouragement and love.

It is traditional to speak of the “four marks of the church”—in other words, four characteristic identifying features. The creed here notes two, implies one more and omits reference to the fourth. For the sake of fullness, we shall consider all four.

1. The church is one. This is implied by the creed’s reference to “the church” rather than “churches.” All Christian churches are based and founded on the one and only foundation of Jesus Christ himself. There is no other foundation on which they can stand. We could say that the Christian church is that body of people that acknowledges Jesus Christ as its head (Colossians 1:18). Even a casual glance at modern Western society shows that there are many different churches or denominations. Yet to the extent that these are genuinely Christian, they are all part of the one church. The disunity of the churches does not deny the fact that the church is one.

In recent years, under increasing pressure from secular society, many Christian churches have come to realize that what they have in common is far more precious and important than what divides them. There is a growing recognition that Christians are at liberty to disagree over certain matters—things that are not essential to the gospel—while taking a common stand on the essentials of the gospel. For example, I am an Anglican; but it is of infinitely greater importance to me that I am a Christian than that I am an Anglican. “There is one body and one Spirit—just as you were called to one hope when you were called—one Lord, one faith, one baptism; one God and Father of all, who is over all and through all and in all” (Ephesians 4:4-6).

2. The church is holy. Holy is a word that turns most people off. It suggests sanctimoniousness or a “holier than thou” attitude. To some it even suggests that the church is full of self-satisfied bores. And is the church really holy? C. S. Lewis documents this attitude well in The Screwtape Letters, in which a new convert goes to church, expecting to find it full of saints—and instead discovers that it is full of ordinary people like himself!

But to understand this aspect of the church, we need to recover the true meaning of the word holy. This point is so important that I will reserve discussion of it for the following section, which deals in depth with “the communion of saints.”

3. The church is catholic. Many people find this part of the creed difficult to accept. Since the time of the European Reformation of the sixteenth century, many people have come to use the word catholic to mean “Roman Catholic.” In fact, this isn’t implied. The Greek word katholikos means “according to the whole,” or “universal.” If I were to say that a friend of mine has “catholic tastes,” I don’t mean that he prefers to attend a requiem mass rather than a prayer meeting! It just means that his tastes range very wide. In saying that the church is catholic, we are affirming that its message is valid and relevant to every age and every situation. It is not as if there was one church with a message suited to the needs of the second century and another with a message suited to the needs of the twentieth—it is the same church, throughout the ages and across the world, which seeks to apply the same gospel in any situation it may happen to meet. Catholic is an affirmation of the universal validity and relevance of the gospel.

4. The church is apostolic. In other words, it continues steadfastly in the faith and teaching of the first apostles (Acts 2:42) and gladly accepts the Great Commission entrusted to them (Matthew 28:16-20). The faith and the tasks of the apostles have become ours. “The faith that was once for all entrusted to the saints” (Jude 3) has now been entrusted to us for a time, before we pass it on to those who will follow us. We, and all other Christians, are stewards of the same gospel once entrusted to the apostles.

Taken together, these four “marks of the church” point to a worldwide body of believers whose sole foundation is Jesus Christ, who have been entrusted with the apostles’ faith and responsibilities to proclaim the gospel throughout history, knowing that it is of continued vital relevance to the human race.

B. The communion of saints

In the previous section we looked at some aspects of the Christian understanding of the church. The present section allows us to examine one feature of this in more detail. The previous section dealt with the church as a body; we are now concerned with ourselves as members of that body.

As we have seen, the New Testament writers never use the word church with a building in mind. When Paul writes to the churches at Corinth or Galatia, for example (1 Corinthians 1:2; Galatians 1:2), he is writing to groups of people, not to a building. (The early Christians had no special buildings of their own, set apart for worship; they seem to have met in each other’s homes.) The church is not a static building but a dynamic pilgrim people who are constantly moving on in faith and obedience. It includes those who have gone ahead of us and those who will follow. It is a great fellowship of faith, spanning the ages and the continents.

The creed now develops this aspect of the Christian understanding of the church. Communion is the old English word for “fellowship”—and that identifies a key role of the church. Among its many functions, the church is there to support its members.

What does fellowship mean? The Greek word used in the New Testament to express this idea (koinõnia) has the basic meaning of “sharing.” At one level it means “sharing joys and sorrows.” It is usually much easier to cope with sadness if you are able to share it with someone else. He or she may be able to offer you good advice or even practical assistance—but somehow just the act of sharing a problem often seems to work wonders. Knowing that someone else is remembering your difficulties in their prayers can be of enormous comfort. Those who are strong in the faith and rich in spiritual gifts have responsibilities toward those who are weak in the faith and who lack these talents. God’s gifts are given for the building up, or edification, of the Christian community (1 Corinthians 14:3-5)—and that implies a willingness to share them.

But fellowship operates at another level as well (Romans 12:13; Ephesians 4:28; 1 Timothy 6:18; Hebrews 13:16): the level of material goods and wealth. The apostles held all things in common (Acts 2:44-45). Each member of the earliest church gave according to his or her ability, and each received according to his or her need. There is no need to confuse this with secular socialist philosophies. It is a reminder of the need for mutual commitment within the Christian fellowship. Those who are strong have responsibilities toward those who are weak, just as those who are rich have responsibilities toward those who are poor. In early Christian communities, widows and orphans were singled out as needing special care and compassion (for example, Acts 6:1; James 1:27). To believe in “the fellowship of saints” is to be committed to the practical consequences of this fellowship.

Paul often begins his letters by addressing the “saints” whether at Rome (Romans 1:4), Corinth (2 Corinthians 1:1) or Ephesus (Ephesians 1:1). But what is a saint? Groucho Marx once remarked that he wouldn’t want to join a club that would have him as a member! Many of us feel the same way about the church as a fellowship of saints. If I am a saint, then there is nothing special about it. If all believers are saints, the idea of a saint seems to be devalued. Perhaps it is natural that some people find this a genuine problem. The two lines of argument that follow may be helpful.

First, the word saint just means “someone who is holy.” Christians are holy, not because of anything they are in themselves but because of the One who has called them. The fact that we are holy has nothing to do with our personal merit or sanctity of life; it has everything to do with the fact that we have been called by a holy God and have responded to him. We are holy because of our calling, not because of our nature. Think of the moon, which shines by reflecting the light of the sun. As the Apollo moon mission of the 1960s made clear, the moon is a dead world. It possesses no light of its own. But it can reflect the light of the sun. Christians are holy in much the same way that the moon shines at night—by reflecting something (or someone) else. God’s holiness can be reflected in our lives, even if we ourselves are sinners.

To declare that we believe in “the communion of saints” does not mean that we believe in a holy club; it means that we believe in a holy God who has called us as individuals into a community, within which his work of renewal and regeneration can take place. To be called by God is deeply humbling and is not in any way a cause for pride or arrogance. God calls us while we are sinners into a community within which his work of healing can begin. We are called to be holy (1 Corinthians 1:2), not because we are holy. “It is not the healthy who need a doctor, but the sick. I have not come to call the righteous, but sinners” (Mark 2:17). Augustine of Hippo, a great Christian writer of the late fourth and early fifth centuries, remarked that the church is rather like a hospital. It is full of sick people who are desperately hoping to be cured. The church is a fellowship of forgiven sinners who confidently hope, by God’s grace, to become a fellowship of saints.

Second, think of a saint—and hence of yourself—as someone who is consecrated to God. Let’s explore this idea and see how it helps. The basic meaning of consecration is “being set apart.” Think of a Communion service. At some point during the service the bread and the wine are consecrated. The bread and wine remain bread and wine, but they are set apart to serve a special purpose. The words spoken by Jesus at the Last Supper are recalled, as is his commandment to “do this in remembrance of me” (Luke 22:19). Then, shortly afterward, the bread and wine are distributed to the members of the congregation. The bread and the wine are meant to remind believers of the suffering and death of Jesus Christ, upon which our salvation rests.

Consecration means being set apart to remind people of Jesus Christ. We do not suddenly become holy and righteous; indeed, sin remains a major threat to our Christian lives. But despite our sin, we have been set apart from the world. We have been called out of that world (remember we saw that the Greek word for “church” means “called out”) in order to remind that world of its Savior and Lord. Being members of the “communion of saints” means that we have been called from the world to proclaim the saving love of God for that world.

So there is no problem in speaking of the church as “the communion of saints.” Of course it is a “fellowship of sinners” as well! But it is a fellowship of forgiven sinners who are in the process of becoming holy. The German Reformer Martin Luther taught that Christians are “righteous and sinners at one and the same time” (simul iustus et peccator). We are righteous on account of God’s having clothed us with his righteousness—but inside we are still sinners. God justifies us on the basis of his gift of righteousness, rather than on the basis of any righteousness we may possess. Although we are sinners, God is still able to renew and regenerate our fallen natures. Just as workers on a building site might cover their work with tarpaulins to protect it from the elements, so God shelters his work of renewal and regeneration within us with the external covering of his righteousness. Although we remain sinners externally, we thus live in hope, knowing that God is at work within us, renewing and rebuilding us from within. Luther argues that justified sinners are like people who are ill and have been entrusted to the care of a competent physician. They are righteous “not in fact, but in hope” (non in re sed in spe). The signs of recovery and sanctification within us point to our future perfection in righteousness, just as a patient under the care of a good physician can rest assured of being cured as he or she detects signs of recovery.

Nevertheless, most of us know of some individuals—whether historical figures from the past, or people now living—who have deeply impressed us by their faith, their quality of life and their faithful devotion to God. Somehow it seems right to speak of them as “saints” in some special way. The witness of their lives is both an encouragement and a challenge: an encouragement because it demonstrates what God can indeed do and achieve with fallen human nature; and a challenge because we have yet to allow him to do this with us!

C. The forgiveness of sins

In this section the creed compresses its understanding of what Jesus Christ achieved on the cross. No attempt is made to explain the idea or elaborate on it. However, in this terse phrase we are to find summarized the full richness of the New Testament understanding of the work of Jesus Christ.

The New Testament uses a wide range of images to express the richness of its understanding of the work of Christ. “The forgiveness of sins” is mentioned as an example of these images and is not meant to exhaust them. The Nicene Creed—a somewhat longer and more detailed version of the creed—adds to this brief statement, telling us that Jesus Christ became human “for our salvation,” adding another concept to that of forgiveness. Taken together, these biblical concepts of the achievement of Jesus Christ aim to explain what was going on between God, Christ and sinful humanity in the crucifixion and resurrection of Jesus.

What is remarkable about these concepts is that they are able to explain the complexity of the achievement of Jesus Christ in terms or ideas that we already know from everyday life. The New Testament writers did exactly what every good preacher should do—use illustrations and analogies drawn from their experience to help “unpack” their theology. To understand fully what happened on the cross, we have to follow the New Testament carefully as it builds up a picture of what was going on by using a wide range of illustrations, each of which casts light on one particular aspect of our subject. It may well be that one individual finds one illustration more helpful than another—but this does not entitle him or her to argue that this illustration, and this illustration alone, is good enough to stand on its own as a description of what was going on.

Let us begin by looking at four concepts the New Testament uses to bring out the meaning of the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ.

1. Forgiveness of sins. It is no accident that the creed selects this idea to summarize the work of Christ. It is perhaps the most powerful and familiar concept used to explain the significance of Christ’s death and resurrection for believers. Forgiveness of sins can be interpreted in two ways: legally and personally. The legal use of the term is probably most familiar from the parable of the merciless servant (Matthew 18:23-35). Here forgiveness is understood in terms of the remission of a debt. Forgiveness of sins may thus be regarded as a legal concept, involving the remission of a penalty or debt. Jesus wiped out our guilt by his death on the cross. Whatever penalty was due for human sin has been fully met by the obedient death of Christ on the cross.

The second sense of the term is closely related to the idea of reconciliation. Forgiveness is what is necessary for a personal relationship to be restored to its former state after a hurtful disagreement or misunderstanding. Forgiveness involves someone taking the initiative. If there are two persons who once enjoyed a close relationship but now have drifted apart, that relationship will remain broken unless someone attempts a reconciliation. Someone has to take the initiative and approach the other party, acknowledging that the relationship has gone wrong, recalling how precious and important that relationship once was, affirming their love and concern for the other—and asking them to restore the relationship. If the other party is not prepared to restore the relationship, no progress has been made. If forgiveness is offered but not accepted, the relationship remains unaltered. If, and only if, both parties agree to restore the relationship will forgiveness be achieved. Similarly, we must decide to accept God’s forgiveness. All this is evident from our own experience of personal relationships. By making an appeal to personal relationships, the New Testament grounds our relationship with God in everyday experience.

We could say that sin is what comes between us and God, and threatens to wreck our relationship with him. “Your iniquities have separated you from your God” (Isaiah 59:2). Sin is a barrier erected from our side between ourselves and God. Our sin separates us from God. The creed, however, affirms a central and joyous insight of the New Testament—this barrier can be broken down, and has been broken down by God.

At the moment of Jesus’ death the curtain in the temple at Jerusalem was torn down (Matthew 27:51). The curtain prevented ordinary people from gaining access to the innermost part of the temple. It seemed to deny them access to the presence of God. In the tearing of that curtain at the moment of Jesus’ death, many commentators see the full meaning of that death dramatically symbolized. The barrier between human beings and God has been broken down by the death of Jesus Christ. To believe in the forgiveness of sins is to believe that God can break down all the barriers between us and him if we will let him.

2. Reconciliation. “God was reconciling the world to himself in Christ” (2 Corinthians 5:19). This famous statement draws our attention more closely to the idea of reconciliation. The word and the idea are very familiar. Reconciliation is fundamental to human experience, especially in personal relationships. The parable of the prodigal son (Luke 15:11-32) is perhaps the supreme illustration of the importance of reconciliation in the New Testament. It illustrates vividly the reconciliation of father and son and the restoration of their broken relationship. As with forgiveness, we note that reconciliation offered but not accepted fails to heal a broken relationship. God offers us reconciliation through the death of Jesus Christ; we must accept that offer if our relationship with him is to be healed and transformed.

3. Salvation. This word is used frequently in the New Testament (such as Acts 13:26; Ephesians 1:13; Hebrews 1:14) to express the basic idea of deliverance, preservation or rescue from a dangerous situation. The verb save is used outside the New Testament to refer to being saved from death by the intervention of a rescuer, or to being cured from a deadly illness. It can also refer to being kept in good health. The word salvation is thus used by the Jewish historian Josephus to refer to the deliverance of the Israelites from Egyptian bondage.

Salvation expresses two central notions. The first idea is rescue or deliverance from a dangerous situation. For example, the Israelites were delivered from their captivity in Egypt at the time of the exodus. In the same way, Christ is understood to deliver us from the fear of death and the power of sin. The name Jesus means “God saves”—and it is clear that the New Testament means “saves from sin” (Matthew 1:21). Second, salvation points to the idea of “wholeness” or “health”. Thus it is sometimes difficult to know whether a passage should be translated in terms of salvation or wholeness—for example, should the Greek version of Mark 5:34 be translated as “Your faith has made you whole” or “Your faith has saved you”? When someone who has been ill is healed, he or she is restored to his or her former state of health, of wholeness. The creation stories of Genesis make it clear that God created people in a state of wholeness and that this wholeness was lost through the Fall. Just as healing involves restoring someone to health, so salvation involves restoring human wholeness, restoring us to the state in which we were first created by God. In many respects the gospel is like a medicine—something that heals us.

4. Redemption. To redeem something is to buy it back. When Paul uses the word he is thinking of the redemption of slaves, a familiar event in New Testament times. A slave could redeem himself by buying his freedom. The word used to describe this event could literally be translated “being taken out of the slave market.” The word expresses the idea of restoring someone to a state of liberty—at a price. Christ’s death and resurrection set us free from our bondage to sin and death. Paul’s repeated emphasis that Christians are slaves who have been “bought at a price” (1 Corinthians 6:20; 7:23) makes the full force of the idea of redemption clear: we have been freed from bondage to sin at the cost of the death of Jesus Christ. Real redemption is something precious and costly, God’s greatest gift to his people.

These, then, are some of the ways the New Testament speaks of the meaning of the death of Christ for believers. Their full richness, complemented by that of other concepts and images not discussed here, is called to mind by the section of the creed we have just considered.

D. The resurrection of the body and the life everlasting

The creed ends on a positive note, with a clear statement of the Christian hope. It opened with a statement of faith in God; it now concludes with a statement of hope that we will one day stand in the presence of that same God.

The creed links two ideas as it gives expression to the Christian hope. Earlier it proclaimed the reality of the resurrection of Jesus Christ; now it affirms the common Christian hope that all believers will one day share in his glorious resurrection. Christians will be where Jesus now is. Jesus’ words to his disciples, as the hour of his own death drew near, are very important here: “Do not let your hearts be troubled. Trust in God; trust also in me. In my Father’s house are many rooms.... I am going there to prepare a place for you. And if I go and prepare a place for you, I will come back and take you to be with me that you also may be where I am” (John 14:1-3).

What is the connection between the resurrection of Jesus and our future resurrection? It is helpful to consider the idea of adoption in exploring this point. Paul uses this legal image for two purposes (Romans 8:15, 23; 9:4; Galatians 4:5; Ephesians 1:5).

First, it expresses the difference between “sons of God” (believers) and the Son of God (Jesus Christ). A father in Paul’s day was free to adopt individuals from outside his natural family and give them a legal status of adoption, thus placing them within the family. Although a distinction would still be possible between the natural and adopted children, they have the same status in the eyes of the law; they are all members of the same family, irrespective of their origins. Paul uses this image to indicate that through faith believers come to have the same status as Jesus (as sons of God), without implying that they have the same divine nature as Jesus. Faith brings about a change in our status before God, incorporating us into the family of God, despite the fact that we do not share the same divine origins as Christ.

Second, it expresses the idea that adopted children have the same inheritance rights as a natural son. The adopted children are entitled to receive the same inheritance as the natural son. Paul points out that the inheritance Jesus received from his Father is suffering and glory. Christians may expect to receive the same from his hand. “Now if we are children, then we are heirs—heirs of God and coheirs with Christ, if indeed we share in his sufferings in order that we may also share in his glory” (Romans 8:17). In other words, resurrection and eternal life are the inheritance of Christians (1 Peter 1:3-4). What Jesus obtained by his obedience will one day be ours. He is the “firstfruits” of the dead (1 Corinthians 15:20-23)—that is, the first of a rich harvest (for the idea of “firstfruits,” see Exodus 23:16). Christ has been raised; we shall be raised as those who share in him. In thinking of the resurrection of Christ, we are actually looking ahead to our own resurrection on the last day.

But what of “life everlasting,” the creed’s old-fashioned way of speaking about “eternal life”? Having affirmed that we will one day share Christ’s resurrection, the creed now hints at what form our existence will take. “Eternal life” might seem to suggest little more than life that goes on and on and on. Doesn’t that sound terribly boring? It probably does, if you think of eternal life as an infinite extension of our present lives. But that isn’t really what is meant. The Greek language, in which the New Testament is written, has two words for life. One (bios) means “mere biological existence”; the other (zōē) means “life in all its fullness.” What we are being offered is fullness of life (John 10:10), which not even death itself can destroy. We are not being offered an endless extension of our biological existence but rather a transformation of that existence.

Eternal doesn’t mean throughout all time; it means outside time. “Eternal life” means life with God, outside the confines of space and time. As it is virtually impossible for us to conceive what it must be like to live outside space and time, it is understandably difficult to think about eternal life. However, the main point is this: eternal life means that our present relationship with God is not destroyed or thwarted by death, but is continued and deepened by it.

Yet we must not think of eternal life as something that lies totally in the future. It is something we can begin to experience now. It is certainly true that eternal life in all its fullness is something we can only hope to gain in the age to come (Luke 18:30). Nevertheless, we are able to gain a foretaste of that eternal life now.

Jesus’ words to Martha (John 11:25-26), just before the raising of Lazarus, are especially important here: “I am the resurrection and the life. He who believes in me will live, even though he dies; and whoever lives and believes in me will never die.” In the first part of this statement Jesus declares that anyone who believes in him will come to life—a life that is not terminated by death itself. In the second part, however, Jesus proclaims that whoever believes in him will come to life in such a way that death cannot cancel that life. To believe is to be born again, to come to newness of life that endures for ever and ever. To come to faith in Jesus Christ is to begin a new relationship with God that is not abolished by death but is actually deepened—death sweeps away the remaining obstacles to our experiencing the presence of God. This is not to say that our resurrection has already taken place (2 Timothy 2:18); it is to say that we may catch a glimpse of what eternal life is like here and now. Eternal life is inaugurated, but not fulfilled, in our present life as believers. To enter fully into eternal life is not to experience something totally strange and unknown. Rather, it is to extend and deepen our experience of the presence and love of God.

Finally, note that the creed ends with a single word: Amen. This reminds us that the creed is as much a prayer as a statement of faith. It is a prayer for deepening our faith in and commitment to the God whose greatness we have just considered. To say “Amen!” to the creed is to pray that the power and presence of God might touch our lives, deepen our love for him and enhance our understanding of his gospel. Earlier we saw that faith involves more than assent—it involves trust and obedience. The creed will have done its job, and done it well, if it propels us out into God’s world, determined to serve him with the same faithfulness and dedication as those who first used this creed all those centuries ago.

The Ideas Applied

A. The holy catholic church

To believe in the church is to recognize the need for support structures for faith. Individual Christians are not meant to exist on their own; they are meant to be part of a community. Cyprian of Carthage, a famous early Christian martyr, once wrote: “No one can have God as his father who does not have the church for his mother.” In other words, to acknowledge God as our Father means joining a community of people who share that faith and whose historical roots lie firmly in the New Testament. While stressing the importance of a personal faith, the New Testament has no time for individualism, whether the eccentric type that led some to become cave-dwelling hermits in days of old or a more modern kind that stresses self-sufficiency.

The world is an increasingly hostile place for faith to exist. As early as 1942, the greatly respected English writer C. S. Lewis described faith as existing on “enemy territory.” Writing during World War II, when much of continental Europe was occupied by Nazi armies, Lewis suggested that faith is like a resistance movement that is fighting an invading power—secularism. That invading is determined to stamp out any resistance it meets. Since then, Western culture has become much more aggressively secular. Those committed to secular values have a vested interest in destroying the credibility of the Christian faith—and that means your personal faith as well.

Many Christians find the new aggressiveness of secular culture deeply disturbing. It seems to call their faith into question. The hostility of much of modern Western society seems very threatening. It causes many Christians to become despondent. At best, the world seems indifferent to their faith; at worst, it treats it as absurd.

It is very common for Christians to find themselves isolated at work or ridiculed for their faith. They are very conscious of the fact that their faith marks them out as “abnormal” in the eyes of their colleagues. It’s almost as if you have to apologize for believing in God. Christian values and presuppositions are gradually being squeezed out of every area of modern Western culture. “Christianity is a fighting religion” (C. S. Lewis). Faith, like a resistance movement, has to survive in a very hostile environment.

But it can survive—and it survives best in community rather than in isolation. Try to think yourself into the situation faced by the first Christians during the New Testament period. They were faced with hostility on every side. They were ridiculed as fools. They were very few in number. Try to think yourself into their situation, and imagine how incredibly despondent you might feel about it! Yet the first Christians were not unduly worried by these problems. They weren’t overwhelmed by the hostility of their environment. The resurrection of Jesus set those difficulties in perspective. The God who raised Jesus from the dead was with them and on their side. And they had each other for support and encouragement.

We should not feel intimidated or threatened either. In fact, the secular culture’s new hostility to the gospel makes it easier for us to identify with the Christian communities we read about in the New Testament letters. Their situation is very like ours in many respects. So take comfort from the experience of the early Christians and let yourself be inspired and encouraged by their words and examples. And above all, let their concern for living out the faith in a community, in a church, affect the way you live.

So appreciate the pastoral importance of support groups. Make sure you don’t get isolated, left to cope with society’s pressures on your own. You need to be encouraged by other Christians. You need to spend time with other people whose worldview is the same as yours. This is particularly important for Christian students at college or university, where pressure from secular beliefs and values can be considerable. It is also important for professionals in any field, where it is common for Christians to feel pressured to conform to prevailing professional norms rather than an obligation to obey the gospel. Time and time again the gospel and such norms can come into conflict. You need to be supported by others, and you need to support others. The world aims to isolate you, to demoralize you, to break down your confidence in yourself and the gospel (read John 17:14-18). You need to be able to discuss problems you have in common—such as how to cope with the pressure brought on Christians by society in general, by your colleagues at work, or by your family and friends in particular.

Don’t just go to church; get involved in home groups, Bible study groups, special interest groups, retreats and camps. Encourage your fellow Christians and let them encourage you. Think of the church as your extended family, somewhere you can belong.

Finally, a word of warning. As historians have pointed out, it is very easy for faith in Jesus Christ to degenerate into loyalty to a church. Somehow Jesus seems to recede into the background as the institution of the church becomes of paramount importance. Loyalty to a specific denomination, or even devotion to a specific building, can come to be of greater importance than loyalty to Jesus Christ. Try to keep things in perspective!

B. The communion of saints

Draw comfort and support from others! That is one of the practical consequences of the doctrine of the “communion of saints.” Read Hebrews 11:1—12:3 and realize that you share in the faith of these great figures of old. You all belong to the same great family. They have all been through the trials, struggles and temptations of faith before you. They are now “a great cloud of witnesses” (Hebrews 12:1) cheering you on as you run the same race. Try to visualize the scene: you are in a great Roman amphitheater, with the racecourse ahead of you and crowds shouting their support and encouragement as you aim to complete the race and gain your crown of laurel.

You can draw encouragement from the past in other ways. It can often be helpful to draw up a spiritual family tree. Try to identify the people who were important in helping you come to faith. Perhaps one person was of vital importance; perhaps several people helped you come to faith gradually, over a long period of time. But remember that each of them was also helped to faith by someone—and each of them by someone else! Perhaps you could find out who they were. By doing this, you will discover a vast network of faithful believers, many of whom may already be dead, who have contributed in some way to bringing you to faith.

That’s what the “communion of saints” is all about. It is a vast network of faithful individuals who play their part in working out God’s purposes. You share in that faith, and you share in that work.

C. The forgiveness of sins

Real forgiveness is a costly and precious thing. It is easy to pretend to forgive someone—you can just paper over the cracks and ignore the real problems. But real forgiveness goes to the heart of the problem. It identifies the cause of the hurt and pain between two people. It is difficult for both the forgiver and the forgiven. For the forgiver it means trying to cope with the pain and offense caused by the other. It means recognizing that healing of the relationship must take precedence over personal injury and slight. Many people find it painfully difficult to forgive someone who has really hurt them. It is easy to forgive someone for something trivial; but when that person has really wounded you, it is much more difficult. Try, then, to imagine how difficult it is for God to forgive us. Try to understand how much God must love us if he is prepared to do this. The fact that we find it so difficult to forgive people at times brings home to us how marvelous a thing divine forgiveness is.

For the forgiven, it involves admitting that something is wrong and taking responsibility for it. It means coming to terms with the considerable hurt we may have caused someone else. It involves humility and repentance and a willingness to try to avoid causing such hurt in future. No wonder many people find forgiveness so difficult! But it brings renewal of a relationship which would otherwise be lost or become meaningless. God’s offer of forgiveness affirms how much we matter to him. Condemnation and love are mingled in that gracious and precious offer made to us through the cross. The sins of the past are set firmly behind us, forgiven, so that we may turn in humble confidence to the future of faith.

Having considered how costly true forgiveness is, we must come to terms with the gospel demand that we too should be forgiving. There is a sense in which God’s forgiveness of our sins depends on our forgiving those who sin against us (Matthew 6:14-15; 18:23-35). We must forgive as the Lord forgave us (Colossians 3:13). An unwillingness to forgive others can be a serious obstacle to personal growth (it is easy to harbor grudges for ages) and can also threaten the unity of the Christian community. “Be forgiving” is no easy platitude; it is essential to the well-being of individuals and communities.

D. The resurrection of the body and the life everlasting

Everyone lives in hope. In fact, without hope for the future, life can be unbearable. A particularly poignant exploration of the importance of hope may be found in Nevil Shute’s novel On the Beach. A nuclear war has devastated the Northern Hemisphere. Australians, initially unaffected, gradually realize that they will be wiped out by the radioactive fallout that is drifting their way. The situation is hopeless. With great insight Shute explores the ways human beings respond to a hopeless situation. Many of his characters deny what is going to happen. “There’s got to be hope,” one person cries out as she desperately seeks assurance that all will be well.

Many people instinctively feel this way in the face of death and extinction. There’s got to be hope. Yet nothing on earth seems able to provide it. Here the Christian proclamation of resurrection and eternal life is of crucial importance. It is not just that it is true; it is also urgently relevant to human existence. It meets a vital human need. It is important that the Christian hope gets a hearing in today’s world. “Always be prepared to give an answer to everyone who asks you to give the reason for the hope that you have” (1 Peter 3:15). Evangelism and personal witness are of critical importance. Your lifestyle—the attitudes you adopt toward life and death—can proclaim your firm grasp of the Christian hope as well as, if not better than, any words you might use.

Remember that the English word hope is ambiguous. “I hope it won’t rain” means “It would be very nice if it didn’t rain—but I have a sinking feeling it will.” That is hope in its weak sense—a faint and forlorn wish. But there is a strong sense of the word as well. Hope in its full-blooded sense means “a sure and confident expectation.” The Christian hope is indeed confident and assured. To “put our hope in the living God” (1 Timothy 4:10) is to look to him in confidence and trust, knowing and relying on his faithfulness and constancy. It is this hope that has inspired Christian endurance down the ages (1 Thessalonians 1:3). And it is this same hope that can sustain you in times of joy and sorrow.

Finally, as we bring this study of the creed to an end, remember that we have not been dealing with ideas but with the living God. To wrestle with the creed is to fathom the wonders of God’s saving love for us, as we trace the story of Jesus Christ and its implications for us. The creed must be allowed to touch our hearts as much as to inform our minds—and to prepare us for the day that we shall stand in the presence and power of God.

Key Bible Passages

A. The holy catholic church

1 Corinthians 12:4-31: Paul’s teaching on the church as the body of Christ

Ephesians 5:25-33: Paul uses marriage to illustrate the relationship between Christ and the church

Colossians 1:18: A reminder about who is in charge!

B. The communion of saints

Acts 4:32-37: An insight into the life of the early church

Romans 12:3-11: Paul’s teaching on how Christians are to relate to one another

Ephesians 4:11-16: The purpose of leadership within the church

Hebrews 11:1—12:3: A roll call of those who have gone on ahead of us

C. The forgiveness of sins

Isaiah 59:1-15: Why forgiveness is necessary

Matthew 18:23-35: When forgiveness is impossible

2 Corinthians 5:18-21: Passing on the good news

1 Peter 1:14-17: The high standards to which we are called

D. The resurrection of the body and the life everlasting

John 11:21-27: Jesus’ response to death

1 Corinthians 15: The implications of the resurrection of Jesus

Revelation 21:1—22:6: Something to look forward to!

Questions for Group Discussion

1. Begin by reading Hebrews 11:1—12:3 together. In your opening prayer, give thanks to God for the heritage of faith that you share with his people, known and unknown, throughout history.

2. What are the four characteristic marks of the church? Why are they important?

3. How could you more fully belong to and get involved in your church?

Why is this aspect of the Christian faith so important?

4. What does it mean to be a “saint”?

5. Who are the individuals who have really helped you in your life of faith? Have you ever been able to thank them?

6. Why is real forgiveness so difficult both to offer and to accept? How does this apply to you in your relationship with God?

7. In what way will Christians one day share in the resurrection of Jesus? How is this possible?

8. What aspects of eternal life are you enjoying now? And what are you looking forward to in the future?
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Helps for Group Leaders

Small groups play an important role in the history of God’s people as set out in the Bible. After Israel’s deliverance from Egypt, Moses divided the nation into thousands, hundreds, fifties and tens. Trustworthy people were appointed over these groups to teach God’s law and show them the way to live (Exodus 18:18-26). When we turn to the story of the church in the New Testament, we see it wasn’t long before the number of believers became too great for ministry to be effective through meetings of the whole group. So they divided up into small groups, meeting in individual homes. These served to complement the meetings of the wider groups. Some of their characteristics are set out for us in Acts 2:42-47:

□ they were able to learn together as they drew on the teaching of the apostles

□ they worshiped and prayed together in response to what they saw of God’s activity among them

□ they experienced fellowship as they ate together and took practical steps to meet one another’s needs

Although we can gain much from studying on our own, there are several additional benefits from studying together in groups:

□ it helps us to guard against and correct error and imbalance

□ we can encourage one another in working out the practical implications of what we are studying

□ we can work through difficult issues together, sharing insights and observations which we might otherwise miss

□ older Christians can provide a model of how to study for younger Christians

If you are leading a group through a study of this book, you will likely enjoy all of these benefits.

Such groups should not be seen as an opportunity for a lecture, with the leader as a budding preacher, but as an opportunity for all group members to contribute their insights for the benefit of all. This is why good relationships are so important. Initially, as group members get to know each other, relationships will probably be shallow and sharing will be superficial. But gradually, as trust deepens, barriers will come down and a greater openness will come about. There will be an increasing readiness to listen to one another, and commitment to the group will grow. This doesn’t happen automatically, though. One of the responsibilities that go with leading such groups is the willingness to pray and to work so that the group will work really well together.

Preparing

Make sure you set aside some time to prepare for the group meeting. Pray for yourself and for each individual taking part. Ask God to give each of you the spiritual gifts of “wisdom and revelation, so that you may know him better” (Ephesians 1:17). Wisdom indicates the right attitude of humility and obedience toward God; revelation points to the activity of the Holy Spirit in unveiling truth to our minds and building it into our lives.

Read through the relevant section in this book, together with the key Bible passages. As you look through the suggested questions, try to anticipate how they might be answered. If necessary, amend them in order to make them easier for your group to understand.

Leading the Group Session

1. It makes a great difference if the leader arrives early and is ready to welcome members by name as they arrive. Making people feel at ease creates a positive atmosphere from the start. The group’s behavior is likely to reflect your attitude as its leader—if you are relaxed, expectant, open and enthusiastic, they will be too. Pray for the fruits of love, joy and peace to be seen in you as you lead.

2. Arrange the chairs so that each person can see all the others. Ensure an adequate supply of air, heat and light, and try to forestall any possible distractions like ringing phones.

3. Begin promptly at the stated time. Some groups find it helpful to have tea or coffee available as people arrive, while others prefer to have refreshments available for those who are able to stay afterward.

4. Welcome any new members and ask them to introduce themselves to the group. Explain the purpose and the format of the meeting and when you expect it to finish.

5. Open with a brief act of worship together, perhaps an appropriate song or hymn and certainly a prayer. Ask God to help you discover his truth as you study together. Pray for the ability to listen and help one another. Either lead this yourself or ask a group member in advance to do so.

6. Go through the questions and lead the group into discussion.

7. Leave time for summing up. This can often be the most profitable part of a discussion, as practical applications are drawn out and people share the points that have meant most to them.

8. Make time for prayer at the end. In your earlier sessions together, it might be best to have a period of silence followed by a brief closing prayer. Later, as the group’s sense of fellowship deepens, pray together about what you have learned. Keep prayers audible, brief, Christ-centered and specific, with everyone able to participate (even if not all speak out loud). Start the ball rolling yourself, and make it clear when you are drawing to a close by praying a general blessing.

9. End on time, no matter how interesting the members are finding the study; there may be someone who will be seriously inconvenienced if you do not finish on time. Those who want to can continue the discussion afterward.

Guidelines for Discussion

1. Each person needs to know that their contributions, however small, are appreciated. Acknowledge what is said, but don’t feel that you need to repeat or add to everything that others say. If you always make a strong response, you will come across like a schoolteacher! It’s usually worth pausing expectantly to allow someone else to come in with a response to the previous contributor. If the next speaker is critical or goes off on a tangent, be prepared to intervene and refer back to the original point in case it gets lost.

2. Set an example as a good listener. Resist the temptation to make all the good points yourself!

3. If you disagree with what someone says, do not be too quick to cut in and correct it. As the leader, you will have plenty of opportunity to state another point of view later. Meanwhile, allow space for other group members to contribute their perspectives.

4. If you don’t understand what someone has said, say so. You probably won’t be the only one, and other group members will appreciate your honesty. The same applies if someone asks a question that no one can answer. Admit you don’t know, and offer to try to find out in time for the next meeting.

5. If you ask a question and it is greeted with complete silence, don’t leap in with an answer immediately but try rephrasing it to make it clearer. Give people time to think, and don’t be afraid of creative silences.

Dealing with Problems

1. How do you encourage the people who never speak? This is not a simple problem and calls for great care and sensitivity. Some members may just be shy; watch for opportunities to encourage them when they look as though they might have something to say. At the same time, remember that some people may have a stutter or be very nervous. For them, speaking in a group may be an ordeal.

2. You may have a “dictator” within the group who leaps in and answers every question and dominates the discussion. Such individuals need to see that others would profit more by being allowed to express the truth themselves. Be firm with such people. You may need to ask questions of others by name or specify, “Let’s have someone who hasn’t yet spoken answer this one.” If necessary, speak to the person privately during the week and ask them to hold back until others have had a chance.

3. Perhaps the group includes someone with an extensive knowledge of cross-references, doctrinal intricacies and quotations. This can be a useful resource for die group, but not if it is continually on display! Don’t allow the group to feel intimidated. Ask such people to ground what they know in insights that are specific and practical.

4. What do you do with red herrings—issues and hobbyhorses that distract from the main point? Some must be firmly but politely ignored. Others can perhaps be left to be discussed afterward. If you promise this during the meeting, don’t forget to deliver! Sometimes red herrings can be turned to good account, as Jesus did in John 4:19-25.

5. Some people find it hard to settle down to the study, and they distract the group by going off on tangents and coming up with a stream of unhelpful comments. Don’t hesitate to restrain such behavior. Ask yourself what you can do to help such an individual feel more secure in the group.

6. You may have someone who concentrates on controversial side issues rather than the main point under discussion. Refuse to be drawn off course; offer instead to talk through such points at another time.

7. Don’t steer clear of difficult issues, or frustration will build up in the group. It’s sometimes important to let conflicts be brought out into the open by allowing different points of view to be heard. If things begin to overheat, your job is not to take sides but to draw discussion to a conclusion by summarizing the opposing points of view. Then move on firmly!

8. Beware! Groups sometimes wander because members are so involved with their own answers that they neglect to listen to what others are saying. Set an example yourself by demonstrating your own appreciation of each contribution that is made.
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