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THE APOSTLES’ CREED
 

I believe in God the Father, Almighty,

Maker of heaven and earth;

 

And in Jesus Christ, His only begotten Son, our Lord;

Who was conceived by the Holy Ghost,

Born of the virgin Mary;

Suffered under Pontius Pilate,

Was crucified, dead, and buried;

He descended into hell.

The third day He arose again from the dead;

He ascended into heaven;

And sitteth on the right hand of God the Father Almighty;

From thence he shall come to judge the quick and the dead.

 

I believe in the Holy Ghost;

The holy catholic* church;

The communion of the saints;

The forgiveness of sins;

The resurrection of the body;

And the life everlasting. Amen.  1

 

1 The word “catholic” refers to the univ ersal church.
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Quest for Glory
The quest for glory is highly motivating. How often we will try harder or run farther when glory seems within reach.
We are even willing to sacrifice personal comfort for a chance at glory. Repeating “No pain, no gain!”, we will fight to
push further. We want our lives to count. We want to be celebrated for pursuing something worthwhile.

There is a reason we experience this deep thirst for glory. In God’s Word we discover that we were created for
glory. He formed our bodies and breathed life into us so that we might know the greatness of His holiness and stand
in awe of it. Our hearts and minds were meant to be so impressed with God’s goodness, that we would readily
worship and obey Him. In this way, we would reflect the amazing glory of God.

Yet, look around you. The world doesn’t shine with the glory of holiness, does it? Perhaps you have noticed how evil
has deformed our world. There is suffering, bitterness, deceit and death. If we were created to know the glory of
God, what went wrong?

The answer provided by God’s Word points to our own hearts. We were created to rely on God and give Him glory.
But we insist on seeking our own glory instead. We have substituted God’s will for our own desires, and set out to
make a name for ourselves. This is what the Bible calls ‘sin’ and it is the disobedience of God’s purpose for us. Sin
tempts us to find satisfaction in our own frailty instead of God’s greatness. Mistakenly, we try to find enduring glory
in our identity, our work or our dreams. But again and again we find ourselves both empty and unsatisfied. We also
find ourselves condemned for our sin does not go unnoticed by God. He is a righteous Judge. We stand guilty of
forsaking His truth while attempting to establish our own. The penalty of this sin is described quite clearly: death and
eternal distance from God.

But the message of the Gospel is gloriously good news! “God so loved the world”, the Bible says, “that He gave his
only Son, that whoever believes in Him should not perish but have eternal life”. Jesus Christ, the perfect son of God,
took the form of man but without the sin of man. He lived among men yet without participating in their disobedience.
He did not waver from pursuing God’s will and glorifying God’s name. He perfectly reflected God’s glory.

The Bible says that Jesus Christ was “obedient unto death, even the death of the cross”. His obedience led Him to
die on a cross. Why is this?

Here is the answer: Jesus Christ took our condemnation upon Himself. He died our death so that we may live. He
suffered the penalty we should have suffered. He took on our sins so that we might know forgiveness. He gave His
life so that we might be accepted before God. He died for us so that we might confess our sins and find redemption
in Him. This is marvellous, glorious news! Three days after His death, Jesus Christ rose again. He rose victorious
over condemnation, death and sin!

The Bible phrases the good news like this: “There is therefore now no condemnation for those who are in Christ
Jesus.” In Jesus, we are gifted with forgiveness, hope, peace and satisfaction. In Jesus, we are readily accepted
before God’s presence and discover anew the beauty of His love and holiness. This is salvation. This is truly glorious.
This is the Gospel.

Dear friend, have you confessed your sins and believed in Jesus Christ? Are you willing to trust in His death and
resurrection as being the means by which we are saved? You may be saved today. He will forgive you.

Our prayer is that you would believe in Him and discover that His glory truly satisfies.





 Chapter One

The Race of Life
Many said it was impossible. Those who attempted it came up short time and again. The goal was tantalizing close,
and yet just beyond reach. Running a mile in less than four minutes—it was the dream of middle-distance runners.
Since 1945, the record had stood at 4:01.4. In the early 1950s, a succession of competitors, including John Landy
of Australia and Wes Santee of the United States had struck close to the record—4:03.6, 4:02.4, 4:02.0. The
English runner Roger Bannister watched the times get shorter and shorter, and he knew that if he was to have a
shot at the record, he would have to take it soon.

A promising young amateur, Bannister was one of the favorites in the 1500 meters (the metric mile) at the 1952
Olympics in Helsinki, Finland. However, a semifinal heat was added to the schedule, which he had not anticipated.
Though he qualified for the final, the extra race sapped Bannister’s energy. Competing against a deep field in the
final, he finished a disappointing fourth.

Bannister had a choice to make. He had passed on a chance to compete in the 1948 Olympics in London, considering
himself too young and inexperienced. In the meantime, he had embarked on a career in medicine. The increasing
demands of his full-time medical work meant that he would likely be unable to properly train for the 1956 Games in
Melbourne, Australia. Bannister had to decide whether to give up running. After two months of deliberation, he
decided to set his sights on breaking the four-minute barrier for the mile.

A few attempts in 1953 got Bannister close to the record and convinced him that four minutes was possible, So, on
May 6, 1954, Bannister laced up at Iffley Road Track in Oxford, England. He was competing for the British Amateur
Athletic Association in a meet against Oxford University. It was a cool, rainy day, with blustery winds that
threatened to make for adverse running conditions.

Bannister arrived with running spikes freshly sharpened and coated with graphite to keep them from accumulating
debris. As the 6 p.m. start approached, he worried about the weather and considered bowing out, but his coach
was convinced that this day would be his best chance. As the wind died down just ahead of the start time, Bannister
decided to take his shot.

After some anxious moments due to a false start, the race began. Bannister tucked in behind his pacer, Chris
Brasher, who led him around the first two laps. As they hit the halfway mark, the time was 1:58. Brasher fell away
and Chris Chataway picked up the pacing duties, leading Bannister for the next lap for a 3:00.07 split. Bannister
would have to run the final lap in less than 59 seconds.

Chataway continued to lead through the final turn before falling away, leaving Bannister to began the final stretch
alone. He began his finishing kick with about 275 yards to go. As the tape drew closer, Bannister surged across the
finish line, then collapsed in a heap, exhausted.

The crowd waited in anticipation as the stadium announcer drew out the tension. Finally, the announcement came:
“The time was 3 . . .”

He didn’t get to finish. The crowd erupted, and Bannister, Brasher, and Chataway took a victory lap. The impossible
dream had been achieved.

Roger Bannister’s four minutes was a glorious athletic achievement. It tells us something about hard work, careful
planning and training, and determination. These are qualities that served Bannister well in his running career and
also in his medical career.

Qualities like these are useful in our lives, as well. After all, life has often been compared to a race. There’s a start
and a finish, and a lot of effort is expended in between. If life is a race that we’re all running, what’s the goal?



and a finish, and a lot of effort is expended in between. If life is a race that we’re all running, what’s the goal?

What’s at the finish line? Life can be difficult; we get tired and want to slow down. But still we press on. But what are
we pressing toward?

Most people in history have believed in some sort of afterlife. Some believe in karma and reincarnation, where you
come back and live a new life in an endless cycle, and where your deeds in one life determine your station in the
next. Most people believe in some sort of heaven, a state of bliss. Where they differ is in answering how you get
there.

For Christians, the answers to these questions are found in the Bible. The Bible is the best-selling book in history, for
good reason. It is the Word of God, His perfect and authoritative revelation to mankind. It contains important
information for us to know and gives answers to questions that we all have. It is the map that lays out the route for
us to follow on the race that we call life.

If you open a Bible, you’ll see it has two main divisions, the Old Testament and the New Testament. Within these
main divisions are sixty-six smaller books, written by many people over about a 1,500-year span. These smaller
books vary in their content—from history to prophecy, poetry to biography—but they all tell the story of God’s
dealings with His people.

The Old Testament is the history of God’s people before the time of Jesus. It contains accounts of their triumphs and
failures. We hear them rejoicing and crying out. We see God punishing them for their disobedience and rescuing
them from their enemies. Through it all, we see God’s care for His people and hear Him promise that He will save His
people fully and finally through a Savior who was to come.

That Savior is Jesus Christ. He was a man who lived in Palestine two thousand years ago. But He wasn’t just a man;
He was God in the flesh. The New Testament tells the story about who He is and what He did on earth, and then it
tells what His followers said and did after He ascended to heaven.

It is this Jesus who is at the center of the Christian faith. The account of who He is and what He did for His people is
called the gospel, which means “good news.” That good news means that we can be freed from our sins and can be
reconciled to God. As a result, Christians look forward to being with God at death and worshiping Him forever in
unceasing joy. And God, because He is loving and merciful, has provided a way for us to be with Him through the
gospel, even though there are big obstacles in the way. That way is through faith in Jesus Christ.

The Apostle Paul, one of Jesus’ followers and the author of much of the Bible’s New Testament, wrote, “I press on
to make it my own, because Christ Jesus has made me his own” (Phil. 3:12). Paul is talking about life after death,
eternal bliss in heaven. At the center of his efforts is Jesus Christ; Paul strains ahead because he belongs to Jesus.
His life has been transformed because of Jesus, and now he lives his life with a new goal in mind.

The Christian life is based on faith in Jesus Christ, meaning there are things that the Christian must believe to be
called a Christian. At the center of Christian belief is Jesus Christ—who He is and what He did while He was on earth.
Over the course of church history, Christians have met together and formulated statements that describe exactly
what they believe based on what the Bible teaches. These summaries of Christian beliefs are helpful for believers
and non-believers alike to understand what it means to be a Christian.

One of the earliest and most important of these statements of belief is called the Apostles’ Creed. It dates from
sometime in the 400s A.D., about three hundred years after the time of Jesus. Its name refers to the fact that it
summarizes the teaching of the Apostles, who were followers of Jesus and whom He appointed as His successors.

The rest of this book will attempt to help the reader understand the Apostles’ Creed. Point by point, we will examine
the creed and lay out its meaning. The goal is to give the reader a clear and succinct understanding of the basics of
Christian belief and what it means to run the race of life according to faith in Christ and according to the teachings of
the Bible. 



Chapter Two

 

What Is Faith?
I believe in God the Father, Almighty . . .

The Apostles’ Creed opens with the words “I believe.” What does it mean to say you believe something? A closely
related concept is that of faith. What does it mean to have faith? Faith is so vital to Christianity that sometimes
Christianity is called “the Christian faith.” To understand Christianity, we must understand what it means to believe
or to have faith. Faith is often seen as the opposite of reason or of “sense perception,” that is, the things that we
can taste, see, touch, smell, and hear. In other words, faith is often set in opposition to other ways we learn things.
There are many people who believe that faith is contrary to reason or sense perception, so that to have true faith,
one must function without reason or sense perception. But this isn’t what the Bible teaches. Instead, we find that
the Bible is the foundation of knowledge, including both reason and sense perception. Faith rests upon this
foundation, but it also takes us beyond its limits.

That may seem strange, because many people set faith apart as a completely separate way of knowing. But how
can you receive any knowledge from God if your mind cannot comprehend it?

One of the earliest Christian creeds is found in the Bible. It was very simple. It was the affirmation “Jesus is Lord.” It
is possible to speak these words without understanding them. You can repeat this statement without understanding
what the concept “Lord” means, what the verb “is” indicates, and what the name “Jesus” refers to. But if you speak
the words without understanding them, you are not actually affirming what the words mean; you are not making a
true profession of faith. So, to believe the gospel, to have faith in Jesus, you must first have at least some degree
of understanding of the message of the gospel in your mind.

Christianity is also a faith or religion that has a book which contains teaching and doctrine that is designed for our
understanding. It doesn’t make sense to have any kind of written document if we understand faith as something
that bypasses reason. Written documents are aimed at convincing people; they urge people to use their reason to
consider the document’s message. So, faith according to the Bible is not “blind faith.” You don’t go in with your eyes
closed. In fact, the Bible invites us to open our eyes to reality; it calls us out of the darkness and into the light.

On the other hand, pure reason won’t get anyone to believe the gospel. Neither will sense perception alone.
Scripture says that “faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen” (Heb. 11:1). Faith
involves things that we can’t see or hear or touch. No one has ever seen God; we cannot see heaven. But we can
see the handiwork of God in creation.

Christianity is what is called a “revealed religion.” Christians believe in a God who reveals Himself through nature, but
we also believe in a God who has spoken. When we talk about faith as the conviction of things not seen, we are
talking about believing God and believing what He has revealed to us in the Bible. It’s not an irrational faith or an
unscientific one. Christian belief is based on historical events that actually happened, events that can be verified
through scientific and sensory means.

So, when we recite a creed, when we say, “I believe,” we are affirming our agreement with the claims of Christianity
and the Bible. This is not blind faith, but a vital and real faith. The real opposites of faith in the biblical sense are not
reason and experience, but gullibility and superstition.

It is important to stress the centrality of faith to Christianity. It was over this issue that the Protestant Reformation
occurred in the sixteenth century. Martin Luther and others argued that it was through faith, and faith alone, that
we are justified or made righteous before God.

That raises some questions. What kind of faith justifies? The New Testament book of James says that faith without
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works is dead; it can’t save anyone. As Luther said, the kind of faith that redeems is a vital faith, a living faith. So
we must have a living faith for it to be a saving faith, but what does this kind of faith involve?

The leaders of the Reformation taught that there are at least three distinguishable elements of biblical faith. The
first is the content of what we believe. It is not sufficient to believe whatever you want, as long as you believe it
sincerely. For a belief to save, it must have biblical content.

In the New Testament we are given the basic content of saving faith: that Christ is the Son of God; that He is the
Savior; that He died for our sins; that He arose from the dead. The Apostles preached that and called people to
believe it. Before anyone can believe this content, they first must know it and understand it.

The second part of saving faith is intellectual assent. It means that you agree that something is true. We might ask,
“Do you believe that the sky is blue?” I’m simply asking if you believe this is a true statement. If you say yes, you
have intellectually assented to the statement. Likewise, early Christians asked, “Do you believe that Jesus is the Son
of God?” Some people said no. Other people said yes. But saying yes is not enough to have saving faith. After all,
the Bible records that demons recognize Jesus’ identity as the Son of God.

That’s where the third part of saving faith comes in. It involves a personal trust or embrace. You not only know that
the Bible claims that Jesus is the Son of God, but you believe that this claim is true, and further, you embrace this
claim. You gladly see Jesus for who He is and joyfully trust in Him. The person who has saving faith in Christ was
once estranged from Him and hostile to Him but now loves and adores Him.

When someone says, “I believe,” it means he embraces, with his heart and with his will, the victory and the triumph
of Christ. That’s what a statement of faith is. We don’t just recite a creed because we think it’s true. Faith is more
than just knowledge or intellectual assent. But it is not less. 



Chapter Three

God th e Father
I believe in God the Father, Almighty,

Maker of heaven and earth. . . .

The center of the Christian faith is Jesus Christ. Therefore, the earliest creedal statements focus on the person of
Jesus. Also, most of the earliest converts were Jewish. They already believed in God the Father, so they needed
only to affirm their belief in Jesus.

By the year 100, however, a larger influx of non-Jews began to stream into the church. It could no longer be taken
for granted that converts had a clear understanding of monotheism, or belief in one God. Most of these converts
had previously believed in many gods. Some basic instruction was needed.

At this time, when a new convert was baptized, he was asked a series of questions. These questions became the
basis for the statements of the Apostles’ Creed, and they began with the question, “Do you believe in God the
Father, Almighty?”

The Father is the God who revealed Himself in Old Testament. But when Jesus came, He did not come to replace or
supersede the Father. He came to declare the Father. There is an intimate relationship between the historical Jesus
of the New Testament and God the Father, the God of the Old Testament.

From its very beginnings, Christianity was self-consciously Trinitarian; it affirmed that there are three persons in the
Godhead—the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. Notice the progression in the Apostles’ Creed: “I believe in God
the Father. . . . And in Jesus Christ, His only Son, our Lord . . . [and] in the Holy Ghost. . . .” All three persons of
the Trinity are confessed in this very early creedal statement.

Belief in God the Father is fundamental to Christian belief. Yet, God’s Fatherhood has not always been rightly
understood. In the nineteenth century, some attempted to redefine Christianity, to reduce it to their understanding
of its essence. They concluded that Christianity consists of two central affirmations: the universal Fatherhood of
God and the universal brotherhood of man. The idea has to do with the solidarity of all men under the indiscriminate
benevolence of God. However, from a biblical standpoint, this conclusion is problematic.

There is one statement that can suggest the idea. The Apostle Paul, when he was debating some Greek
philosophers at Mars Hill in Athens, quoted their philosophers, saying, “As even some of your own poets have said,
‘For we are indeed his offspring’” (Acts 17:28). What he meant was that, in the sense that God is the Creator of all
people, we could say that He’s the Father of all men. But the idea that all men, even those who do not believe in
Christ, can look to God as a loving Father is nowhere found.

So also, the universal brotherhood of man cannot be found in the Bible. Instead, the Bible teaches that we are all
neighbors, and we are called to love our neighbors as ourselves. Brotherhood, on the other hand, is a special kind of
human fellowship. It is rooted in the awareness that Jesus, as the Son of God, truly has God as His Father. We, by
contrast, receive God as our Father only when we are adopted into God’s family. This happens when we receive
Christ as our Savior by faith. By nature we are alienated from God and His family, but we can be reconciled to Him
through Christ.

Thus, if we claim a universal brotherhood of man and a universal Fatherhood of God, we obscure that very special
relationship that Christ has made possible for those who believe in Him. Jesus’ opponents recognized what a radical
thing it was to claim God as one’s Father; in fact, when Jesus called God His Father, they wanted to stone Him for
blasphemy (John 5:18).



In the Lord’s Prayer, when Jesus instructed His followers to pray, “Our Father,” He was inviting them into the
intimate relationship that He enjoys with the Father. This was a huge innovation. Yet, it is so common for Christians
today to pray to God as their Father that we take it for granted and miss the significance and privilege of addressing
God as our Father.

If it’s assumed that the essence of religion is the universal Fatherhood of God and the universal brotherhood of
man, the significance of that invitation to stand in the presence of God and address Him as “Father” is missed as
well. If He is everyone’s Father, then the intimacy we enjoy with Him as our Father is obscured. He becomes distant,
impersonal. But Christianity affirms the existence of a personal God with whom we have a personal relationship. We
don’t utter our prayers to an impersonal or distant God, but One who is present and known.

This God was, from the earliest times in Jewish religion, understood as “the Almighty One.” God the Creator not only
redeemed Israel, He created heaven and earth. His sphere of authority, then, is not just the geographical
boundaries of Palestine, but the whole world. The term almighty is rooted and grounded in the concept of God as
the sovereign Ruler over all the world. 



Chapter Four

The Person and Work of Christ 

And in Jesus Christ, His only begotten Son, our Lord;

Who was conceived by the Holy Ghost,

Born of the virgin Mary . . .

In His own time, the man known to us as “Jesus Christ” would have been known as “Jesus Bar [the son of] Joseph”
or “Jesus of Nazareth.” People in those days did not have family names, so an individual would be identified by his
father’s name or his hometown. “Christ” is not His name but a title, but that title is so important, so central to the
New Testament’s teachings about Jesus, that over time the name and the title became closely conjoined. As a
result, we often think of the title Christ as if it were the last name of Jesus.

The biggest section of the Apostles’ Creed focuses on the person and the work of Jesus, and it begins by using this
all-important title. When the early church called Jesus “the Christ,” it was repeating the confession of the Apostle
Peter: “You are the Christ, the Son of the living God.” The word Christ in the English New Testament comes directly
from the Greek word christos, which is itself a translation of the Hebrew word mashiach, or “Messiah.” Both Christ
and Messiah mean “the anointed One,” referring to one who was specially set apart for God’s purposes. In the Old
Testament, the term Messiah came to refer to a hoped-for savior who would deliver the people.

Therefore, when Christians say they believe in Jesus Christ, they are making a confession that Jesus is the long-
awaited Messiah. This is central to the New Testament proclamation of Jesus; He is the Christ.

In the Old Testament, there are several different strands of expectation when it comes to the Messiah. One strand
expected someone like Moses, the prototypical leader, who would deliver his people and be the mediator of a new
covenant. The prophet Isaiah predicted someone who would be the suffering servant of Israel—the servant of the
Lord, the one who would bear the sins of the people. There was also the expectation that the Messiah would come
from the royal line of King David. The apocalyptic literature in the Old Testament, particularly in the book of Daniel,
promises a heavenly being who will be sent to judge the world.

With all of these different perspectives on the Messiah, it would be reasonable to wonder how they could all
converge in one person. Yet, in the New Testament, it is clear that every one of these individual strands converge in
the life and the work of Jesus Christ. He came and exercised the role of the prophets; He fulfilled the role of the
king; He served in the role of the great High Priest; and He is the one who bears His people’s sins, the Suffering
Servant.

The Apostles’ Creed affirms that Jesus is in a class by Himself. When Roger Bannister broke the four-minute mile, he
was the first human being in history to run a mile in less then four minutes. For a time, Bannister was unique: he had
done something no other human being had ever accomplished. But since that time, many people have duplicated his
feat. However, the one thing that he did that they could never do was be the first to do it. Jesus is called the only
begotten Son of the Father; He is in a class by Himself. There is none like Him. Christians are called sons of God, but
only by virtue of their adoption through Jesus Christ. So Jesus is uniquely the Son of God by nature.

Jesus is also called “our Lord.” Remember that the church’s first confession of faith was the simple statement “Jesus
is Lord.” The word for “Lord” in the New Testament is filled with meaning; it translates the word the Jews used
almost exclusively for God the Father. They avoided saying God’s name in order to avoid blaspheming. Instead, they
called Him “Lord.” So, when the early church called Jesus “Lord,” they were ascribing deity to Him. They were



called Him “Lord.” So, when the early church called Jesus “Lord,” they were ascribing deity to Him. They were

identifying Him with the One who had made heaven and earth and who rules over all creation. It was an imperial
title. The Lord is the One who is sovereign, and sovereignty in the absolute sense is reserved for God.

After this brief confession of titles with respect to Jesus, the Apostles’ Creed quickly covers an outline of His life.
This is important because who He was in His life defined His work. The creed begins with an affirmation of His virgin
birth. From the earliest days in church history, the affirmation of the virgin birth of Jesus was central to the church’s
confessions. This affirmation is necessary—not merely because the integrity of the Apostolic witnesses is at stake,
since they upheld the virgin birth—because it was necessary for Jesus to be born of a virgin in order to accomplish
the work that God sent Him to carry out.

Being born of a virgin means that Jesus was born untainted by original sin. He did not inherit the stain the we all
inherit by virtue of being descended from Adam. This stain is passed on through natural progression, so everyone is
born with a fallen human nature. But Jesus, because He was miraculously conceived in the womb of Mary, avoided
this stain. He was and is sinless, not only with respect to actual sin, but also with respect to original sin.

In the church’s understanding of the person of Christ, Jesus is one person with two natures: one human and one
divine. The mystery of the incarnation is not that God ceases to be God and becomes a man, or that a man suddenly
becomes God. The mystery of the incarnation is that the second person of the Trinity—the eternal Son of God—lost
nothing of His nature as God, yet He took upon Himself a human nature. He got that human nature from the Mary.
Thus, you have one person with two natures—He is truly God and truly man. 



Chapter Five

The Person and Work of Christ
 

I believe . . . in Jesus Christ . . .

Who . . . suffered under Pontius Pilate,

Was crucified, dead, and buried;

He descended into hell.

The third day He arose again from the dead;

He ascended into heaven;

And sitteth on the right hand of God the Father Almighty;

From thence he shall come to judge the quick and the dead.

At this point, the creed moves quickly from a confession of the birth of Jesus to His passion—that is, His suffering on
the cross. This can seem like an abrupt transition, as if nothing happened between His birth and His death. It seems
especially abrupt when you understand that the New Testament and the early church placed great importance on
the life of Jesus. It is not simply the death of Jesus that redeems us, but His life of perfect obedience; this was
necessary for Him to make a perfect sacrifice for the sins of His people on the cross. And yet, the creed moves
immediately from His birth to His suffering.

It is important to note that Christ’s suffering was not a negative thing to the early church. It is part of the joy of the
gospel. For example, why do we call the day when we memorialize Christ’s crucifixion “Good Friday”? It’s the darkest
day of the history of the world from one perspective; yet from another perspective, it is the day of redemption. So
there is a sense in which the creed is indicating something joyous, namely, a connection between His birth and His
death. Jesus was born to die—not as a tragic hero, as one who dies in disillusionment, nor one who was resigned to
the inevitability of suffering. Rather, His death was His destiny for us and for our redemption.

Another thing that seems strange is the phrase “under Pontius Pilate.” The Apostles’ Creed is very brief; why
mention Pontius Pilate, especially given all the other important figures in Jesus’ life? Others were involved even in His
death—Judas, a disciple, betrayed Him; Caiaphas, one of the leading Jews, conspired against Him; Herod, the
Jewish king over the region, took part in Christ’s judgment. Why mention Pilate, the obscure Roman governor?

One answer is that by saying that He suffered under Pontius Pilate, the creed immediately puts the suffering of
Jesus into the arena of world history. Jesus was a real man; He lived in a particular place at a particular time, and He
interacted with real people. The creed, in mentioning Pilate, grounds the story of Jesus in history.

Another answer has to do with God’s control over earthly events. The suffering and death of Jesus was not an
accident; it was part of the purposes of God for the redemption of His people. God fulfilled His purposes even
through the evil intentions of wicked men, and the triumph of God’s sovereignty over human political powers is
hinted at by this reference to Pontius Pilate.

But there is another element that was even more important. The Old Testament has foretold that the Messiah would
be delivered to the Gentiles (non-Jews) for judgment. Jesus was not killed by the Jews; He was taken by them to
the Romans, who tried to give Him back: Pilate shuffled Him over to Herod, Herod shuffled Him back to Pilate, and
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the final judgment came by Gentiles. Even the means of execution was not Jewish—He was crucified—a
characteristically Roman method of execution—rather than stoned, which was the Jewish method of capital
punishment.

The Apostle Paul makes much of the means of Jesus’ death in the book of Galatians. He calls attention to the fact
that under the Old Testament legislation there were laws of purification and laws about defilement, where those
who kept the law were blessed, and those who broke a law were cursed. Being cursed meant that you were cut off
from the presence of God.

The Old Testament book of Deuteronomy says, “Cursed is everyone who is hanged on a tree” (Gal. 3:13; see Deut.
21:23), and in Galatians, Paul focuses on the fact that the mode Jesus’ death was by crucifixion, which is under the
curse of the Old Testament system because it’s a Gentile form of death—hanging on a tree, that is, a cross.
Suffering a Gentile form of death meant that Jesus suffered the curse for us; He was cut off, outside the presence
of God, executed outside the walls of Jerusalem, abandoned to the Gentiles.

The mention of Jesus’ burial is also a reference to Old Testament prophecy. The prophet Isaiah predicted Christ’s
suffering and burial, saying, “They made his grave with the wicked and with a rich man in his death, although he had
done no violence, and there was no deceit in his mouth” (Isa. 53:9). Jesus was executed between two criminals,
and after His death, rather than having His body thrown into a garbage heap and set on fire (as was normal Roman
practice), Pilate allowed Jesus to have a proper Jewish burial in the borrowed tomb of a rich man named Joseph of
Arimathea. These events fulfilled the prophecy of Isaiah about the Messiah’s death and burial.

The next phrase—“He descended into hell”—has caused some confusion over the course of church history. Some
say it speaks of where the spirit of Jesus was during the interim between His burial and His resurrection. A better
reading is to understand this statement as referring to the spiritual reality of what Jesus experienced on the cross.
That is, in paying the penalty for the sins of His people, Jesus went to hell on the cross. It was on the cross that
Christ experienced the curse, was forsaken by the Father, and had the full measure of divine wrath poured out
upon Him.

Finally, the creed moves to the resurrection. The first creed of the church was “Jesus is Lord,” but the first gospel
announcement was simply, “He is risen!” Christianity is inconceivable apart from the resurrection of Christ. It is so
important that the Apostle Paul dedicates an entire chapter of his first letter to the Corinthians to arguing that Jesus
was raised from the dead (1 Cor. 15). He gives a detailed argument based upon the fulfillment of Scripture, the
eyewitness testimony of the Apostles and of five hundred other people, and of his own eyewitness experience.

The resurrection is so important, Paul said, that if Jesus is still dead, if He has not been raised, then we are still
guilty and still liable for our sins—and further, faith is useless. For the Apostle Paul, if you took away the
resurrection, you took away Christianity. If Christ was not raised, then we have no hope, and we might as well
squander our lives. The resurrection gives hope because it means that God the Father has accepted Jesus’ sacrifice;
it means that salvation and forgiveness from our sins is available through Christ.

The resurrection is significant also because in it the greatest enemy of man—death—is conquered. The resurrection
is not an isolated event that benefitted only Jesus. The New Testament declares that His resurrection is the first of
many. All those who place their trust in Christ are promised that they will participate in the resurrection of Jesus.
Because of the resurrection, there is hope for new life.

When Jesus rose again from the dead, it wasn’t so that He could continue His earthly ministry for another fifty
years. The creed affirms that “He ascended into heaven.” One the most important moments of redemptive history
happened at the ascension of Jesus. In Christ’s ascension, the resurrected One was enthroned as the King of kings
and Lord of lords. That means that at this very moment, He sits in the highest seat of authority.

One of the reasons the early Christians turned the world upside down is that they knew who was in control; they
knew who the true and ultimate King was. After Jesus’ disciples watched Him ascend into heaven, they went back to
Jerusalem rejoicing. The only way they could rejoice was by understanding where He was going and what would
happen next. He wasn’t just going away; He was going to the seat of authority. Thus, in the creed the ascension is
followed by what is called “the session”: Christ is seated at the right hand of God, where He sits in the position of
power, authority, and Kingship.

Not only that, but Jesus has entered into the Holy of Holies, the inner chamber of heaven. There, he acts as High
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Priest for His people. In Old Testament Israel, one day a year the Jews had a human high priest, who had to go
through radical cleansing rights in order to enter in and offer a sacrifice that was good for the next year. But
Christians have a perfect High Priest, who pleads with the Father in the inner chambers of the courts of heaven
every minute of every day. No wonder the disciples rejoiced!

Then the creed finishes its confession regarding Christ by saying that even this isn’t the end of the story—He will
return from that same place. He will come from there to judge the living and the dead. Those who have placed their
trust in Christ will be vindicated, and all His enemies—and the enemies of His people—will be punished. Christ is King,
He is Priest, and He is the Judge of the world. 



Chapter Six

The Holy Spirit and the Church
I believe in the Holy Ghost;

The holy catholic 2 church;

The communion of the saints. . . .

The Apostles’ Creed is a self-consciously Trinitarian statement; that is, it has a clear awareness of God as three
persons—Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Some people think that the full concept  of the Trinity didn’t develop until the
fourth century, but belief in God as a Trinity was clearly affirmed from the beginning. After having affirmed belief in
God the Father and Jesus Christ, the Apostles’ Creed rounds out its Trinitarian confession with a brief statement: “I
believe in the Holy Ghost.”

One of the most important things to understand is that the Holy Ghost, or Holy Spirit, is a person, not merely an
impersonal force or power. In other words, the Holy Spirit is a “He,” not an “it.” He has a personality, meaning one
can have a relationship with Him, just as one can have a relationship with any other person.

As a member of the Godhead, the Spirit was involved in creation. But perhaps His best-known role is in inspiration.
The Spirit is known in the Bible as the Spirit of truth. It was the Spirit that came upon the prophets, enabling them to
speak the truth of God. It was also by the Holy Spirit that the Scriptures themselves were inspired and
superintended.

The Christian life begins with the action of the Holy Spirit. The Spirit changes the heart, causing dead souls to come
alive to the things of God. This is called “regeneration.” The Christian life begins through the power of the Spirit, and
growth over the course of the Christian life happens through the Spirit’s power as well. This process of growth in
grace into spiritual maturity is called “sanctification.” In sanctification, Christians come to exhibit what the New
Testament calls “the fruit of the Spirit”: “love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness,
and self-control” (Gal. 5:22).

But there’s a dimension of the Spirit’s work that is worth considering further. In the New Testament, when Jesus
talks to His disciples about the coming of the Spirit (John 14–17), He calls the Spirit “the Helper.” Yet, when the New
Testament introduces the Helper, He isn’t simply called the Helper; He is called another Helper. Sometimes the Greek
word in question is translated as “Comforter” or “Counselor.” So, when Jesus says, “I will send you another Helper,”
who was the original Helper? The answer is Jesus Himself. In Jesus’ absence, He sends another Helper, the Holy
Spirit, who functions as the ongoing presence of Jesus in the life of Christians.

“Helper” or “Comforter” suggests one who sits with you and is tenderly sensitive to your pain and sorrow. Indeed,
one of the functions of the Holy Spirit is to comfort us in our mourning, in times of crisis and tragedy. But that’s not
what Jesus means by using this title. The Greek word He used was the title that was given to a defense attorney,
one who would be available in times of trouble. Jesus sent the Spirit as One who would stand with Christians in the
midst of the battle, struggle, and crisis. This kind of comforter is someone who comes with strength, who
strengthens. Jesus promised the Holy Ghost as our ally to stand with us and encourage us.

When the Spirit works in the lives of Christians, He always guides them into a community. The New Testament calls
believers “saints.” This word is closely related to the word translated “holy,” suggesting that believers are set apart
for a special purpose. They are not called “saints” because they are pure and righteous, or altogether holy in the
same sense that God is, but because the Holy Spirit is dwelling in them, and has set them apart, consecrating them
and drawing them together into a body. “Saints” in this sense does not refer to individuals who exceeded others in
holiness or some other sense or who performed miracles. According to the New Testament, all believers are saints,
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because they are all indwelt by the Holy Spirit, who makes them holy.

There is a way in which our redemption is individual. We are individual members of all different kinds of groups.
Ultimately, when I stand before God, I stand alone; it’s my faith, and I’m the one who must believe and trust in
Jesus Christ. Yet even though there is a strong individual sense of redemption, Christianity does not teach
individualism. Rather, individual believers are called to participate in a fellowship of faith, which we call the church.
The creed affirms this as the holy catholic church. Church in this sense refers not to a particular denomination or
local assembly, but to the whole group of believers, wherever they are found.

If there’s any institution today that doesn’t always appear to be holy, it’s the church. The church is a corrupt
institution—but it’s the most important institution in the world. The forces of hell understand that, so the church of
Jesus Christ is the supreme target of spiritual attack. But it is the only institution that has the guarantee of Christ.
The members of the church don’t always appear holy, but the church is in fact organized for the benefit of sinners.

Despite the unholiness of its members, the church is holy because of its Head, Jesus Christ. He is the one who said,
“I will build my church” (Matt. 16:18). So the church exists because it is called out by Christ, because it is instituted
and ordained by Christ, because it is gifted and indwelt by the Holy Spirit, and because we receive the benefit of the
holiness of the church. Whatever holiness we receive, we receive because of the same powers that are pulling the
church together in the first place—Jesus Christ and the Holy Spirit. Christ has ordained and called every Christian to
participate in His church, telling us not to forsake the gathering of the saints. No man is an island when it comes to
Christian faith; we all have a duty, as well as a privilege, to participate in the church.

The creed declares a belief in the “holy catholic church.” This is not the Roman Catholic Church. Catholic simply
means “universal,” meaning that the church exists wherever the people of God are. Protestants still retain this
confession in the Apostles’ Creed because, while we may not embrace the Roman Catholic Church, we certainly
believe that there is a universal body of Christ that is bigger, wider, deeper, and broader then the denominations
and local congregations of which we are members.

“The communion of the saints” is another way to describe the universal catholic church. This does not refer to the
sacrament of the Lord’s Supper or the Eucharist, which is sometimes called “Communion.” In the creed, “the
communion of the saints” means that there is a fellowship, a brotherhood, bound together by the Holy Spirit,
consisting of all Christians in the world. This fellowship transcends denominational, geographic, and ethnic
boundaries, and it also transcends temporal boundaries.

This means that believers today are somehow in fellowship with those who believed years and even centuries before
them. Indeed, believers are in fellowship with every Christian who has ever lived, because every Christian has been
united to Christ by faith, and that unity cannot be destroyed, even by time or death. By virtue of that union, each
believer is mystically joined to every other person who is in union with Christ.

2 The word “catholic” refers to the univ ersal church.

#0000049581


Chapter Seven

Forgiveness, Resurrection, and Eternal Life
 I believe in . . . the forgiveness of sins;

The resurrection of the body;

And the life everlasting. Amen.

  

I have often been involved in discussions with non-Christians where I have apologetics, and I have heard others
claim they don’t believe in God, or they don’t believe in Jesus. Though there are sophisticated philosophical
arguments one could deploy, one of my strategies is to ask a simple question: “What do you do with your guilt?”

I’ve never had anyone look me in the eye and say, “I don’t have any guilt.” Everyone has guilt, and everyone
experiences it; guilt is something real and objective. We can distinguish between feelings of guilt and the objective
state of guilt, and sometimes we may confuse them. Sometimes people will say they don’t feel guilty, concluding
therefore that they are not guilty. But in a court of law, a defense of murder will not get very far if their only
defense is that the accused doesn’t feel guilty. Guilt is a matter of an objective relationship to standards and to law.
When we transgress the law of God, we incur guilt. That creates a problem for everyone.

The Bible teaches that every human being will stand accountable to God for his or her life. You cannot fully
understand the preaching and teaching of Jesus if the central motif of judgment is obscured. Jesus’ very
appearance on earth as God incarnate brought about a crisis of judgment, and He warned people repeatedly about
being prepared for that last judgment. “What will it profit a man if he gains the whole world and forfeits his soul?”
Jesus asked. “Or what shall a man give in return for his soul? For the Son of Man is going to come with his angels in
the glory of his Father, and then he will repay each person according to what he has done” (Matt. 16:26–27).

Jesus spoke in terrifying terms about that final judgment, where He asserted that the things that we do in secret will
be made manifest, and that every careless word will come into the judgment (Matt. 12:36). The point is that we are
going to face an accounting for everything that we say, think, and do. We can postpone it and we can deny it, but
we cannot escape it.

The idea that every human being is responsible and accountable to his Creator for how he lives is fundamental to
the teaching of the Bible. King David said, “If you, O LO RD, should mark iniquities, O Lord, who could stand?” (Ps.
130:3). This is a rhetorical question; the answer is obvious. If God really keeps track of our sins, no one can stand
blameless before Him. If I am to be judged by God by the standard of His law, His righteousness, His holiness, and
by the pure standard of justice, I will perish.

In fact, when the New Testament talks about the final judgment, it always describes people’s response the same
way: silence. When someone accuses another, even of something they are guilty of, the normal human response is
to protest or become defensive; we make excuses, we try to explain why we did it or we try to minimize the severity
of whatever it is that we have done. But when we stand before God, for the first time in our lives we will get a
perfect and infallible evaluation of our performance. It will be useless and absolutely foolish to protest, because the
evidence will be so overwhelming that words would be totally inadequate as a defense.

Because of this burden of guilt, one thing that we desperately need is forgiveness. And the good news is that Christ
has made it possible for anyone who has violated the standards of God’s righteousness to be restored to a righteous
relationship with God—to be reconciled and justified, which comes about through the forgiveness of sins.

Christians believe that when they come to God confessing their sins, He forgives them. That’s the joy of the
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Christian life. When God says, “I forgive you,” He no longer holds it against you. For those who are in Christ, the
Apostle Paul says, “There is therefore now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus” (Rom. 8:1). This
doesn’t mean that we don’t have to go through an evaluation or judgment, but that those who are in Christ will
never be condemned by the wrath of God. Christians enjoy a healed and restored relationship with our Creator that
lasts forever. That is the greatest benefit and blessing that a human being can ever experience.

God doesn’t promise only a restored soul or peace of mind; He also promises us a renewed body. There are times
when I think, “What I need is a new body because the old one is wearing out.” God says that we will be given
renewed bodies in the resurrection—glorified bodies that are immortal and indestructible. Bodies that function
without pain, disease, decay, or death.

When the creed says, “I believe in the resurrection of the body,” some people may think it is affirming the
resurrection of Christ. No. It is referring to our own bodies. Those who have faith in Christ will experience the
resurrection of their bodies as a result of the resurrection of Christ.

The great mathematician, philosopher, and theologian Blaise Pascal called man “the supreme paradox.” He said man
is the creature of highest grandeur, and at the same time of the most misery. Man’s grandeur is found in his ability
to contemplate and reflect. Yet this is also the basis of his misery. Man always has the capacity to envision a better
existence than he presently enjoys or is able to bring about. We are always living with our frustrated hopes. I can
conceive of a life without pain, suffering, or death, but I can’t make it happen. Some say that’s the very basis for
religion: projecting their dreams and hopes into some future state.

But what the Bible teaches is not wish fulfillment. Jesus Christ has conquered death, and He says that there will
come a time, because of the forgiveness of sins, that our bodies will be raised. Those who trusted in Christ will have
everlasting life, a life in which our Lord says He will wipe away every tear from our eyes. There will be no more pain,
no more sorrow, no more death, no more sin. Don’t you want this for yourself? We are all guilty of sin, and
therefore we deserve only everlasting punishment. The Bible tells us that “all have sinned and fall short of the glory
of God” (Rom. 3:23). This Savior came to remove our guilt and give us life everlasting. His atoning sacrifice washes
our sins away. The gospel is good news for you. If you don’t have faith in this Savior, won’t you trust in Him now for
the forgiveness of your sins?

The core of Christian belief is the gospel. The gospel makes a demand—you must either trust in Jesus Christ for
forgiveness, or you must ignore or deny this gospel. And ignoring it is essentially denying it. The gospel begins with
the forgiveness of sins, which rests on everything else in the creed: one who is God the Father Almighty, the One
who made the heavens and the earth, who sent His Spirit upon a virgin so that she would conceive and have a child.
It was that sovereign God of heaven and earth who brought His Son to endure judgment under Pontius Pilate, so
that He was crucified, died, and was buried; so that He descended into hell, and was raised from the dead to ascend
into heaven; and so that He sits at the right hand of God right now. And He says that someday He’s going to return
to judge everyone. On that day, will you be found trusting in Christ for forgiveness and life? Or will you be among
those who refuse to trust Him for the forgiveness of your sins and therefore face eternal punishment? Through faith
in Jesus, there is forgiveness. He’s the one who sends the Holy Spirit, who has created a community called the
church, and who promises us the resurrection of the body, and life everlasting. 
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