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Perhaps the best known of the confessions included in our Book of Confessions is the Apostles’ Creed. Growing up, we recited this creed every Sunday; here, we have been reciting it on communion Sundays. 

Though the earliest constructed form of this creed pre-dates the Nicene Creed (that was last month’s article), the completed version came much later. It was originally developed as a short-hand – easily remembered by those who were unable to read – summary of the faith. Unlike the Nicene Creed, the Apostles’ Creed was used primarily in the west – it is not that Eastern Orthodox churches would disagree, rather, they simply did not use this formulation of the faith. This lack of ecumenical usage explains why the Apostles’ Creed comes second in our Book of Confessions.
There are four phrases within the Apostles’ Creed that require some explanation. 

A. “He descended into hell.”

“He descended into hell,” is the first. Why is it important to know that the crucified Jesus descended into hell? John Calvin has an extended discussion of this in the Institutes (Book II, Chapter XVI, sections 8-12). Here, he argues that the phrase is important within the creed because, “This much is certain: that it reflected the common belief of all the godly; for there is no one of the fathers who does not mention in his writings Christ’s descent into hell, though their interpretations vary.” 

The interpretations do vary. For some, it is an expression of the spiritual torment that Christ suffered for us. It was a fulfillment of the entire extent of judgment entered against us for sin. Second, it shows his solidarity with believers in the manifestation of God’s sovereign presence as described in Psalm 139, “if I make my bed in Sheol, thou art there.” Third, it is how we understand the comment in 1 Peter 4:6, “For this reason the gospel was proclaimed even to the dead, so that, though they had been judged in the flesh as everyone is judged, they might live in the spirit as God does.” Jesus accomplished this preaching during his descent into hell. Finally, it goes to show the greatness of his victory that death and Hades (hell) incapable of holding him imprisoned. 

According to Calvin, this phrase is so important, “if it is left out, much of the benefit of Christ’s death will be lost.”

B. “I believe in …the holy catholic church.”

This causes more questions than any other part of the Apostles’ Creed. This is “catholic” with a lower case “c”; not an upper case “C”. In short, catholic in this context means universal or connected or comprehensive or undivided. It does not pledge loyalty to the Pope or to the Roman Catholic Church; it means that we believe that Christ is the head of his church and calls all believers to himself. It means that God has declared that those who join in Peter’s confession, “You are the Christ, the Son of the living God” belong to one another and to God. Jesus said, “You are Peter, and on this rock I will build my church, and the gates of Hades will not prevail against it.” 

C. “I believe in …the communion of saints.”

This was a later addition to the creed. It is based upon Scripture’s addressing believers as “saints.” It reaffirms the universality of the church; that is, that God is sovereign over all the world and has called believers from every tribe and nation to be a part of his kingdom. When we celebrate the Lord’s Supper, we “do this in remembrance of me,” as Jesus said, and we also know that it is a preview of the grand banquet of the Lamb we will see in heaven. There, we will sit with believers from all time and all nations rejoicing in the ultimate realization of the victory of God and the full manifestation of the kingdom of heaven. What the “communion of saints” specifically does not mean is that we are to pray to saints or to spend time worshiping anyone other than God. 

D. “I believe in the forgiveness of sins.”

This may seem to be a more obvious statement to us today, but it too was one of the later additions to the creed. Specifically, this phrase was added after much theological reflection about the consequences of individual’s denying their faith upon pressure of torture and oppression. Martyrs are remarkable and an encouragement because they are able to sustain a faithful testimony despite outside threat; many others were not so able. Did that mean that those who swore allegiance to Caesar were somehow eternally cast out of God’s grace and faithfulness? 

The answer the Creed provided was that there was a forgiveness of sins. Just as the resurrected Jesus reinstates Peter – despite Peter’s previous three-fold denial of him – so also believers who repent and seek forgiveness have the assurance that they will be welcomed within the fold. 

Each one of the statements in the Apostles’ Creed is reason to rejoice. It is worth memorizing if you have not already done so. That way, when someone says something that makes you ponder, you have a measuring tool ready to help in your discernment.
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