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PRAYER

wHEN THE SPIRIT of truth comes,
he will guide you into all truth.

He will glorify me,
for he will take what is mine
and declare it to you.

All that the Father has is mine.

GLORY TO GOD in the highest,

and peace to his people on earth.

Lorp Gop, heavenly King,
almighty God and Father,
we worship you,

we give you thanks,

we praise you for your glory.

xiii

John 16:13-15
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Lorp Jesus CHRIST, only Son of the Father,
Lord God, Lamb of God,

you take away the sin of the world:

have mercy on us;

you are seated at the right hand of the Father:

receive our prayer.

FoR YOU ALONE are the Holy One,
you alone are the Lord,

you alone are the Most High,
Jesus Christ,

with the Holy Spirit,

in the glory of God the Father.
Amen.

FATHER IN HEAVEN, who at the baptism of Jesus in the
River Jordan did proclaim him your beloved Son and
anoint him with the Holy Spirit: Grant that all who are
baptized into his name may walk in newness of life and
boldly confess him as Lord and Savior; who with you

and the Holy Spirit lives and reigns, one God, in glory

everlasting. Amen.



INTRODUCTION

The Historical Setting

@HE NICENE CREED originated because ancient Christians
were appalled. A teacher in one of the most influential churches
in the world was trying to get them to speak of Christ and say
things like “there was once when he was not” and “he came
to be out of nothing.” They had good reason to be appalled.
Christians worship Jesus Christ as Lord, exalted at the right
hand of God the Father Almighty. To say “there was once when
he was not” would be to say that he is not eternal like God the
Father—that he came into being from non-existence just like

1
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all God’s creatures. That would mean he is not really God at
all, but one of the things God made. To say this would be to
say that what Christians have been doing all along, worship-
ing Jesus as Lord, is the kind of thing pagans do: worshiping
something that is not fully, truly, ultimately God. The Nicene
Creed was written to say no, in the strongest possible terms, to
that kind of Christian paganism.

It said no by saying yes to who God really is, and who Jesus
is. It states the essentials of Christian faith in God the Father
and his eternal Son, Jesus our Lord, and it adds some essen-
tials about the Holy Spirit as well. And sometimes it says who
God is by saying what he has done to make us who we are:
God’s creatures whom he raises from death to everlasting life in
Christ. So the Creed is a fundamental statement of the gospel
of Jesus Christ, who is God in the flesh coming down from
heaven for us and our salvation, so that we may share in his
kingdom that has no end.

The no is important because of the yes. To say no is to draw
aboundary and say: We're not going there, because that’s not
who Christ is. False teaching about who Christ is leads us away

from faith in the real Christ and gives us a bogus substitute. It
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means preaching a different gospel from the one that comes
to us from our Lord’s apostles, which is why the apostle Paul
goes so far as to say: Let anyone who teaches difterently be
anathema, accursed (Galatians 1:9). Heeding the apostle, the
Council of Nicaea in the year 325 composed a creed that is the
precursor to the one this book studies, and added anathemas—
solemn curses against anyone who teaches things like “there
was once when he was not” or “he came to be out of nothing.”
It did not name Arius, the man who taught this, because its
purpose, like Paul’s, was not to condemn a particular man but
to exclude what he taught. Arius was always free to change his
mind, to repent, to submit to the judgment of the Council and
teach the same truth. But real heretics are stubborn (you can’t
be a heretic just by being mistaken; you have to persist in teach-
ing your mistake to the church even after being corrected), and
eventually the doctrine that took shape in opposition to the
Council of Nicaea came to be known as Arianism, one of the
most famous heresies in the history of the church.

But this book is not about a heresy but about the truth:
the gospel of Jesus Christ taught by the Creed that grew out

of the faith of Nicaea. It’s a book for Christians who want to
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understand their own faith better, and thus to grow in the
knowledge of God, by learning what the ancient teachers of
the Nicene faith had to give us.

@HE CoUNCIL OF NICAEA, after which the Nicene Creed is
named, was a gathering of bishops in AD 325. They met in the
city of Nicaea in Asia Minor, which is now the town of Iznik
in Turkey. It is a little more than fifty miles as the crow flies
from Istanbul, the city that used to be called Constantinople
back when it was the capital of the Eastern Roman Empire.
Rome itself was defeated a century or so after the Council
of Nicaea and the Western Roman Empire gradually disinte-
grated, but the Eastern Empire remained for another thousand
years and became what is known as the Byzantine Empire—
after Byzantium, the earlier name for Constantinople.
“Constantinople” means “the city of Constantine,” the Roman
emperor who made it his capital in 330 and who had also called
the bishops to come to the Council at Nicaea in 325.

Nicaea came to be recognized as the first ecumenical coun-
cil, from the Greek noun oikoumene, or ecumene in Latin, mean-
ing “the whole inhabited world.” An ecumenical council is a

council for the church throughout the world, the church of
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the ecumene. This was a new idea, but meeting in councils was
not. Christian bishops, the leaders of local churches, had been
meeting for years in regional councils or synods (from syno-
dos, which is just the Greek word for “council”). This was an
important way of keeping order in the churches and of keeping
the faith. A bishop had the job of preserving the faith as it was
handed down in the church of his town since the time of its
founding. The name for this handing down in Latin is traditio,
from which we get the word “tradition.” It was a handing down
that began in some places, such as Jerusalem and Rome and
Antioch, in the earliest days of the Christianity, before the New
Testament was written. If there was a serious discrepancy in
teaching or church practice between one town and another,
the bishops could meet in a synod to straighten things out.
The Council of Jerusalem, for example, met to straighten out
disputes about how the churches growing out of the mis-
sionary work of the church of Antioch were handling things
(Acts 15:1-35). In that case, the burning question was how
to incorporate believers in Christ who were not Jewish into
the fellowship of the church. In this case, at Nicaea, the ques-
tion was how to exclude the teaching of Arius from churches

throughout the world.
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The most important way the bishops did that was to pro-
duce a confession of the Christian faith—which is what a creed
is. Prior to this time, creeds were handed down orally rather
than written, as people coming to Christ were taught some
form of confession to athirm when they were baptized. It was
a way of saying what they were committing themselves to as
they joined the Body of Christ. The confession of faith that
we now know as the Apostles’ Creed, for example, took shape
originally in Rome as an oral baptismal confession.’ Each town
had its own traditional confession, handed down through gen-
erations of bishops, with many small variations. But they all
followed a threefold pattern, so that everyone in the ecumene
was baptized in the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy
Spirit, as our Lord commanded (Matthew 28:19). What evi-
dently happened at Nicaea is that one of these unwritten local
confessions was adapted, with some additions directed specif-
ically against Arius’ teaching, to provide a single creed for the

whole ecumene.

@HE CREED PRESENTED in this book is the most widely-used

confession of faith in the Christian world. It is not the original
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Creed of Nicaea in 325 but an expanded confession formulated
at the Council of Constantinople in 381 and officially accepted
as a statement of the Nicene faith at the Council of Chalcedon
in 451.> In the interests of historical accuracy, scholars often
give it a long name, like the “Niceno-Constantinopolitan
Creed,” but I will use the more familiar name “Nicene Creed,”
which accords with the reason it was accepted by the church
throughout the world: it is a fuller way of confessing the same
faith as the Council of Nicaea. Thus for the purposes of this
book, as well as in the ordinary usage of the church, the label
“Nicene Creed” designates a different text from “the Creed of
Nicaea.” Along with a number of small differences, the Nicene
Creed omits some things in the Creed of Nicaea, including
the anathemas, and adds a good deal to what is said about the
Holy Spirit. The result is an expanded confession of the faith
of Nicaea, and as such it has come to be accepted as the ecu-
menical Creed, the confession of the Nicene faith of the whole
ecumene, and is incorporated into the regular worship of the
vast majority of Christians around the globe, including Eastern
Orthodox, Roman Catholics, and most Protestants who use a

regular liturgy.
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It is worth saying a bit more about the unity and diver-
sity within what we can now call the ecumenical church, the
church of the ecumene that agrees in confessing the Nicene
faith. It is the church that deserves to be called orthodox (small

“0”) because it teaches the right faith and worship (orthe doxa

in Greek). It is also catholic (small “c”), meaning “universal”
(katholikos in Greek). And it is evangelical (small “e”) because

it is the church of the gospel (euangelion in Greek). In the

lower-case sense of these words, the one holy church of God,
which the Creed teaches us to honor as the Body of Christ and

the work of the Holy Spirit, is orthodox, catholic, evangelical,
and ecumenical, and its faith is the faith of Nicaea.

The diversity within the one ecumenical church, which
ought not to divide it, can be distinguished by names with cap-
ital letters. We will need to mark the distinction between ortho-
dox (small “0”), which embraces the whole Nicene ecumene,
and the Orthodox (capital “O”), including Greek Orthodox,
Russian Orthodox, Armenian Orthodox, and many others,
all grouped under the heading “Eastern Orthodox,” whose
heritage can be traced back to the Eastern Roman Empire,
where the dominant language was Greek. And we must like-

« »

wise mark the distinction between catholic (small “c”), a term
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we will meet in the Creed itself to designate the whole church,
and Roman Catholics (capital “C”) who are Christians in full
communion with the Pope, who is the bishop of Rome. Their
heritage goes back to the Western Roman Empire, where the
dominant Janguage was Latin. Very early on, there was a stan-
dard Latin translation of the Nicene Creed that ended up—as
we shall see—with a few differences from the Greek version,
one of which is trivial, another interesting, and the third tragic.
Protestants are heirs of this Western tradition, and most trans-
lations of the Nicene Creed used in the Protestant churches
have their roots in the ancient Latin translation. The Latin
Creed is still with us, familiar to lovers of church music by

composers such as Palestrina, Bach, and Mozart.

@HE TRANSLATION OF the Creed I have made for purposes
of this book does not have exactly the same wording as any
version used in the churches, for unfortunately there is no one
standard translation of the Nicene Creed in English. I assume
that readers will continue to say the Creed in the version
they’re accustomed to using on Sundays—I certainly hope
so, for the opportunity to confess the faith together in worship

is one of the great blessings of the Creed, and not something
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to tamper with. But because there are so many versions, some
of which go back hundreds of years and use English that is no
longer familiar, I will often need to comment on alternative
translations and old wording that might be confusing. In my
own translation I have tried to stay as close as possible to the
original Greek.’ But I have also commented on the standard
Latin translation when it diverges from the Greek, for this
often explains variations in the English versions, giving us
words like “consubstantial” and phrases like “was made man.”

To organize the phrase-by-phrase commentary, I have
divided the Creed into its three “articles,” which is a technical
term (from which we get the phrase “an article of faith”) for
the parts of the Creed devoted to the Father, the Son, and the
Holy Spirit. In addition, it is convenient to divide the second
article into two parts, the first centered on the divinity of the
Lord Jesus and the second on his humanity.

As you may have noticed already, a great deal of this book
focuses on words and their history. For the Creed consists of
words that are much older than any of us who now say them.
A richer and more accurate understanding of these words is
therefore a way of arriving at a deeper understanding of our

own faith, which we share with those who have confessed the
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Creed over the centuries of the Christian tradition. For with
them we too have been given one Lord, one faith, and one
baptism.

Because the words are old, they have layers. One aim of this
book is to give you access to these layers, so that when you say
aword like “incarnate,” you will hear beneath it the Latin word
carnem and will think “flesh.” And then you can tune your ears
to the way the word “flesh” echoes down the hallways and pas-
sages of Scripture and into the Creed, as well as into the lan-
guage we use in church services. I will assume readers of this
book are familiar with the Bible but not necessarily with the
traditions of Christian theology, so I will spend a good deal
of time on words like “incarnation,” which for theologians are
very commonplace, but which for many churchgoers, I have
found, are unnecessarily mysterious and easily misunderstood,
because the words have never been explained to them. Getting
our ears more fully tuned to hear these words gets us more
deeply immersed in the richness of Christian worship.

Itis another aim of this book to open doors to further study,
and for that purpose I will often introduce theological terms
that are not found in the Creed itself, but that have been used

in the Christian tradition to expound the Nicene faith. I will
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frequently be dwelling on technical terms that theologians use
without explanation—terms that I think are genuinely helpful
not just for those studying the technicalities of theology but
for ordinary Christians who want to understand their own
faith. I will be very happy if this book serves some readers as
a gateway to theological studies.

The book will also devote a great deal of attention to the
apostolic roots of the Nicene faith as found in Scripture. The
aim in this is to show biblical Christians how the Creed gives
words to what they already believe, so that they can hear these
words as gospel, the story of our God. In Martin Luther’s terms,
the Nicene Creed gives us gospel rather than law, because it is
not telling us what to do but telling us what God has done for
us and our salvation—all the things we cannot do to save our-
selves, transform our lives, and make ourselves good Christians,
for they are things that only God can do. The good news is that
in Christ, God has done these things, and by his life-giving
Spirit he has made them ours. The Nicene Creed is a blessing

and a joy, for it is a confession of faith in this good news.
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(In a close literal translation, with alternative versions in brackets)
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WE BELIEVE [I BELIEVE]

@HE INTERESTING DIFFERENCE between the Greek and
the Latin versions of the Creed, which was mentioned in the
Introduction, is found right here in the first word: the Greek-
speakers in the Eastern Roman Empire said “we” and the Latin-
speakers in the West said “I.”# This is in fact how we got the
term “creed,” from the Latin word, credo—a one-word way
of saying, “I believe.” Turn it into a noun, “the Credo,” and
you have a standard term for the Creed. The standard Greek
term, on the other hand, was simply “the faith,” he pistis. So in
this sense the Nicene Creed is the Nicene faith. To repeat the

Creed aloud is to confess the faith, in a double sense of the
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term: it is to give utterance to the Christian faith in the words
of “the faith,” which is the Creed.

Another ancient term for the Creed, surprisingly enough,
is “symbol” (from the Latin symbolum, derived from the
Greek symbolon). It is a word with many meanings. To this
day, the English word “symbol” can be used to designate a
creed, and if you see a book in the theology section of the
library on “Symbolics,” it is probably an old study of creeds
and confessions.

Exactly why symbolum was used to designate a creed or
confession of faith needs an explanation, which will also help
us see why the West said “I believe.” In ordinary Latin, sym-
bolum could be used to mean a sign or token, such as a pass-
word or the sign and countersign used by soldiers to recognize
each other. Instead of saying “Halt! Who goes there?” a sentry
in the dark of night might give the first half of a password as
a sign, and his fellow soldier completes the password with a
countersign (“O Susanna!” / “Oh, don’t you cry for me!”),
thus identifying himself as one who belongs to the same army.
Another meaning of symbolum was an oath or pledge of alle-

giance used when a soldier was inducted into the army. The
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practice of baptism worked like this in the early church. To be
baptized was like joining Christ’s army—an unusual army in
which you did not kill but might well be killed, bearing witness
as a martyr—and your baptismal confession was the pledge by
which you were identified, as if by a kind of password, when
you signed up.®

The actual baptismal ceremony looked a bit like giving a
sign and countersign. It involved three questions, which could
be as short as “Do you believe in God, the Father Almighty?”
and “Do you believe in Jesus Christ and his cross?” and “Do
you believe in the Holy Spirit?”® Usually the questions were
longer, and could be quite similar to the Nicene Creed; for
example: “Do you believe in Christ Jesus, the Son of God, who
was born by the Holy Spirit from the Virgin Mary, who was
crucified under Pontius Pilate and died, and rose again on the
third day alive from the dead, and ascended into the heavens,
and sat at the right hand of the Father, and will come to judge
the living and the dead?”” In any case, the response to each
question was the same: “I believe,” after which the person was
immersed in water. This threefold immersion was Christian

baptism, and the question-and-answer was the symbolum, the
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baptismal sign and counter-sign of the Christian faith. Turn
the question-and-answer into a confession that we can all say
together, and you get a creed.

The Creed is the faith we confess, which means simply that
we say it aloud. The act of uttering something aloud makes
a difference, as when we confess our sins rather than hide
them. To confess the faith is to make what we believe into
something shared, public, and recognizable, not just a fleeting
thought in the heart. The baptismal confession makes us mem-
bers of Christ’s army, and to this day there are places where
this confession can get you killed. So confession is more than
expression. It is not just saying what is in our heart; it is join-
ing a community and sharing its dangers and tasks as well as
its blessings. When we say “I believe” in our baptism or “we
believe” in a Sunday liturgy, we are making a commitment that
is a pledge of allegiance, joining us to other believers around
the world in the Body of Christ, some of whom are bound to
get into trouble for keeping this commitment.

Hence even when Christians in the West begin the Creed
with the words, “Ibelieve,” this is not just an individual expres-
sion of faith but a commitment to the faith of a community,

the Body of Christ which the individual has joined in baptism.
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Some Western churches have in fact now switched back to
the Greek version, saying “We believe.” Yet in an important
sense, “I believe” is actually the older form of confession, being
used in baptisms long before Nicaea. “We believe” was a new
way of confessing the faith, reflecting a new setting. Instead
of a baptismal confession, it was a conciliar confession. The
Nicene Creed begins with “we believe” because it originated
as the confession of a council, a gathering of bishops present-
ing what they believed and taught as the faith of the whole
ecumenical church, to be confessed together. This is also why
it was eventually incorporated into the eucharistic liturgies of

the churches, both East and West.

21



| BELIEVE IN ORE GO, THE
OF HEAVEN AND EARTH, OF
INVISIBLE. | BELIEVE IN ORI
OnLY BEGOTTEN SON OF C
BEFORE ALLAGES. GOD FRC
TRUE GOD FROM TRUE G(
CONSUBSTANTIAL WITH Tk
ALL THINGS WERE MADE. |
SALVATION HE CAME DOWN
HOLY SPIRIT WAS INCARNAT
BECAME MAN. FOR OUR SAKE
PONTIUS PILATE, HE SUFFEF
ARND ROSE AGAIN ON THE T
WITHTHE SCRIPTURES. HE £
1S SEATED AT THE RIGHT HA
COME AGAIN IN GLORY TO J
DEAD ARD HIS KINGDOM WH
IN THE HOLY SPIRIT, THE LOK
PROCEEDS FROM THE FATHI
CHE FATHER ARD THE SON 3
WHO HAS SPOKEN THROUGH
IN ONE, HOLY, CATHOLIC A
CONFeSS ONE BAPTISM F
SINS ARD | LOOK FORWARD
CHE DEAD ARD THE LIFE OF ¢



ARTICLE 1

GOD THE
FATHER






IN ONE GOD, THE FATHER,
THE ALMIGHTY

@HE CREED BEGINS by using familiar language, common
in ancient philosophy as well as pagan mythology, but it soon
proceeds to do something unprecedented with this language.
“Father Almighty” was a term well-known among pagans. It
appears frequently, for example, in the Roman epic poem the
Aeneid, to designate Jupiter, the king of the mythological gods
on Mount Olympus. It turns out that Jupiter is hardly what
Christians would call almighty, as he is easily frustrated by the
scheming of other gods and the problems of mortals. Certainly,

creating heaven and earth is well beyond his power—not to
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mention ruling it in justice and wisdom, which is an especially
prominent aspect of the Greek term here, Pantokrator, which
literally means “Ruler over all things.” The Creed is talking not
just about power but about how God our Father governs all
things—which, as we shall see, means that his Son, a crucified
man, is king forever.

We should also bear in mind that beliefin one God was by
no means unique to Christians and Jews. Sophisticated pagans,
such as the philosophers Plato, Aristotle, and Plotinus, had
much to say about a unique First Principle that was eternal
and divine, but which was not a personal being like Jupiter.
Aristotle actually called this principle “God,” while Plato called
it “the Good,” and Plotinus made it the source of all things.
Christians who studied philosophy found a good deal to like
in this kind of philosophy, and it became common in Christian
theology to speak of God as the First Principle, the supreme
Good which is the source of all things. But in confessing the
Creed, ancient Christians were using this shared language,

“one God,” to say something more specific and biblical, which
only starts to be clear when we come to see why, in the second

article of the Creed, we will hear of Jesus as the “one Lord.”



MAKER OF HEAVEN AND EARTH

@HIS PHRASE LANDS us, of course, right at the beginning of
the Bible, when God created heaven and earth (Genesis 1:1).
Scripture uses the phrase “heaven and earth” to designate the
whole creation from top to bottom. Together, heaven above
and earth beneath are all the things that exist, other than the
God who made them all.

In Genesis 1, however, the word “heaven” is used in a rather
limited sense. It refers to the visible heavens we can see above
us, populated by the stars, the moon, and the sun—just as
the sea is populated by fish, the air by birds, and the earth by
creeping things and cattle. Elsewhere the Bible speaks of a
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highest heaven that is above the heavens we see, calling it “the
heaven of heavens.” This is where God is enthroned above
the visible heavens, because “his majesty is above earth and
heaven” (Psalm 148:13). It is a place beyond the places of the
visible universe—not a place we can travel to (no spaceship
could ever take us there) for it is where our Lord Jesus Christ
is enthroned at the right hand of God the Father, surrounded
by the unending praise and gladness of the angels and arch-
angels and all the host of heaven. Because this is high above
the visible heavens, a different dimension from any place we
could ever see, the Creed must go beyond all visible things in

order to speak of the fullness of what God has created.



OF ALL THINGS VISIBLE
AND INVISIBLE

@HE NEWER TRANSLATION that many churches use, “seen
and unseen,” is not quite as precise as “visible and invisible,”
because what the Creed speaks of here is two realms of
the creation, and the invisible realm is not just something
we haven’t seen but something we cannot ever see with our
physical eyes. It is the realm of angels, both the blessed angels
in heaven and the demons, who are fallen angels cast out of
heaven (Revelation 12:7-9).

This phrase lands us in the letter to the Colossians, which

teaches us that the creation of all things is the work of Christ,
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