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“WE BELIEVE IN ONE GOD, THE FATHER, THE ALMIGHTY”

(first article of the Niceno-Constantinopolitan Creed)


Between now and the end of July I’ll be focusing most of my sermons on some of the creeds contained in our Book of Confessions, part 1 of the Constitution of the Presbyterian Church (USA).  In our Reformed or Presbyterian tradition, the value of any creed is the accuracy with which it summarizes the teaching of the Bible.  Actually the Bible itself contains a number of creedal statements about God, some of which we’ve used in worship today.
Outside of Scripture, the most universally recognized statement of Christian faith ever written is the Niceno-Constantinopolitan Creed.  It is the only creed accepted and used by all three major branches of the Christian Church – Eastern Orthodox, Roman Catholic, and Protestant.  It comes from two key ecumenical councils in the fourth century – the Council of Nicaea in 325 A.D. called into session by none other than Emperor Constantine himself and the Council of Constantinople in 381 A.D.  


In the year 312 A.D. Constantine won a decisive military victory at the battle of Milvian Bridge in his quest to become Emperor.  Influenced by Christianity since his childhood, Constantine believed that his faith in Christ had been decisive in his military victories.  He therefore declared Christianity to be the official religion of Rome. 
Since Christianity was new to many in the Roman Empire, a statement of faith was needed to make it more widely understood.  In addition, due to theological differences the church was dividing into two warring factions.  So when Constantine called for the Council of Nicaea, he wanted to preserve the unity of the church.  On June 14, 325, Emperor Constantine the Great entered the city of Nicaea in a stately procession.  The Emperor was joined by 318 bishops who would debate and decide the issues.  The creed they composed used the Greek language.

 Today I want to focus on the first article of the creed about God the Creator.  It’s found in your order of worship and it will appear on the screen for us as well.  Let’s say it together - “We believe in one God, the Father, the Almighty, maker of heaven and earth, of all that is, seen and unseen.”  
To begin the creed tells us there is only one living and true God.  The creed is monotheistic.  In the polytheistic environment in which the patriarchs and Moses lived, this was a revolutionary idea!  The heart of Judaism is expressed in the Shema, Deut. 6:4.  “Hear O Israel: the Lord is our God, the Lord alone.”  These words became the prayer that every devout Jew recited morning and night.  They also wrote them on the doorposts of their houses, as Deuteronomy commands.  More than a millennium later when Jesus was once asked, “Which commandment is first of all?”  Jesus answered by quoting that same text, “the first is, ‘Hear O Israel: the Lord our God, the Lord is one . . .” (Mark 12:29).

To complicate matters the Christian faith says this one God is a fellowship of three-in-one.  In the words of theologian Karl Barth, God is “the One in three ways of being . . .  (This means God) is not lonely in Himself; God does not need the world.  All richness of life, all fullness of action and community exists in Himself, since he is the Triune” (p.42,44 Dogmatics in Outline; c.1959; New York; Harper & Row).  

But what is this one God like?  The creed makes two assertions about God’s character; that God is both “the Father” and “the almighty.”    

“Father” is used rarely in the Hebrew Bible to describe God. One such usage is in Psalm 103 which we heard moments ago.  In the NT the metaphor of “Father” to describe God becomes far more prominent, especially in the teaching of Jesus himself.  Jesus’ standard way of addressing God in prayer was the Aramaic word “abba” meaning “dear papa.”  Jesus pictures God in his most famous parable as a compassionate father who disgraces himself by running down a dusty road to embrace his errant son and welcome him home!

The metaphor of “Father” to describe God means that God is available, God is loving, God is compassionate, and understanding, and that God loves and protects His children.  As Father, the Scriptures and the creed suggest we can have an intimate relationship with this God!   

My two brothers and I were blessed to have the father we did!  None of us ever questioned his love for us or his support.  In fact, he was so supportive I had to be careful as an adult not to mention a specific need because if I did, he would try to meet it!  So I have no problem with the metaphor of “Father” for God.  If you had a poor relationship with your father, then think of God as the ideal father, the father you hoped for but never had.

Along with God as Father, the creed describes God as “the almighty.”  This means God is the free and sovereign Lord, whose power cannot be limited by anyone.  In the Hebrew Bible one of God’s titles is “El Shaddai” – God almighty.  For example in Exodus (6:2-3), God spoke to Moses at the burning bush, “I appeared to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob as God Almighty (Hebrew = El Shaddai), but by my name Yahweh, I did not make myself known to them.”  “Pantocrator,” used in the creed is the Greek equivalent of the Hebrew “El Shaddai.”  It occurs 9 times in the Revelation to John and once in Paul (2 Cor. 6:18).  

Some have misunderstood this to mean that God’s essence is pure power – that God is “power in itself!”  Friends, God is not a characterless power!  While God is superior to all other powers, the exercise of our Father’s power and freedom is limited by God’s holy love.  And the pinnacle of God’s power is His free and gracious love, activated and revealed most fully in Jesus Christ!      

As its Creator, God has complete authority over creation, which brings us to the end of article one and an affirmation about God’s good work, that God is “maker of heaven and earth, of all that is, seen and unseen.”
Sometimes we incorrectly assign the work of creation to the Father alone.  The creed goes on to tell us that it was through the Lord Jesus Christ “that all things were made.” The creed calls the Holy Spirit “the giver of life” and talks about looking ahead “for the resurrection of the dead, and the life of the world to come.”  So God’s creative work was not done once and for all ages ago, but continues today and is something we anticipate in the future as well, as we await God’s creation of “a new heaven and a new earth” (Isa. 66:22; Rev. 21:1).

At the beginning of the 20th century, most scientists, including Albert Einstein, assumed a universe with no beginning and no end.  When Einstein developed the theory of general relativity in 1916, he introduced a “fudge factor” to block gravitational implosion and retain the idea of a steady-state universe.  He later called this “the greatest mistake of my life.”

The Big Bang Theory came along and proposed that about 14 billion years ago the universe was extremely compact, dense, and hot.  A cosmic event or explosion occurred which brought our universe into being.  Ever since, the universe has been both expanding and cooling.  American astronomer Edwin Hubble provided some of the greatest supporting evidence for the theory with his 1929 discovery that the light of distant galaxies was universally shifted toward the red end of the spectrum.  This proved that the galaxies were moving away from each other at a uniform pace, understood as an after-effect of the Big Bang.  
Scientists then thought that if the universe was initially very, very hot as the Big Bang suggests, we should be able to find some remnant of this heat.  In 1965, Radioastronomers Arno Penzias and Robert Wilson discovered a Cosmic Microwave Background radiation which pervades the observable universe.  This was what scientists were looking for.  Penzias and Wilson shared the 1978 Nobel Prize for Physics for their discovery.


The Big Bang theory has limits.  It is incapable of explaining what existed prior to the Big Bang, but it leaves room for a Creator.  Where did that dense, hot mass come from?  We don’t know.  Why did it appear?  We don’t know.  What else existed outside of the mass?  We can’t say.  It does postulate how creation came into being, which is the province of science.
Completely beyond the scope and purview of science are the who and why questions regarding creation.  That’s the proper domain of the Bible and theology.  
So as the Nicene Creed summarizes Scripture, it tells us about the one living and true God, who is both our caring Father and who is free and powerful.  And it tells us it is this God Who stands behind creation.  “We believe in one God, the Father, the Almighty, maker of heaven and earth, of all that is, seen and unseen.”  I invite you to trust and to serve this God!  Amen.
