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“WE BELIEVE IN ONE LORD, JESUS CHRIST . . .”

Article 2 of the Niceno-Constantinopolitan Creed


Last week we explored article 1 of the most universally recognized statement of Christian belief ever written outside of Holy Scripture - the Niceno-Constantinopolitan Creed.  That first article of the creed focused on God the Father and was brief.  Article 2 of the Niceno-Constantinopolitan Creed focuses on Jesus Christ and is much more lengthy!  (read together – Ecumenical Version, including articles 1 and 2 – p.15 in hymnal)

The creed begins with the pre-existent Christ through whom God created all things and charts a movement from God’s eternal realm to earthly life.  It starts by proclaiming Jesus as the “one Lord” –  master, owner, ruler of life. In Jesus’ day the title “Lord” in Greek was used in place of the Hebrew name for God, Yahweh.  The confession that Jesus is “the one and only Lord” is a radical claim in our pluralistic age as it was in the fourth century when this creed was composed.  
The creed continues that Jesus is the unique “Son of God”, eternally begotten of the Father, God from God, Light from Light, true God from true God, begotten, not made, of one Being with the Father; through him all things were made.”  
When you beget something, you beget something of the same kind as yourself.  But when you make, you make something of a different kind from yourself.  What God begets is God; hence Jesus is fully divine. 
The key controversy which Emperor Constantine hoped the 318 bishops gathered in the village of Nicaea in 325 A.D. for the first ecumenical council would answer concerned Jesus’ identity – “How is he related to God the Father?”

On the one side was Arius, who taught that Christ was subordinate to the Father.  He strongly defended belief in only one God as fundamental to the Christian faith.  A logical conclusion was that the Son was therefore not of the same being or substance as the Father, but “of another substance” and was a created being.  

Athansius led the opposition.  They strongly believed and argued that Jesus was “of one substance or being with the Father.”  The controversy raged in the council meeting itself.
At the end of the debate the issue was whether Jesus was of “one being or substance with the Father (homoousios) or whether he was of “like being or substance” (homoiousios) with the Father? Is this just semantics or does is something serious at stake?  
If Jesus is only “like God” (as the Mormons and Jehovah’s Witnesses affirm in agreement with Arius), then Jesus was in essence “adopted” by God.  Then Jesus is our best human effort to please God and become like God.  There’s a world of difference between God recognizing and adopting a superlative human being vs. God taking the initiative to come to be among us in a real human being.  Providentially, the view that Jesus was “of one being or substance” homoousios with the Father prevailed!  I think the NT affirms that position consistently.
Since the point of Jesus full divinity has already been made, why does the creed bother mentioning that Jesus was born of a virgin?  Because it affirms that the salvation Christ brings is God’s gift, not a human achievement.  So Jesus is God reaching down to humankind, not our reaching up to God.   
So just as the creed affirms Jesus being of “one being or substance with God the Father,” it also affirms his becoming “truly human.”  “The best way to send an idea,” said scientist J. Robert Oppenheimer, “is to wrap it up in a person.”  The theological word for that is “incarnation” or “in the flesh.”  The creed asserts that Jesus is the incarnation of God!  So in Jesus God descends to us and becomes a real person.  

If Jesus was a pure spirit figure or an angel-like being and less than fully human, then he had no firsthand knowledge of our problems and struggles and limitations.  Then God did not empathize with our human condition firsthand.   
The Christian belief is that Jesus assumed our flesh and became a real person.  He was an infant and grewup like other children and needed to learn.  He ate and drank, became hungry and thirsty and experienced illness and a need for sleep.  He wept when he was sad and laughed when he was glad, bled when he was beaten, and died due to crucifixion.  So Jesus identified fully with each of us in our human condition!  
That Jesus was fully human is emphasized in the next section when we read about Jesus’ suffering and death. An eternal being doesn’t die; only an authentic human person suffers and dies!  “For our sake he was crucified under Pontius Pilate; he suffered death and was buried.”  It’s interesting that what the creed mentions of Jesus’ life is totally targeted on his redemptive suffering and death.  The cross, the central symbol of the Christian faith reflects that emphasis.  It’s not that Jesus’ healing and teaching ministry wasn’t profound,  but the center of Jesus’ saving work was his sacrificial death for us on the cross, exchanging his sinless life for our sin-filled lives, offering forgiveness and reconciliation with God for all who trust Him.

In its final movement the creed charts Jesus’ resurrection and ascension to God and the promise of his later return to earth at the end of human history to bring about the general resurrection, to usher in final judgment, and to consummate God’s kingdom.  “On the third day he rose again in accordance with the Scriptures; he ascended into heaven and is seated on the right hand of the Father.  He will come again in glory to judge the living and the dead, and his kingdom will have no end.”

Just as Jesus’ death appeared on the surface to be the defeat of everything Jesus stood for, his resurrection signals his triumph over sin and death and meaninglessness.  It tells us that Jesus’ sacrifice of atonement has been accepted by the Father, and that when Christ ascended to God he became available everywhere and at all times for those who would call on him.


“He will come again in glory to judge both the living and the dead.”  A nagging question arises for many is, “Where is justice in our world?  No one has brought those responsible for genocide in Darfur to justice!  And what about the Bernie Madoffs of the world who may get caught, but who will never be able to payback those the thousands from whom they stole?  What about those who have never been brought to trial for serious crimes committed?”  This creed reminds us that the injustices of the Hitlers, the Stalins, the Idi Amins, the Khmer Rouge, the perpetrators of genocide, those who have murdered, raped, lied, and stolen their way to positions of power and prestige and wealth will have a day of reckoning!  The Returning Christ will see to it!  But those who are “in Christ,” who trust his atoning sacrifice to put them in right relationship with God and follow Jesus, will have nothing to fear.  Christ our Savior will not only be our judge, but our advocate as well!  We will be justified, declared not guilty by the very one who has redeemed us and reconciled us to God the Father.
Article 2 ends with the comforting words, “His kingdom will have no end!”  Think about various empires which have come and gone.  In Scripture we read about the might of ancient Egypt, the Assyrian Empire, the Babylonian Empire, the Persian Empire, the Alexander the Great’s Hellenistic Empire, and the Roman Empire.  Since then in the west we’ve witnessed the Byzantine and Ottoman Empires, and although the Ottoman Empire was the longest lasting of all those I’ve mentioned, from 1299 to Nov. 1, 1922, it has also come to an end.  In the last century alone think about Adolf Hitler’s claim that the Third Reich would last at least a thousand years.  Instead, the Fuhrer used a pistol to take his own life in a bunker in Berlin after just 12 years in power!  Many thought the Russian revolution that began in 1917 and grew with the post-WWII Soviet occupation of Eastern Europe would last indefinitely, but it endured for less than a century.  The so-called Soviet Empire has come and gone!

In stark contrast, the reign of Christ will last forever!  The inspiring strains of the Hallelujah Chorus from Handel’s “Messiah” fill my mind.  “The kingdom of this world has become the kingdom of our Lord and of his Christ; and he shall reign for ever and ever.  King of kings and Lord of lords.  Alleluia.”  

Friends the creed says Christ our one Lord came to rescue us, to give us the gift of salvation, but a gift isn’t a gift unless it’s received.  Have you received Christ’s gift of grace and are you growing in obedience as his follower?  

Let us pray:  Lord Christ, give each of us Your Spirit that we may wholeheartedly welcome You to be master of each area of our lives.  Thank You for providing total help for our total need through Your incarnation, life, ministry, death, resurrection, and ascension.  In Your Holy Name.  Amen.
