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“WE BELIEVE IN THE HOLY SPIRIT”

(third article of the Niceno-Constantinopolitan Creed)


In the fourth century at Nicea in 325 A.D. and later in Constinople in 381 A.D. church leaders gathered to clarify what they believed as the Christian faith was spreading rapidly throughout the Roman Empire.  In previous Sundays we’ve explored the first two articles of the creed – those dealing with the one true and living God, the Father, the almighty, and the clearest self-revelation of this God in Jesus Christ, God’s only begotten Son, the one true Lord who offers us redemption through his atoning sacrifice on the cross and his triumph over sin, death, and meaninglessness on the cross.


Today we explore the third article which focuses on the person and ministry of the Holy Spirit, the third member of this three-personal God, who is a fellowship of three-in-one.  In general the Holy Spirit applies to our lives and salvation offered us by Jesus Christ.  In other words, the Holy Spirit works in us to help the truth of the gospel become our truth!  Luther talks about certain steps in the work of the Holy Spirit.  He calls people through the gospel.  Sometimes people may hear the word of the gospel many times without hearing it at all.  And then one day the same message, which has before been empty words, becomes the gospel of God’s love and forgiveness for us in Christ.  The Spirit breaks through our resistance and we come to personal faith in the Triune God and in Christ our Savior.

It is through the Holy Spirit that Christmas, Easter, and Pentecost are not merely ancient history, like the Norman invasion of England or the discovery of America, but daily possibilities for you and me.


Let’s join in reading the third article of the creed together.  It’s found on p.15 in your Hymnal.  Let’s use the Ecumenical version.


Who is the Holy Spirit?  “Spirit” is a translation of the Hebrew word “ruach” and the Greek word “pnuema.”  Both words mean wind and spirit and breath.  Just as wind seems uncontrollable and unpredictable, so is God’s Spirit.  In the Genesis narrative God breathes into the nostrils of the inert earthling the “breath of life,” and the creature became “a living being.”  

Confusion arises since the major symbol for God the Spirit is a dove.  In contrast to the personal metaphors of “Father” and “Son” the idea of a dove leads people to speaking of God the Spirit as an “it.”  The God of the Bible ia always a personal agent, and must be referred to in personal terms.    
And just as wind is remarkably powerful, so God’s Spirit can bring spiritual life to people “dead in their trespasses.”   In the Prophet Ezekiel chap. 37 we read about the valley of dry bones, representing Jewish exiles who have no hope of resuscitating the kingdom of Israel.  Then God announces, “Thus says the Lord to these bones:  I will cause spirit to enter you, and you shall live.  I will lay sinews on you, and will cause flesh to come upon you, and cover you with skin, and put breath (spirit) in you, and you shall live; and you shall know that I am the Lord” (37:5-6).

According to the creed, the Holy Spirit “proceedeth from the Father” (and the Son), who with the Father and the Son is worshipped and glorified.”  One way some have described the Spirit as the bond of love which joins the Father and the Son, as the mutual love exchanged within the Godhead.  

What is the Holy Spirit’s ministry?  

“The Lord and giver of ilfe” – Albert Camus, the great French existentialist writer who died so meaninglessly in an absurd automobile accident, used the myth of Sisyphus as a symbol fo our lives.  Sisyphus, according to Greek mythology, had been condemned to roll a heavy boulder up a steep hill.  Whenever he approached the top the boulder would roll back, and he would have to start all over again.  Here life is indeed “a tale told by an idiot, full of sound and fury, signifying nothing.”  In our culture today people are driving fast from one xperience to another meaningless experience, trying to drown the emptyiness of their life in the feeling of power which a lifeless automobile provides.  For many, the human situation is completely hopeless.  Eventually we must run out of gas.  Death and nothingness will prevail.” (p.83,4; Understanding the Nicene Creed; c.1965; Philadelphia; Fortress Press).


giver of life – facilitates communication; reversal of the Tower of Babel – human pride and arrogance result in the confusion of languages; making one person unable to communicate with another;  now in Christ thru the HS people coming from different areas and speaking different languages can suddenly understand the preaching of the message about Jesus.

“who spoke by the prophets” – NRSV calls the Holy Spirit “the advocate”; an advocate speaks up for someone else.  The Creed says the Spirit spoke through the prophets.  The Hebrew prophets were the prime social critics of the day; they rocked the boat and shook up the religious establishment.


The communion of saints – the NT never speaks of individual saints; word always in the plural form in order to show that we are saints only as we are members of this “holy church.”  In the RC tradition, one becomes a saint by having performed attested miracles, passing the scrutiny of a church court, and of course being dead.  In the NT holiness is not ah achievement, but the gift of the Holy Spirit who makes us saints by grafting us into the body of Jesus Christ.  If you are baptized into the church in the name of the Triune God, then you participate in the holiness of the church.  Because Christ is the Holy One of Israel, the church is holy and Christians are holy.


The catholic (universal) church – The word “catholic” means universal.  When we confess the church to be “catholic” we assert that she is not limited by any of the borders which circumscribe other human communities.  The church cannot be restricted to a certain nationality, language, or race, a particular culture or class.  In the Creed, Christians confess that the Holy Spirit has made the Christian church indivisible.  It embraces all human divisions which ordinarily separate men from each other. (p.105; Forell).


“one baptism for the remission of sins” – Baptism is a naturalization into the people of God.  In baptism we receive our citizenship papers.  Our sins were forgiven, and we were made members of the body of Christ.  The fact that it happened for most of us long before we were even aware of it should remind us of the nature of God’s grace.  This shows first of all that baptism is for most Christian a deed of God and not of man.  Secondly, baptism is a visible word.  Both sacraments, baptism and the Lord’s Supper, are actions which communicate God’s grace to us, actions which seal words.  We are familiar with such actions from all walks of life.  When a business deal is closed with a handshake, when a treaty is signed, when love is expressed with a kiss at a marriage ceremony, we are confronted by actions which seal words.  It would be very odd if somebody in love would say, ‘Since we have expressed our love in words there is no need to seal it with a kiss.”  Baptism is like a divine kiss for the person being baptized.   (p.114,15,16 - Forell).

Romans 6:4 – “We were buried therefore with Christ by baptism into death, so that as Christ was raised from the dead by the glory of the Father, we too might walk in newness of life.”  The meaning of baptism is to be seen in its connection with the death and resurrection of Jesus.  We are baptized into the death of Christ and made partakers of his resurrection.  In baptism the power of Christ’s death and resurrection are applied to us, and thus we obtain the forgiveness of sins.  Just as an ordinary citizen can be deputized to become a sheriff and thus share in the power and obligations of government, so baptism makes us deputies of Christ and sharers in his victory on the cross. (p.116)


It is the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus which are the reason which are the reason why we can confess with the entire Christian Church, “we look for the resurrection of the dead, and the life of the world to come.”  In the words of the Revelation to John about that reality, “See the home of God is among mortals.  He will dwell with them as their God; they will be his peoples, and God himself will be with them; he will wipe every tear from their eyes.  Death will be no more; mourning and crying and pain will be no more, for the first things have passed away.”

