
 

The Faith We Confess 
The Apostles’ Creed, a Confession of the Presbyterian Church (USA)  

 

 

Historical Context 
 

The Apostles' Creed developed between 2nd—
9th centuries. The first literary witness to the 
form of the Apostles’ Creed as we have it today 
was a Benedictine monk, Priminius, who came 
from southern France to Germany as a 
missionary in the late eighth century.  Priminius 
founded a monastery and wrote a missionary 
manual of Christian doctrine. Central to this 
text and cited in three separate contexts was 
the Apostles’ Creed as we now have it. It 
asserted that whatever God is, Jesus is that; 
and whatever humanity is, Jesus is that too.  
 

In 800 Charlemagne assumed the title Holy 
Roman Emperor. In addition to political unity, 
he sought cultural renewal.  As a part of this he 
built impressive churches and sought to raise 
educational standards for priests, requesting in 
813 that the Apostles' Creed be used to 
establish liturgical and doctrinal uniformity. 
 

The Apostles' Creed 
 

I believe in God the Father Almighty, Maker  

of heaven and earth, 

And in Jesus Christ his only Son our Lord; who  

was conceived by the Holy Ghost, born of the 

virgin Mary, suffered under Pontius Pilate, was 

crucified, dead, and buried; he descended into 
hell; the third day he rose from the dead; he 

ascended into heaven, and sitteth on the right 

hand of God the Father Almighty; from thence  

he shall come to judge the quick and the dead. 
I believe in the Holy Ghost; the holy catholic church;  

the communion of saints; the forgiveness of sins; the  

resurrection of the body; and the life everlasting.  Amen. 

Parsing the Apostles’ Creed 
 

I believe.  Even when we say, “I believe,” we 
are voicing the faith of the whole community of 
Christians.  In the biblical view there is no such 
thing as an unrelated individual; community is 
the structure of humanity. 
 

in God: “Hear, O Israel, the LORD our God is 
one LORD” (Dt 6.4) was the Apostles’ Creed of 
ancient Israel.  To confess one God alone means 
that we put our trust in this God alone.   
 

the Father.  The Father’s relationship with the 
Son is not an argument for the sexual gender 
of God. The Father is a name used in an analogy 
by the Son Jesus to describe the deep intimacy 
that exists between them.  
 

Speaking of God’s relationship to us, the Brief 
Statement of Faith of the Presbyterian Church 
(USA) expresses this analogy when it says that 
God is “like a mother who will not forsake her 
nursing child, like a father who welcomes the 
prodigal home.”   
 

Almighty. Israel’s belief in God’s almighty 
power is the event of liberation connected with 
the exodus event. Almighty is understood not 
as the unlimited act of some hidden divinity, 
but as the faithfulness of God to deliver God’s 
people.  When God is the Father of the Son, the 
view of almighty is the power to take the form 
of the man on the cross and, in all the weak-
ness and helplessness of that form, to conquer.  
Thus, “Almighty” is not a divine attribute, 
meaning the power to do anything as God's 
will, but filled with content from the history of 
salvation. 
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heaven and earth. This two-term formula 
denotes in the first place simply the whole of 
created reality. The use of “and” serves to 
bring all of reality into a common alignment as 
a single creation related to God, yet distinct 
from God.   
 

This means that the whole of creation is 
directly related to God and must therefore be 
treated as our fellow creature, having a right to 
life that is independent of us. “Heaven” in this 
context is neither God nor is it divine; it is part 
of the created world.  
 

and in Jesus Christ.  It is no accident that this 
is the longest part of the Apostles’ Creed.  All of 
the doctrines of faith are related to Christ as 
spokes are to the hub of a wheel.  A weakness 
of the creed, however, is that it jumps from the 
story of Jesus’ birth to the story of his death.  It 
is as if the story between the two is not impor-
tant. 
 

The term “Christ,” which was combined early 
on with the name “Jesus” to constitute a 
personal name, was originally a title.  So what is 
the relationship between "the Jesus who 
preached" and "the Christ who is preached?" 
The historical, pre-Easter title of "Jesus of 
Nazareth" links Jesus to his past.  The post-
Easter title of "Christ" connects Jesus to his 
promised future, having already begun in the 
resurrection from the dead.   
 

The significance of the name “Jesus Christ” 
means in sum: Real Human Being (= Jesus) and 
Real God (= Christ). In Jesus Christ God took up 
the cause of humanity to make it God’s own 
cause. And in taking up that cause God doesn’t 
compromise God’s justice and holiness.   
 

his only Son.  What is expressed, first of all, is 
the unique and intimate relationship of the Son 
with the Father.  This exclusive relationship 
between the Father and the Son is noted in the 
Nicene Creed: “We believe in one Lord Jesus 
Christ, the only-begotten Son of God.” 
  

“No one comes to Father except through me,” 
says Jesus. While Christ is in relationship with 
the disciples, the disciples are not in a direct 
relationship with the Father, but have their 
relationship with the Father through the Son.  
 

'In love God not only chose us to be adopted as 
sons and daughters through Christ' (Eph 1.5), 
'but to be conformed to the image of the Son, 
so that the Son might be the first-born of many 
brothers and sisters' (Romans 8.29). 
 

We are always quick to say that Jesus has two 
natures: one fully divine and one fully human.  
But what we term Christ's divinity really means 
Jesus as the "only-begotten Son" in his exclu-
sive relationship with the Father. What we call 
Christ’s humanity has to do with Jesus as the 
“first-born of many brothers and sisters.” 
 

our Lord. According to Paul, the lordship of 
Christ is rooted in the concrete history of Jesus. 
This has consequences for our critique of 
society—no earthly ruler, however bristling 
with power, is the real lord. Jesus Christ is Lord: 
not Caesar, not the pope, not Hitler, not Jim 
Crow!  Jesus Christ rules our way of thinking 
and living: not the ancient Jewish, not the 
medieval European, and not the American way 
of life.  Jesus Christ is to be served above 
nation, above family, above prosperity—above 
everything. If we confess that Jesus Christ is 
Lord, we commit our lives to his care and to his 
authority. 
 

conceived by the Holy Spirit, born of the 
virgin Mary bears witness to the incarnation, 
God's assumption of our humanity (God & 

humanity stand side-by-side). The corresponding 
analogy is not the physical process of procrea-
tion but God’s original creation in the beginning 
“out of nothing” when God simply spoke and it 
was.   
 

Christ becoming human in the full sense of the 
word is the whole point of the second clause: 
“born of the virgin Mary.”   
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“Born of the virgin Mary” is sparsely attested in 
the New Testament, being referred to only in 
the nativity narratives of Matthew and Luke.  
And even here it is somewhat unclear in that 
the Greek word for “virgin” is itself a trans-
lation—used in the Septuagint, the Greek 
translation of the Old Testament—of the 
Hebrew word almah which simply means a 
“young woman.”  
 

 Given this lack of specificity, most likely “born 
of the virgin Mary” was never intended as an 
affirmation that would stand alone, on its own.  
In other words, its purpose is to serve the more 
important theme—that of God’s assumption of 
our humanity.   
 

The Creed asserts that Jesus was “born of the 
virgin Mary” not only to emphasize that he 
came from God but to insist that he came into 
this world in the same way that every other 
human being does.  “Born of the virgin Mary” is 
strictly a theological term, not a biological one, 
i.e., Jesus’ presence is not due to a human 
decision, but to God’s promise and election.  
 

In sum: “Conceived by the Holy Spirit, born of 
the virgin Mary” is not an explanation of what 
happened and how it happened when God 
came to us as a human being.  It is only a way of 
stating the mystery that it did in fact happen. 
 

suffered under Pontius Pilate confirms the 
full humanity of Jesus. If Christ was not fully 
human, the salvation revealed in him has not 
come all the way to us—What has not been 
assumed has not been redeemed.  Thus, the 
reference to Pilate in the creed is an argument 
for the fully historical dimension of faith in God. 
 

The word “suffered” actually stands for the 
entire life of Jesus from his birth to his death on 
the cross.  His path inevitably slopes in the 
direction of his passion.  The path of suffering is 
not a matter of tough luck, an unfortunate 
outcome; it is the fulfillment of a mission—the 
way of love. The goal is not the endurance of 
evil, but Christ absorbs the evil into himself.  

crucified establishes the lengths to which 
love—a love that gives itself completely—will 
go. What we encounter in the cross, in the 
message of the cross, and in the theology of 
the cross is the persistently expressed love of 
Jesus. The shed blood of Jesus makes clear in a 
shockingly realistic way his unlimited love for us 
and the cost he was willing to pay to heal us. 
 

This point comes out more clearly in the Nicene 
Creed. Not only do we find the motive for 
Christ’s coming, “for us human beings and for 
our salvation,” but when we come to the word 
“crucified,” we also find the additional phrase 
“for us.”   
 

What happened to Christ has also happened to 
us.  When he died for us sinners, we were put 
to death with him. For only as our old humanity 
is given up can we hope for a genuinely human 
life. 
 

dead and buried attest to the finality of the 
crucifixion and Jesus’ complete humanity.  We 
can say, therefore, that nothing was excluded 
from his life story. 
 

he descended into hell is a distinctive feature 
of the Apostles' Creed. MARTIN LUTHER sees 
'descent into hell' as part of Christ's battle for 
our salvation; delivering the saints of the old 
covenant from their imprisonment of death.  
JOHN CALVIN interprets 'descent into hell' as 
Jesus suffering our abandonment by God. 
 

on the third day.  The New Testament makes 
use of the “three days” with reference to the 
Old Testament.  “As Jonah was three days and 
three nights in the belly of the whale, so will 
the Son of Man be three days and three nights 
in the heart of the earth” (Mt 12.40). 
 

Paul writes that Jesus was raised from the dead 
“on the third day according to the Scriptures” 
(1 Cor 15.4). The phrase “according to the 
Scriptures” is included in the Nicene Creed, 
establishing a connection with the biblical tradi-
tions of both testaments.   
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This association is important: the crucified 
Christ is understood in the hope of the Old 
Covenant; his cross and resurrection are seen 
not as isolated events but within the context of 
the whole history of salvation. 
 

he rose again from the dead.  Without faith in 
a risen and living Christ there would be no 
Christianity. As such, the cross is a symbol for 
Christians only if it is an empty cross.   
 

The New Testament does not speak of the 
resurrection as the result of an inner divine 
power within Jesus that survived death and 
enabled him to live again.  He was really dead—
totally dead.  The resurrection is the story of 
God’s giving life to a dead man, not of the 
immortality this man possessed in himself.   
 

The resurrection happened in this world.  For 
Jesus himself and for us it means the renewal 
of life, not escape from it.  In other words, the 
resurrection does not only have significance for 
us after we die, but with the here and now. 
 

he ascended into heaven marks the conclusion 
of Jesus’ earthly history and begins the time of 
the Spirit. It could be said that the ascension 
points to the departure of Christ and the 
coming of the church.   
 

and sitteth on the right hand of God the 
Father Almighty denotes not the place of 
Christ but his role and function. That is to say, 
with Christ’s ascension and his being seated at 
the right hand of God, the human being is now 
a full participant in Christ’s destiny. 
 

from thence he shall come to judge the living 
and the dead speaks plainly of the coming of 
Jesus Christ as judge.  Here is sounded the 
theme of the last judgment.  The judgment of 
the world does not mean some incalculable 
endless horror but the restoration of justice, 
with everything put right. Therefore, the last 
day is part of salvation history, not the history 
of damnation. The last day is the day of the 
final exodus, the day of deliverance. 
 

he ascended into heaven, and sitteth on the 
right hand of God the Father Almighty; from 
thence he shall come to judge the living and 
the dead.  Note the grammar and verbs of 
these three clauses: “ascended,” “sits,” and 
“will come.” Three different tenses are used, 
connecting God to the past, present, and 
future. 
 

I believe in the Holy Spirit.  The sequence 
here with the Holy Spirit being third is not to be 
mistaken for an order of precedence. The 
Father, the Son and the Spirit are not assigned 
to departments, but their relationship is one of 
a community of persons who love each other 
and live in harmony.  
 

“The Holy Spirit” is the power of participation, 
i.e., the "absent" Jesus is cancelled out by the 
"present Christ" who is present in the gift and 
mission of the Holy Spirit. 
 

The Holy Spirit is God's coming close to us as 
the inner witness, moving out self-absorbed 
thinking for self-surrender (= baptism). The  
Spirit moves outward in mission, embracing not 
only the new heart but also the new world.  In 
sum: Holy Spirit means present Christ, inner 
witness and mission. 
 

the holy catholic Church. It is important to 
understand that the church is not a building.  
We are the church.  Whenever a group of 
Christians are gathered in the name of Christ, 
there the church is.  So the church is not a 
“voluntary association of believers” who get 
together and decide to form a church. It is God 
who creates the church and calls people to it.  
To be Christian is by definition to belong to the 
church.   
 

The church is holy, not because of what they 
have or what they are, but because of what 
they are seeking to receive and become. Holiness 
is not found in its members as such but in Him 
from whom they seek forgiveness and change. 
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“Catholic” means universal.  The church is 
catholic in that it unites in faith Christians in all 
times and places; of all races, classes, lan-
guages, cultures, nationalities; and in all kinds 
of political, economic, and social situations.  
There is one Lord, one Spirit, one baptism, one 
shared bread and cup—and therefore one 
body, the “one holy catholic church.” 
 

the communion of Saints means "communion 
in holy things," i.e., partaking of the Sacra-
ments, the benefits of Christ, the gift of the 
Holy Spirit.  Through the Lord’s Supper we are 
taken into the communion of the death and 
resurrection of Christ, and a cloud of witnesses 
from the participants of the Old Testament 
Feast and Christian contemporaries. 
 

the forgiveness of sins. God makes the first 
move.  It is not God who is reconciled to us but 
we who are reconciled to God.  It is not we who 
make peace with God but God who makes 
peace with us.  To be forgiven means to be free 
to put behind us what we have been and done, 
or what we have not been and not done.  It 
means to be free for a new beginning with 
God, other people, and ourselves.   
 

The New Testament makes it clear that there is 
no such thing as reconciliation with God without 
reconciliation with our fellow human beings.  To 
believe that “God was in Christ reconciling the 
world to God’s self” means inevitably to take 
the initiative to do what is necessary to achieve 
genuine reconciliation in all the human relation-
ships in which we live.   
 

the resurrection of the body.  Understanding 
the hope for bodily resurrection lies in the fact 
that for the biblical writers “body,” or “flesh,” 
is an expression for human being.  Resurrection 
of the body means resurrection of a person.   
 

In Jesus’ post-resurrection appearances, the 
disciples recognized the risen Jesus as the 
same earthly Jesus they had known before.  He 
was no disembodied ghost.  He walked and 
talked, ate and drank, and could be touched.  

Jesus had a body, but it was a mysteriously 

different body.  He was the same person but in 
a different way. 
 

Jesus’ promise on the cross to the criminal 
applies to each one of us: This day, at the very 
moment of death, we will be raised to be with 
Christ.  As God will never rest until God’s plan to 
create a new heaven and new earth is fulfilled, 
so the dead who are with God will not find 
perfect rest until then.   
 

Until that time comes, those who have died 
and share God’s eternal life still live in their own 
way as we do “between the time.”  They do 
not wait to get their bodies back so that they 
can be complete; they wait for the restoration 
of creation, for their joy will not be complete 
until it is shared by everyone. 
 

the life everlasting. From the standpoint of 
the New Testament, “eternal life” is not to be 
understood solely in future terms, as only 
something after death. For us—in Christ—it has 
already begun.   
 

The apostolic witness to eternal life contains 
not only its dimension of the “already,” but 
also its dimension of the “not yet.” Eternal life 
is 'already' but God is 'not yet' all in all (1 Co 
15.28). 
 

The Creed ends with an affirmation of faith in 
life.  But the clause is not speaking of life in 
general. It is pointing in a direction more 
precisely formulated in the Nicene Creed: “the 
life of the world to come.” 
 
 

[Resource: Shirley Guthrie, Christian Doctrine, Rev. Ed. 
(Louisville, KY: Westminster/John Knox Press) 1994.] 

 
 


