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“Catechism Review:  Third Article of the Apostles’ Creed”


All Saints’ Day								      November 1, 2009
Reverend Randolph Sherren						          Berea Lutheran Church


Old Testament Lesson								             Isaiah 35:3-10
Epistle Lesson									            II Peter 3:8-14
Gospel Lesson									               John 5:24-29


When I planned this series on reviewing the Catechism, I made sure that the Second Article fell on Reformation Day, and that the Third Article fell on All Saints’ Day.  I hope it becomes clear to you, as I go on, why I would have done that.  

The Third Article of the Apostles’ Creed:  I have confidence in the Holy Spirit, the holy Christian church, the communion of saints, the forgiveness of sins, the resurrection of the body, and the life everlasting.  Amen.  

I want to begin by talking about the essence of the Third Article—what it’s all about.  I begin by reminding you that you can invent the greatest product in the world, and it will do absolutely no good to anyone unless you have a delivery system that will get it into the hands of people who will benefit from it.  If you will allow a business type of expression, the Third Article states one’s confidence in God’s delivery system for the blessings he has prepared and extended to his people.  

When I teach about the work of the Holy Spirit, I like to use an analogy from American History that goes like this:  On January 1, 1863, President Abraham Lincoln sat in his office and he signed the Emancipation Proclamation.  In this act he freed all human beings held in bondage in territories still controlled by the Confederate government.  And by this act, he changed nothing for anyone.  You can imagine a person held in bondage, in say, rural Georgia, and you can note that nothing changed for that person on January 1, 1863, because a number of things had to happen first.  First of all, the news of the emancipation had to be brought to this person.  Someone had to carry the message to him so he would know.  Second, the person held in bondage had to be convinced that this news was accurate and valid and that it actually applied to him.  The information had to be trusted.  And third, once set free the person held in bondage had to be trained in the skills needed to live life as a free person, or that person would continue forever simply living the only thing he knew.  Without the delivery system that took the message to those in bondage, convinced them that the message was valid and made a difference for them, and led them into a new way of life as people not in bondage, the Emancipation Proclamation was just a nice idea that Lincoln had.  

This process mirrors the task of the Holy Spirit.  At a particular time, roughly two thousand years ago, in a particular place, which we now call Palestine and Israel, God became man in Jesus of Nazareth.  What happened is described in the Second Article of the Apostles’ Creed:  Jesus the Christ, God’s only Son, our Lord, was conceived by the Holy Spirit, born of the virgin Mary, suffered under Pontius Pilate, was crucified, died and was buried.  He descended into hell.  The third day he rose again from the dead.  He ascended into heaven, and sits at the right hand of god, the Father Almighty.  From thence he will come to judge both the living and the dead.  As great an event as that was, it does us no good until there is somehow a way to get it connected to our lives.  This is the work of the Holy Spirit, the third person of the Trinity, to take what God has done and somehow make it real in our lives.  The Holy Spirit is the presence of God conveying the message of God’s activity and promises to people.  It is his work to get the message out into the world, and get the message into our hearts and minds.  He did this when he inspired the writing of Scripture.  He continues to call people to study that Scripture, to internalize its message and to present its message to people in worship, preaching, teaching, counseling, visitation, acts of compassion.  

I firmly believe I’m standing in this pulpit not by my own volition, but because the Holy Spirit somehow called me.  He came into my life and said, “Here, steep yourself in the Scriptures, and then commit your life to sharing that with other people.”  That is the work of the Holy Spirit.  Then this congregation had meetings, prayed for the gift of the Holy Spirit, and elected me to come here and do this.  So the Holy Spirit works at this from two directions.  Now when this message is brought to people, the Holy Spirit is the presence of God in their hearing and their receiving.  It is the Holy Spirit that convinces them that this message is valid and applies to them.  The worship leader, the preacher, the teacher, the counselor, or the visitor is the medium through which the message comes.  But it is the Holy Spirit working in your life that makes it stick in your mind and in your heart.  The preacher speaks of our sin, but the Holy Spirit convicts us of our sin.  The preacher speaks of God’s grace and forgiveness, but the Holy Spirit convinces us that God’s grace is for us, and his forgiveness is our gift.  The preacher comments on and invites us to new life, but it is the Holy Spirit who leads us into that new life.  Preachers of God’s word often get too much criticism, and they often get too much credit as well.  

For example:  Many truly effective preachers are ignored and criticized, as people reject the Word of God brought to them by sleeping through it or rejecting it as they hear it.  I guess the best example of this would be Jesus.  On the other hand, one would think that an articulate Christian, such as C. S. Lewis, would have had an awfully great preacher as his pastor.  Well, I’ve met C. S. Lewis’ pastor.  I’ve heard him preach in person in his church.  I’ve been to his house for lunch—just him and I together.  I can tell you that he is one of the least enthusiastic, least inspirational, and least effective preachers I have ever met.  Effective, enthusiastic, and even inspirational preaching is to be desired and it can be a great blessing.  But the hardened heart of a human being can fight off the Holy Spirit while listening to the greatest preacher.  And the Holy Spirit can reach the heart of an individual listening to a pretty average to poor preacher.  

Now, I have to admit that when I listen to another person preach or teach, I watch and I listen with the eyes and ears of a professional communicator, and as hard as I try not to, I am evaluating the efforts.  I don’t know if that’s bad or good.  I think it’s just a fact.  Sort of like a professional painter looking at a wall that someone else has painted, or a landscaper looking at his neighbor’s lawn.  But aside from that, the fact that I sit and listen and evaluate, I also have to listen, surrendered to the work of the Holy Spirit in my life.  And I have to listen to all preaching, good, bad, or indifferent with these questions:  Of what sin is the Holy Spirit convicting me now?  Of what godly promise is the Holy Spirit convincing me through this Word?  Into what new way of living is the Holy Spirit leading me through this proclamation of his Word?  It is my guess that I am not the only person who evaluates preaching and preachers.  I think it goes on a lot.  It’s a pretty universal human trait.  I doubt that I would have more success counseling others against it, than I have in trying to control myself.  But aside from the universal human tendency to evaluate preaching when we hear it, we also must be allowing the Holy Spirit in our lives to keep us busy with these questions as well:  Of what sin is the Holy Spirit convicting me in this Word?  Of what godly promise is the Holy Spirit convincing me?  Though this sermon, which I am evaluating, is not all that very good, into what new way of living is the Holy Spirit leading me through this preaching?  We have a desire to make preaching and teaching an issue between our self and the speaker.  But the speaker is simply the letter carrier.  No matter what kind of job the letter carrier is doing, the mail is more important than the letter carrier.  Evaluating preaching is always going to be our hobby, but receiving the Holy Spirit is our job.

Now I want to talk about the unity of the Third Article.  You listen to the Third Article and you can get the idea that it is a catch-all list of odds and ends at the end of the Creed.  But it is not.  It all fits together as a unity.  I’m going to paraphrase it for you, so you can get the point:  “I have confidence in the Holy Spirit, who is creating the holy Christian church, the community of God’s people, through the daily forgiveness of sins, and leading it toward the resurrection of the body, and the life everlasting.”  It all fits together into one unity.  

Last week I came into the sanctuary, and as I was leaving I was pondering, “How and I going to get this into people’s minds?  How am I going to help them remember this?”  I looked up and I saw the shields in the back of the church.  I wondered, “How many people never pay any attention to those shields?  Maybe I can help them.”  When those shields were designed, the person who did it understood what we’ve been preaching about these last few weeks.  And by the way, those shields were designed by the last name we mentioned today—Matthew Surina.  These shields are a great feature of our church, and we should all take the time to notice them.  So, when you come back from communion today be sure to look.  

In the center there is a circle.  The circle depicts one God and three persons—Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, from whom we receive life and whom we worship.  That’s really all we need up there is that circle—Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, from whom we receive life and whom we worship.  The shields off to the sides don’t add anything to the message.  They simply further clarify the one message presented in the center.

The first shield to the left depicts the work of God the Father with the word “Creates”--to speak of the First Article of the Creed as the ongoing creating activity of the Father.  It goes on all the time—constantly creating.

The next shield to the left depicts the work of Jesus, the Son, with the word “Redeemed,” as a past tense verb to stress the once and for all work of Jesus in his life, his death, and his resurrection—it happened once.  That’s why it says “Redeemed.”

The next shield to the left depicts the work of the Holy Spirit mentioned in the Third Article of the Creed with the word “Sanctifies,” as a present tense verb, to stress that the work of the Holy Spirit is his ongoing activity to connect us to God and to help us grow in the Lord.

Then you go to the right, and the shields to the right depict the means through which the Holy Spirit does this work within us—“The Word”—God’s Word is depicted.  

Then the “Sacrament of Baptism.”  And the “Sacrament of the Lord’s Supper” with the word “Communion.”  

And the shield on the farthest right depicts the creation of the Holy Spirit.  As you look at that you’ll notice it’s not an institution, it’s not the name of any denomination or any church body.  It simply says, “The Church.”  It is a carving of hundreds of people gathered together to receive life from God, to worship him, and to walk the way that God is leading them to resurrection and to eternal life.  The church that the Holy Spirit is creating is not a building, it is not an institution, it is a gathering of people.

Then the shield to the farthest left has the word “Glorifies” as a present tense verb, indicating the goal toward which God is bring his creation.  The shields to the left depict the persons and the work of God; the shields to the right depict the means through which this work is applied to the lives of God’s people.  

This is in line with Luther’s explanation of the third Article.  Here’s what he said:  I believe that I cannot by my own reason or strength believe in Jesus Christ, my Lord, or come to him; but the Holy Spirit has called me by the Gospel, the Holy Spirit has enlightened me with His gifts, sanctified and kept me in the true faith.  In the same way He calls, gathers, enlightens, and sanctifies the whole Christian church on earth, and keeps it with Jesus Christ in the one true faith.  In this Christian church He daily and richly forgives all my sins and the sins of all believers.  On the Last Day He will raise me and all the dead, and He will give eternal life to me and all believers in Christ.  This is most certainly true.

I want to conclude by talking about the value of the Third Article.  What do we get out of it?  When we recite the Third Article, we steep ourselves in the assurance that we are surrounded by the work of God; that we are involved in the work of God; that we are blessed by the work of God; and that we are on the way where God is leading his people.  Occasionally, someone will tell me they don’t care for “organized religion.”  I tell them they should come to Berea because we are disorganized and we aren’t terribly religious, so we would be just the place for them.  But when they say they don’t have much use for organized religion, they’re stating their opinion that the church is a man-invented institution like any other man-invented institution and they can skip it if they wish.  When we say the Third Article of the Apostles’ Creed, we are stating our confidence that the people of God are brought together by the Holy Spirit.  And in this gathering of people, God is doing his work of redeeming and glorifying his creation.  As we look around this morning at these people here, this is the work of God.  We state our confidence that this is not a man-invented thing.  This is God reaching out in the power of the Holy Spirit, coming into people’s lives, and bringing them together to receive his blessings and to work for his purposes.  We are never saying that the people of God are not a troubled group without failings or problems.  In fact, when people criticize the church, I am usually confident that I know more than they do about what is wrong with the Christian church.  Because I do know what’s wrong with the Christian church.

But here is where I differ from these people.  They think the church is man-invented, and I am convinced that the church is the work of God himself in the person of the Holy Spirit.  And the church, warts and all, is where God is working to make real in people’s lives what he has done for his world.  

It is our confidence that we are here surrounded by the work of God himself, the Holy Spirit.  This is a community in which God is working with and through those people he has called together by his power.  God himself is passing on knowledge, generating action, creating compassion, growing graciousness, building cooperation, glorifying God’s people’s lives, and helping them grow toward what he has planned for them.  This is the Spirit’s work!  Not mine.  Not anybody else’s.  It is the work of the Holy Spirit.  Every day the Holy Spirit is applying God’s redeeming activity to us, his people, through the forgiveness of sins.  Every day in this forgiveness, something is really happening between God and his people and between the people themselves, as we receive God’s forgiveness and as we extend God’s forgiveness and graciousness and compassion and caring to each other and even to those outside the fellowship of God’s people.  This is a community headed for resurrection and eternal life in God’s time.  The church includes not only we who are here, but all those throughout the world who claim Christ as Lord, and all of those who have gone before us to eternal life, because we all worship together.  It doesn’t always look or feel like God’s people, but our confidence is that it always is.  Someone once said that the church is like Noah’s Ark; it is crowded, disorganized on the inside, and not always pleasant smelling, but it is the means provided for protection from the flood outside.  

And we are confident that the church is the community of God’s people.  It is the work of God’s Holy Spirit, even when we don’t feel that spirit, perhaps especially when we don’t feel that spirit.  The church is God’s presence in this world and it is the means through which God is redeeming and glorifying his creation and blessing people who don’t even consider themselves part of God’s people.  There are millions of people outside of this church or loosely connected with churchly institutions, who are being blessed and redeemed through the work of the Holy Spirit in and through the community of God’s people.  In the Third Article we state our confidence that this is God’s power and we are receiving this and we are part of it and we are all moving toward resurrection of the body and life eternal.

Now, about twenty-two years ago when we remodeled the building and we were going to put things in the office, I went out and helped people pick out this saying.  It’s the best thing that Luther ever said.  I thought, “I’m going to hang this in the office and people are going to come into the office in droves to read this.”  None of you ever do!  So every four or five years I drag it out and I read it to you.  This is the best thing that Luther ever said.  It helps us understand what the church is and how we are part of it.  “This life, therefore, is not righteousness, but it is growth in righteousness.  This life is not health, but it is healing.  It is not being, but becoming.  Not rest, but exercise.  We are not yet what we shall be, but we are growing toward it.  The process is not yet finished, but it is going on.  This is not the end, but it is the road.  All does not yet gleam in glory but all is being purified.”  If you don’t come into the office and read it; I’ll read it to you again in a couple of years.  Amen
