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”Catechism Review:  The Second Article”


Reformation Day								        October 25, 2009
Reverend Randolph Sherren						          Berea Lutheran Church


Old Testament Lesson								      Jeremiah 31:31-34
Epistle Lesson									         Romans 3:19-28
Gospel Lesson									               John 8:31-36


When I organized this preaching series on the Review of the Catechism, I made sure that it was arranged so that the Second Article of the Apostles’ Creed fell on Reformation Day.  I hope my reasons become clear in the sermon, but this is the core, this is the heart of the Christian faith, right here in the Second Article of the Apostles’ Creed:  I have confidence in Jesus Christ, his only Son, our Lord, who 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.  For thence he will come to judge the living and the dead.

I’m going to begin by trying to show you what is the essence of the Second Article of the Apostles’ Creed.  I’m going to begin by listing eight items.  As you hear the list, see if you can think of what they all have in common.  All eight of these things have something in common.  The pledge of allegiance to the flag, the boy scout oath, marriage vows, the twelve steps of any twelve step program, the eight fold path of Buddhism, the five pillars of Islam, any oath of office, a confirmation vow.  All eight of those things have something in common.  What is it?  All eight of them is a statement of what the speaker is going to do.  All eight of them is a commitment on the part of the speaker:  I will be faithful to my country; I will be faithful to the principles of scouting; I will be faithful to this person I am marrying; I commit myself to completing the twelve steps of this healing program; I will find peace in life by doing the eight things the Buddha tells his followers to do; I will follow the rules and duties of Islam; I will faithfully carry out the duties of this office; I will lead the life of a faithful Christian.  All eight of these items is a statement of what the speaker will do.  

How does the Apostles’ Creed differ from these eight items?  Maybe you’ve never noticed this before, if you have then we’ll reinforce it, but here is how the Apostles’ Creed differs from all eight of those things.  The Apostles’ Creed does not say anything about what the speaker will do.  The person saying the Apostle’s Creed is a spectator not an actor.  In these other eight items people speak of what they are going to do.  In the Apostles’ Creed we speak of what God has done, what God is doing, and what God will do.  The Apostles’ Creed is about him; it is not about us. 

I would also like you to notice that the Apostles’ Creed does not include any words of Jesus.  This does not mean that the words of Jesus are not important.  The words of Jesus are very important.  But they are important because he says them.  And they only have importance because they come from him, and they are validated by who he is and what he has done.  Let me give you an example.  Anybody can say, “Don’t worry; be happy.”  And it doesn’t amount to much beyond a happy thought.  On the other hand, when Jesus says, “In this world you will have tribulation, but be of good cheer, for I have overcome the world.”--if that word is in any way valid, it would be because of who Jesus is and what Jesus has done.  When Jesus says, “Your sins are forgiven.”--if those words are in any way valid, it would be because of who Jesus is and what Jesus has done.  When we hear the words of Jesus we don’t judge them on their own merit, asking if these words are wise or correct or clever or somehow true.  When we hear the words of Jesus we say, “Who Jesus is and what he has done makes these words valid.  I accept them because they come from Jesus the Christ.”  The person and the work of Jesus validate his words.  It is not the other way around.  

In fact, a good deal of what Jesus says makes no sense on its own.  For example, Jesus said, “Blessed are those who mourn, for they shall be comforted.”  That makes no sense as a statement of human wisdom or logic.  “Blessed are those who mourn, for they shall be comforted,” only makes sense to those who are convinced that these words come from him, who is the Way, the Truth, and the Life, and that is why they are accepted.  The words do not validate themselves, the person and the work of Jesus validate them, or they fall on their face.  So the Apostles’ Creed says, “Let’s get clear on who Jesus is, and what he has done, and what he will do, and the rest will fall into place.”

So the Second Article of the Apostles’ Creed is a basic statement that the speaker’s confidence is placed in Jesus.  We could paraphrase it this way:  “I am confident that I am a creature of God the Father Almighty, and I am confident that I live in a secure relationship with my Creator, because of who Jesus is, because of what he has done, and because of what he will do.”  Now the early Christians had no desire to make up Creeds to fill idol time.  First, they had no idle time.  Second, they had no desire to complicate the issue with extra words for no good reason.  They were happy with this confession—“My confidence is in Jesus.”  That is the first and most basic confession of the Christian faith—“My confidence is in Jesus.”  They wrote Creeds because people kept confusing the issue with strange ideas that didn’t square with the testimony of the Apostles written in Scripture.  

So, the Second Article of the Apostles’ Creed states clearly and concisely who Jesus is so we can get it straight.  He didn’t just come out of nowhere.  The Creed says, “He is the Christ.”  And Christ is not his second name.  It is his title.  “I believe that Jesus is the Christ—the long-promised, suffering servant spoken of in the Old Testament.”  He did not invent himself.  God sent him as part of a long-standing plan.  And we are all children of God, but Jesus is more than that.  He is not a son of God; He is the Son of God.  In fact, he is the only Son of God—completely unique, completely one of a kind.  He is in fact God himself, conceived in a completely unique way without a human father, so he could do for us what no mere human could do for us.  But he is on the other hand, an actual human being, born of a woman who has shared every aspect of human existence with each one of us.  And he is my Lord.  He is my Lord.  Though he is my teacher, he is much more than a teacher.  Though he is my friend, he is much more than a friend.  Though he is my model of what it means to be human, he is much more than an ideal human.  He is my Lord.  

And that’s who he is, and this is what happened to him.  As a real human being he suffered under Pontius Pilate.  Pontius Pilate is not important.  He is used as a date.  That’s how they date this thing.  In a particular time, at a particular place, Jesus suffered.  This isn’t a myth.  This is something that happened.  He was in no way immune to physical, psychological, or emotional suffering.  It was every bit as real as it would have been for you or me.  And he was crucified.  He was crucified on a cross, as a victim of Roman soldiers, at a particular time, in a particular place.  This is a historical event, not a philosophical or religious idea.  And he actually died a real human death.  He was buried just as you and I will be.  

That is not the end of the story.  After that happened to him, this is what he did.  He descended into hell.  And we aren’t exactly sure why, but the Bible tells us that he did, so we include it.  On the third day, which means that he really was dead, he rose from the dead.  Not as a ghost, not as a phantom, not as spirit, but as a real human being as he was before.  Then he ascended into heaven.  Not that heaven is up in the sky, but you know what we mean, he returned to the presence of the Father, where he had come from.  And since that time he is where he came from, with God the Father Almighty, and he is involved in the ongoing creation of this world, the redemption of this world.  He continues to teach, to intercede, and to help things to work out for God’s purposes.  And he will come again to this earth for the final division of all people living and dead, in which he will free those living in God’s grace from any further harm from those rejecting God’s grace.  

The Christian faith does not pretend to answer any and every question a person might ask.  There a great many instances when even the wisest Christian must answer a question, “I really don’t know?”  The most learned Christians understand that most of life is a mystery.  We understand very little of it, and we control even less of it.  But the most basic Christian can be absolutely sure of who Jesus is, what happened to him, what Jesus did after that, what he is doing now, and what he will do at the end.  This is why the church year focuses on Jesus and his narrative from Advent through Christmas, through Epiphany, through Lent, through Easter, and beyond.  Jesus of Nazareth, the Christ is the focus of what we do here.  The Christian faith is not a self-help group sifting through the great thoughts of wise people, or the personal opinions of various pastors who might pass through our presence.  The Christian faith is made up of those people who have confidence that God has renewed his relationship with his ruined creation through the person and the work of Jesus of Nazareth.  And that is why the emphasis on Jesus.  That is why the effort to be as clear and specific about Jesus as we can be.  It is about him; it is not about us.  And so we make the effort to be clear and specific about who he was and what he does.

Consider an engagement ring.  An engagement, though a very simple thing, does have quite a few parts.  It has the band—gold, platinum, silver, or whatever.   Then there’s maybe an engraving in it.  Then there is a setting.  In that setting there might be some engraving, something to make it fancy.  Then there are prongs.  But every lady here knows what the point of an engagement ring is.  What is the point of an engagement ring?  What is the heart of it?  It is the diamond.  And every last bit of that ring is there simply to show off that diamond.  Jesus Christ is the diamond of the Christian faith--everything else is simply there to show him off to great advantage. 

Luther’s explanation of the Second Article makes explicit what was implicitly understood by the authors.  This is what Luther writes:  I believe that Jesus Christ, true God, begotten of the Father from eternity, and also true man, born of the virgin Mary, is my Lord.  Who has redeemed me, a lost and condemned person, purchased and won me from all sins, from death, and from the power of the devil, not with gold or silver, but with his holy, precious blood and with his innocent suffering and death.  That I may be his own and live under him in his kingdom and serve him in everlasting righteousness, innocence, and blessedness, just as he is risen from the dead, lives and reigns to all eternity.  This is most certainly true.

I’m going to conclude with some great words from C. S. Lewis.  There has always been a desire to be vague about Jesus.  That’s why I’m going to go to Lewis.  There’s always been a desire to somehow mold Jesus into a person with whom people could be more comfortable.  There has always been a desire to take the edge off of Jesus, so to speak, to make him more of a regular person--sort of a starry-eyed idealist teacher--so you could either take him or leave him as you chose.  So you could take part of what he said or leave part of what he said--however you wish.  But certainly not God in the flesh, who died and rose for humankind, and will come again to judge all people on the basis of whether or not they accept him or reject him.  There has always, from the very beginning, been a desire to set aside the clear and specific Jesus of the Apostles’ Creed and to replace him with a mildly interesting, moralizing philosopher.  Though this desire has always been there, C. S. Lewis cleverly points out what a foolish and ill-formed desire it is.

Here’s what Lewis has to say:  I’m trying here to prevent anyone saying the really foolish thing that people often say about Jesus.  They say. “I am ready to accept Jesus as a great moral teacher, but I don’t accept his claim to be God.”  That is the one thing we must not say.  A man who was merely a man and said the sort of things Jesus said would not be a great moral teacher.  He would either be a lunatic on the level with the man who says he is a poached egg, or else he would be the devil of hell.  You can shut him up for a fool, you can spit at him and kill him as a demon, or you can fall at his feet and call him Lord and God.  But let us not come with any patronizing nonsense about his being a great human teacher.  He has not left that open to us.  He did not intend too.  If you had gone to Buddha and asked him, “Are you the god Brahma?”  He would have said, “My son, you are still living in the veil of illusion.”  If you had gone to Socrates and asked, “Are you the god Zeus?”  He would have laughed at you.  If you had gone to Mohamed and asked, “Are you Allah?”  He would have first torn his clothing, and then he would have cut off your head.  If you had asked Confucius, “Are you God?”  I think he would have replied, “Remarks which are not in accordance with nature, are in bad taste.”  The idea of a great moral teacher saying what Christ said is out of the question.  In my opinion, the only person who can say that sort of thing is either God or a complete lunatic, suffering from that form of delusion which undermines the whole mind of man.  We may note in passing that he was never regarded as a mere, moral teacher.  He did not produce that effect on any of the people who actually met him.  He produced mainly three effects:  hatred, terror, and adoration.  There was no trace of people expressing mild approval.  

If you will allow me one final comment:  Perhaps you find none of this new and exciting.  Perhaps your response to my efforts today is a kind of yawning—who doesn’t know that.  If that’s the way it is for you, count your blessings, for you have been trained well.  But don’t grouse too much about another sermon about Jesus, for there is no other name given among men by which we will be saved.  Amen
