TEXT: I Timothy 3:16

SUBJECT: The Creed 


There once was a man named Rabbi Hillel.  One day a Gentile came to him saying, “Sir, I will become a Jew if you can explain your faith to me while I stand on one foot”.  The man lifted his foot and waited.  Without blinking, the Rabbi said,

“Do not do unto others what you

would not have them do unto you”.


The Gentile put his foot down.  And became a Jew.  


Now, if someone came to you making the same offer, what would you say?  Where would you start explaining the Christian faith?  Would you start with the authority of the Bible or the doctrine of the Trinity?  Would you begin with the crucifixion of Christ or with the Fall of Man?  Would you recite the Five Points of Calvinism or the Four Spiritual Laws?  What would you do?  


Many would turn to The Apostles’ Creed.  No one admires the Creed more than I do, but would you want to summarize the teaching of God’s Word with a source outside of God’s Word?   Can the best human documents do justice to God?  Can they be fully trusted to name the things that matter most?  


They cannot be.  The best man-made confessions are still man-made.  Good, of course!  But not perfect; not 
“Given by inspiration of God”.

But here we have an Inspired Creed.  Many scholars believe the words of our verse make up the first detailed confession of faith.  I think they’re right.  What we have here is the Apostles’ Creed—the real one, I mean.  This is a formula that every believer accepted in the First Century—and still does.  These are the primary articles of the Christian Faith and the centerpiece of our witness to the world.  

UNANIMITY 


Who says so?  Everyone.  The first words are,

“Without controversy”.


This means “with one tongue”.  If you’ve read the New Testament, you know the Early Church was not perfectly unified in doctrine or practice.  Good men differed on many important issues, sharply at times.  But when it came to these things, they spoke with a single voice.  


Agreement should always surprise you—but especially here.  The Church was big (numbering tens of thousands, at least); it was spread out over three continents; its members came from very different backgrounds; and there was no centralized control.   Yet, somehow or other, the Jews and Gentiles, masters and slaves, men and women, grown-ups and kids, philosophers and idiots were eye-to-eye on these things.  


There is only one way to explain their agreement: God.  

“As it is written in the prophets,

`They shall all be taught of God’”.

What the Lord said to Peter applies to all believers,

“Flesh and blood has not revealed it to you,

but My Father in Heaven”.

GREAT MYSTERY


 What they all agreed on was the 

“Great mystery”.


To us, a “mystery” is something hidden or hard to understand; it’s a riddle that only a very smart person can answer.  Well, that’s not what it means here.  In fact, it has almost the opposite meaning.  In the New Testament, a “mystery” is a hidden truth revealed.  Previous ages knew nothing about it, but we do—not because we’re smarter than they were—but because the Lord has shown it to us!  

THE CONTENT


What is the great mystery?  We don’t have to guess.  

“God was manifested in the flesh,

Justified in the Spirit,

Seen of angels,

Preached among the Gentiles,

Believed on in the world,

Received up in glory”.


Before we look at them one-by-one, let me say a couple of things about them all.  


In the first place, they’re all about Jesus Christ.  Christianity is not about us—what we do or say or believe or feel.  It is about Christ.  

Judging by the sermons I hear on the radio and the titles I see at the Christian bookstore, I wonder if the Church still knows this.  The best selling Christian books are almost all about us—our stories our struggles or fear our victories and so on.  The sermons are not much different.  They’re mostly about us too—how to become a better husband, how to simplify your life, how to be a winner, and the like.  The Lord’s name is mentioned here and there, of course, but He is not central to the book or sermon!  


But in God’s Mystery, He is.  Colossians 1:18 could not be clearer,

“In all things, He must have the preeminence”.


In the second place, they’re all events.  The Gospel is not about ideas or concepts or beliefs.  It’s about what happened!  In time and space some things occurred.  We can ignore them or deny them or laugh at them or argue against them, but they still happened!  


I once heard a man say, “You’re welcome to your own opinion, but you’re not welcome to your own facts!”   He’s right.  You can roll your eyes all you want to, but “God was manifested in the flesh”.  You can cite scientific journals to the contrary, but He “was received into glory”.


The Gospel is like the Pacific Ocean—it’s there whether you like it or not.  What if I denied its existence and started driving to Hawaii?  My plan would work very well…for a few minutes.  But when I hit the water, I would sink.  I might not believe it’s there; I might have books saying it wasn’t there. But it’s there.  I didn’t make it; if I had my choice, I wouldn’t have it; but, it’s there.  The Pacific Ocean is a fact!  


So is the Gospel!  Now, what are you going to do with it?  You only have two choices: You can accept it and live.  Or, you can deny it and die.   You’re free to make your own choice, but you’re not free to make your own consequence.  Faith means heaven; unbelief means hell.

MANIFESTED IN THE FLESH


The mystery begins with the Incarnation,

“God was manifested in the flesh”.


Familiarity has a way of putting you to sleep.  After a year or two, the ranger who works in Yosemite doesn’t notice the mountains anymore.  They may have “blown him away” at one time, but now, there not even there for him.  


The same thing can happen to us with the Incarnation. We’ve heard about it so often, we’ve seen the manger scenes so many times, we’re not staggered by it any more.  But we ought to be!  Think of what it involves: The Infinite, Eternal, and Unchangeable God joining the human race!  


If you’ve read Greek mythology, you know the gods often took human form.  But they weren’t human!  They didn’t suffer the indignities of being a man—the hunger and thirst, the pain and sorrow, the loss and loneliness.  They didn’t know what it means to die!  But the True God does.  In Jesus Christ, God became fully human. 


What can we compare that to?  It’s something like a man becoming a dog—a stray dog, at that, mangy, flea-bitten, full of worms, picking through the garbage, sleeping on the cold ground, harassed by mean kids, taken to the pound, put to sleep.  Would you do that?  If the salvation of the whole canine race depended on me becoming one of them, I’d say, let them all die!  A man is too good for the life of a dog.  And God is too good for the life of a man!  


Yet He chose that life.  To save us from our sin and misery.  


“God manifested in the flesh”.

JUSTIFIFIED IN THE SPIRIT


…Was also 

“Justified in the Spirit”.


The claims our Lord made about Himself were mind-boggling.  He named the greatest men in the history of Israel and said He was far better than they were: “Before Abraham was, I AM…Are You greater than Jacob?  Yes…Moses testified to Me…David called Me Lord…A greater than Solomon is here…”  If you go to a mental hospital, you’ll find people having visions of grandeur.  The housewife thinks she’s Joan of Arc; the CPA says he’s Napoleon; the garbage man says he’s George Washington. 


Ordinary people claiming to be the greatest figures in the history of the world.  But our Lord did way more than that: He claimed to be greater than them all! In fact, He went so far as to identify Himself as God—not God’s servant or God’s prophet, but God Himself!  

“My Father and I are one”.


The claims are absurd and even blasphemous.  Unless they’re true.  Are they?  Yes they are.  How do we know that?  Because the Spirit justified them all.  Everything He said about Himself, the Holy Spirit backed up with signs and wonders.  


Think of His baptism.  John the Baptist knew what he was here for—to introduce the Messiah and get out of His way.  The problem was, he had no idea who the Messiah was.  Until God told him that He would identify the Savior in unique way: When He was baptized, the Holy Spirit would descend on Him and stay there.  A stranger came to John one day, seeking baptism.  John was uneasy about doing it because the man was better than John himself.  But, finally, he agreed to it, and when He came up out of the water, what happened?  

“I saw the Spirit descending on Him like a dove

and remained upon Him…and I have seen and

testified that this is the Son of God”.


Think of His miracles.  They were done in the power of the Holy Spirit.  And what did they do?  They confirmed His every word.  Philip, a good man, felt pretty confident about the Lord, if only He’d do one more thing, he’d be sure: “Show us the Father”.


But what does the Lord say?  

“Whoever has seen Me has seen the Father… 

Believe Me that I am in the Father and the

Father is in Me, or else believe Me for

The works’ sake”.


By performing miracles through Him, the Holy Spirit justified His every word.  


I’ve said nothing about His greatest work in the Lord Jesus.  And that—Romans 1:4—was raising Him from the dead.  Which was the final proof that the poor man from Nazareth was also the Son of God from Heaven.  


“Justified in the Spirit”.

SEEN OF ANGELS


He was also “seen of angels”.  Angels watched over the Lord all His life.  In Nazareth, they announced His conception; in Bethlehem, they heralded His birth; they helped Him in the wilderness; they strengthened Him in the Garden; twelve legions watched Him die; two of them showed the open tomb.  


What does this mean?  It means He is the Son of God. An old prophecy drops the clue,

“He shall give His angels charge of You,

to keep You in all your ways”.


What are angels?  They are God’s servants.  Now, what would expect servants to do with their Master’s Son?  You’d expect them to keep an eye on Him.  And that’s just what the angels did for God’s Son.  


Angels keep an eye of all of God’s children.  But especially the First-born.  Because He’s the heir and their Master.  


“Seen of angels”

PREACHED AMONG THE GENTILES AND BELIEVED ON IN THE WORLD


Next, we have Him,

“Preached among the Gentiles and

believed on in the world”.


Jesus Christ is not a Local Savior!   A friend was witnessing to a Black Muslim.  But the man turned on him and said, “Christianity is the white man’s religion!”  Is that true?  It is not.  It is every man’s religion.  Isaiah says our Lord must “Raise up the tribes of Jacob”.  And He did.  But He didn’t stop there.  He went on to become

“A light to the Gentiles”.


We see this in the New Testament.  Through Philip’s preaching, Christ became the Savior of Samaria; later, by the same man’s work, He reaches into Ethiopia to save.  Then Peter gets in on it, seeing the Spirit fall on a room full of Italian soldiers.  From there, it goes to Antioch.  Then to Corinth, Athens, and Rome.  Within thirty years of the Crucifixion Paul could say,

“Have they not heard? Yes, indeed:
their sound has gone to all the earth,

and their words to the end of the world”.


Jesus Christ will redeem a great multitude, which no man can number out of…

“Kindred, tongue, people, and nation”.


Long ago, the Canaanites thought God was a God of the mountains (or the God of the valleys).  But He proved them wrong that day.  He’s the God of all.  And His Son, the Lord Jesus Christ, is

“The Savior of the world”.


When we confess that He was “Preached among the Gentiles and believed on in the world”, we are affirming our faith in His universal power and grace.  

RECEIVED UP IN GLORY


When He rose from the dead, our Lord spent forty days “showing Himself alive by many infallible proofs”.  He appeared to more than 500 people during that time, and not one of them expected to see Him!  Some were hard to persuade and one, at least, did not want to believe and had a lot to lose if he did.  


But then what happened?  He met with the disciples one last time, and after chatting with them awhile, 

“He was taken up and a cloud

received Him out of their sight”.


There’s a word for this: The Ascencion.  Six weeks after the Cross, Jesus Christ soared into heaven and got the Crown. 


He’s still there, reigning over the universe.  That’s what we mean when we say He “Was received up in glory”.  That He is Lord of all.  On that day, the Psalm was fulfilled,

“Lift up your head, O you gates,

and be lifted up, you everlasting doors,

and the King of Glory shall come in.

Who is this King of Glory?

The Lord of Hosts, He is the King

Of Glory!”

RESPONSIBILITY


This is what happened?  Do you believe it?  Not everyone does.  Not everyone who goes to church believes it.  But do you?   If you do, thank God!  You thank Him for other things, why don’t you praise Him for your faith?

“For by grace you are saved, through

faith, and that not of yourself, it is

the gift of God…”


What a gift faith is!  How precious it is!  Without it, you cannot be saved.  But you’re not without it.  God has given it to you.  And you ought to be blessing Him right now for it!  


But what if you don’t believe?  You ought to.  Not because I say so—but God does!  Unbelief is a sin; a sin you are accountable for; a sin you’ll be judged for one day.  You have your “reasons” for not believing, but they’re as phony as a four dollar bill!  Maybe my sermon was rambling and unclear.  So what?  God has shown you the truth!  You know the Gospel is true.  Why don’t you admit it?  And trust it?  


But what if you’re somewhere in between?  You’re not sure if you believe or not.  You ought to pray like that dear man in the Bible,

“Lord, I believe!

Help my unbelief”.


That’s a prayer God loves to answer!  And will answer, if you ask Him from the heart.  


Your first responsibility is to believe.  The second is to hold it up for others to believe.  Good news is for telling!  Why don’t you get out there and tell it?  Have you been witnessing lately?  Or, not so lately?  Or, maybe, not at all?  Why not?  I know people are intimidating, but God is on our side!  And we’ve got something worth telling!  Here it is,

“God was manifest in the flesh,

justified in the spirit,

seen of angels,

preached among the Gentiles,

believed on in the world,

received up in glory”.  
