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I Believe – An Exploration of the Apostles' Creed, Part 2 
 

I believe 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 to the dead. 

 

Today we continue our sermon series on the Apostles’ creed. 

As Father Ryan pointed out last week, during Lent at All Saints the 

creed is presented in the form of a dialogue. We are asked a series of 

questions with the format: Do you believe? We respond: I believe. 

This reflects the creed's use in the context of baptism. Do you 

believe? To be asked this is exposing. It brings us to the edge of a 

precipice; to the threshold of a dark forest full of foreboding, 

teeming with life and death. This is no accident. In baptism we are 

asked whether we will turn away from a certain way of living, say 

‘no’ to destructive attachments, and ‘yes’ to a new source of life not 

of our own making. 

Do you believe? I believe. This dialogue captures how Christian faith 

is not centred on an intellectual system or compelling idea. Our 

belief is not the same as mathematics, logic, or idealism. Nor is it 

about the power of our own choice; our inner sense of certainty, 

authenticity, or conviction. Nor is it about what we can make or do, 

our own capacity to imagine and create. In a crucial sense, belief is 
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not our doing at all. It is centred on an encounter; an encounter with 

a specific and unique person. At the heart of our belief is Jesus Christ 

in whom we encounter the transformative presence of God. 

In the words of the creed: I believe in Jesus Christ, his only Son, our 

Lord. 

These words might come out of our mouths a bit too easily 

nowadays. They should be scandalous, make our hearts beat quicker, 

fill us with awe. 

Why? If we recall the first part of the creed from last week, we affirm 

that God is creator of heaven and earth; the sustainer of all that 

exists. This means God is greater than any human ideas or systems. 

God dwells in inapproachable light. God is eternal and infinite 

beyond the changes and chances of our fleeting world. 

The scandal of Christianity is that it holds that this very God comes to 

us as a single historical figure, as a first century Palestinian Jew from 

an utterly non-descript place. Today, he would be, as Rowan 

Williams says, a car mechanic in Basra. 

Jesus is not just God’s representative or prophet, nor is he God in 

human disguise. He is truly God as a truly human individual.  This 

utterly unique claim of the Christian faith changes everything. God 

has drawn wonderfully, dangerously, intimately close to our human 

existence to transform it from within.  



3 
 

In his humanity, Jesus reveals something new to us about God: that 

God’s life is characterised by an intimate relationship of love 

between Father and Son. Jesus enfleshes what is at the heart of 

Christian belief: Love. The first letter of John summarises this best: 

‘God is love, and those who abide in love abide in God, and God 

abides in them.’  (1 John 4:16). 

At the same time, Jesus reveals what it means to be fully human. He 

shows us the divine life of love in our human reality. In Jesus, every 

part of what it means to be human is taken into God, transformed 

and fulfilled. As the early church put it: the divine became human, so 

that the human could become divine. In our encounter with Jesus’s 

divine humanity, we discover that the truth of our humanity is the 

fullness of a love that can never escape the concrete and particular; a 

love that lives in openness to each person’s irreplaceability; their 

name, their face, their beating heart. 

This gives us an entirely new way of understanding how we believe. I 

do not believe through an individual act of will or intellect. My belief 

grows out of and into personal relationship. We believe by abiding in 

the love that God shares with us in Jesus.   

The subsequent lines of the creed develop the intimacy of the union 

between the divine and the human revealed in Jesus. They are not 

more or less mythical statements about Jesus’s life that have no 

bearing on us. They declare that Incarnation and Salvation are 
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inseparable. The Annunciation and Christmas are entwined with 

Good Friday, Holy Saturday and Easter.  

Jesus was conceived by the Holy Spirit, born of the Virgin Mary. God 

became flesh. Jesus’s human existence came into being through a 

wholly new act of creation within our reality. As with the first 

creation, this involves the work of the Spirit. The God who breathes 

creation into being, and hovers over the primal waters, makes 

something new in our historical world. In Jesus, the Spirit gives a 

specific human face to the relationship between Father and Son. 

And Jesus was born of a woman, Mary. God dwelt among us as a 

defenceless yet wonder-filled and playful child. God makes himself 

dependent on human beings, affirming that this dependence is part 

of what divine love looks like when lived humanly. God hallows 

human relationships of love and nurture. 

Jesus suffered under Pontius Pilate, was crucified, died and buried.  

We should not treat these tragic details as mere spectators, from a 

safe distance. Who Jesus is, the Son incarnate, divine love made 

flesh, and his relationship to the Father cannot be separated from 

how Jesus lives out a human life transparent to the divine life of love.  

His is a life lived wholly from another for the sake of others; a 

pattern of life that calls to the depths of our humanity, asking us to 

decide for or against love. 
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In our world with all its terrors and rumours of terrors, such a life 

cannot be closed off from human suffering and violence. And so 

Jesus suffered. He suffered betrayal. He suffered the agony and fear 

of death. He suffered under Pontius Pilate, exposing the violence 

hidden in human structures of power. Jesus was crucified. Not only 

was this a painful death but also one of humiliation. He died and was 

buried. 

There are some accounts of Jesus’s suffering and death that see 

them principally in terms of divine wrath. On this view, Jesus bears 

the divine punishment we deserve for sin. In his violent death, Jesus 

is seen to offer a worthy sacrifice that placates the Father’s anger. It 

is hard, rightly, to say I believe to this. Nothing could be further from 

the loving God of the creed. This way of understanding the 

crucifixion separates what Christ does from who Christ is; action 

from love. Because Jesus’s whole being is lived for others, he 

embraces suffering, fear, violence and even death out of love and 

transforms them. He defeats our violence by making it an occasion 

for love.  

The fact that we say the creed in the context of the Eucharist is here 

significant. 

The Eucharist, the central act of Christian worship, the sacrament of 

love offers a context for interpreting the cross. This is the very 

context in which Jesus himself anticipates and interprets his own 
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death at the Last Supper. Jesus shows his disciples that his death is 

an offering of himself to Father in love for others; his body and his 

blood are given and poured out as tokens of a love that lays down its 

life for others. Though violence and suffering cannot be avoided for 

one who fully lives for others, they are not essential to it. This gift of 

self in and beyond suffering is the way of love, the new 

commandment to love as Jesus loves. Because of who Jesus is, he 

transforms death and even human separation from God into an 

expression of the gift of himself. He invites us too to die to fear and 

violence and share in this love.  

This comes out with particular clarity in the final line of the creed we 

are considering today: He descended to the dead; or, as other 

translations have it, to hell.  

This realm of the dead refers to alienation from God, an ultimate 

human loneliness, a non-being that strikes at the heart of human 

existence. Yet Jesus embraces this too. Jesus truly dies. He 

undergoes the mystery of death, but in doing so he takes death 

captive, he draws it into his mission of living and dying for the others 

out of love. Jesus goes to the furthest reaches of our human 

existence, even to the point of non-being to bring God’s love to all.  

This is powerfully shown in Eastern Christianity where icons of the 

resurrection depict Jesus harrowing hell. With the cross, an 

instrument of violence repurposed for love, Jesus breaks down the 
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doors of death to shine the light of love in the darkness that cannot 

overcome it. 

This brings us back to the precipice of baptism. Do you believe? 

When we descend into the waters of baptism, we abide in Jesus’s 

death, in his loving gift of himself to the Father for others. We die to 

our isolated selves, but only to live as persons made fully alive in 

Christ. And now we abide in him. We believe in him. We are set free 

to share the gift of ourselves in a love stronger than death. 

 


