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The Creeds, Confessions and Catechisms – Lesson One 

Adult Sunday School – October 23, 2022 

 

Introduction 

∑ Crossway Holy Bible English Standard Version has the various creeds and confessions with 

explanations prepared by Dr. Chad Van Dixhoorn. I have the book as well (See Bibliography).  

So, I thought it would be good to have a review of some of the historical points and proof texts 

∑ The written word was not as plentiful as it is today (i.e., books, computers, online streaming 

etc.), so much of what was known was known through verbal communication.  And that 

needed to be done correctly with clarity and brevity – So it can be remembered and repeated 

exactly. 

∑ Honest, open, transparent statement.  You can say you believe the bible but how do you distill 

it down to certain unalienable truths.  Unites the body.  Useful for ecumenical purposes.  And is 

needed more now than ever. Christians want you to know the truth, not hide it. 

∑ Some Christian denominations do not believe in reciting or studying creeds, confessions, or 

catechisms because they are not directly out of the bible. 

∑ You may hear people say, “I want to operate like the early church did.  They had it right”.  That 

very well may be true to some degree.  But as they say, “History repeats itself”. 

∑ Typically, these statements are a result of a heresy or a disagreement and resulted in a more 

defined realization of what scripture teaches. 

 

Apostles Creed Cannons of Dort 

Nicene Creed Westminster Confession 

Athanasian Creed London Baptist Confession 

Chalcedonian Creed / Definition Heidelberg Catechism 

Augsburg Confession Westminster Larger Catechism 

Belgic Confession Westminster Shorter Catechism 

Articles of Religion  

 

Note:  The Catholic church does have a catechism with the Nicene Creed as its basis and essentially 

the only commonality.  Other churches do have their “creeds. These will not be considered. 

 

∑ Later Creeds became lengthier to be able to clarify former versions, particularly in light of new 

heresies or disagreements in the church.  For example, “Begotten, not made”  

∑ Some of this nowadays seems rudimentary to many evangelical Christians but necessary 

∑ Confessions and Catechisms became necessary because more clarification was necessary on 

certain topics or based on current learnings, particularly in light of the reformation. 
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So, what about the Apostles Creed and the Nicene Creed? 

 

The Apostles creed 

∑ Typically cited first as an earlier version, also called the Apostolicum, Apostolic Creed or Symbol 

of the Apostles, Twelve articles of Faith. Creed can also be derived from “symbol” or symbolum 

– Symbol of faith - Distinctive mark of Christians 

∑ Scholars generally agree that the Apostles Creed – In its current form - Was not directly written 

by the Apostles. Most believe it came to “be” in the fifth century (i.e. 400’s – Council of Nicaea 

in 381 AD) 

∑ There are legends that attribute the Apostles Creed to a time shortly after the Ascension of 

Jesus – But these have been refuted.  Possibly from letter from Synod in Milan in 390 AD 

∑ Some believe the Apostles Creed to pre-date the Nicene Creed due to its silence on the divinity 

of Jesus or the Holy Spirit.  But evidently, this is a weak argument. 

∑ Further, scholars have this debate to tie what we state DIRECTLY to the original apostles.  

However, a few things are very important to note: 

o The Creeds do not conflict with biblical texts directly or indirectly 

o There WERE creeds similar to the Apostles creed that were used as a baptismal creed 

and often called the Old Roman Symbol (i.e., creed).  A “proto-creed”.  See later points. 

o There is certainly evidence of verbal/oral creedal and doctrinal teachings (1 Corinthians 

11: 23, 15:1).  

o The wording is indeed linked to writing of the early church saints who had direct 

connection with the original 12, namely John and Peter. 

ß Polycarp. (69-155 AD). Bishop of Smyrna. Connected with the apostle John. 

Wrote very little – one Epistle. Martyred. 

ß Ignatius. (? – 108/140) Patriarch and possibly bishop of Antioch. Wrote several 

epistles that have been debated for authenticity. However, these epistles have 

wording in many cases exactly what is in the creeds. Martyred. 

ß Clement. (35 – 99 AD). Bishop of Rome. Said to be consecrated by Peter. Wrote 

one epistle to the church in Corinth. Unfortunately, more instructional than 

doctrinal. 

ß Irenaeus. (130 – 202 AD). From Smyrna. Heard preaching (student) of Polycarp. 

Bishop of Lugdunum (present day Lyon, France). Wrote Against Heresies. 

Pointed to or intimated to a Rule of Faith. A “proto-creed”. 

∑ Argued the current four Gospels as canonical (vs Marcion, a heretic) 

ß Justin Martyr. (100 – 165 AD). Hellenized Samaratin. Christian philosopher and 

apologist of sorts. Not really apostolic but often cited.  

ß Tertullian. (155 – 220 AD). From Carthage, Africa. Christian apologist. Prolific 

writer but unorthodox in many ways, allegedly Montanist and Ascetic. 
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THE OLD ROMAN SYMBOL 

 

∑ This came from an even older version of Creed called the Rule of Faith or Rule of Truth that 

Irenaeus (of Smyrna) writes about in the 2nd century.  

∑ Irenaeus was the last known living “connection” with the apostles since he supposedly heard 

the preaching of Polycarp (69 – 155 AD), who was said to have heard the preaching of Saint 

John the Evangelist and a disciple.   

∑ This was to counter the heresies of Gnosticism (and depends on what you read) 

o Hidden knowledge 

o Jesus Christ, not a real person but an apparition 

o God, or Monad, shows himself in various emanations (Aeons) 

o Everything is evil, even yourselves and your body 

o Dangerous heresy needed to state who is the Godhead, specifically who is Jesus Christ. 

∑ Consider context: 

o Greek spirituality 

o Roman sprituality 

o Judaism 

o Mystic theologies 

o Gnostics 

o Pagan 

∑ Interrogatory declaration of faith allegedly used as a baptismal declaration of faith 

o We do this in a sense today, do we not?   

o Kind of like “The Pledge of Allegiance”. 

o Could have been interrogatories – Questions and Answers 

o So, what do scholars believe to be the OLD ROMAN SYMBOL 

 

OLD ROMAN SYMBOL (or CREED) (Taken from Faithlife website article, citing Kelly) 

I believe in God the Father almighty; 

and in Christ Jesus His only Son, our Lord, 

Who was born from the Holy Spirit and the Virgin Mary, 

Who under Pontius Pilate was crucified and buried, 

on the third day rose again from the dead, 

ascended into heaven, 

sits at the right hand of the Father, 

whence he will come to judge the living and the dead; 

and in the Holy Spirit, 

the holy Church, 

the remission of sins, 

the resurrection of the flesh, 

[life everlasting]. 
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What Does it Symbolize – What are we confessing?  - Why is it /was it important 

 

Overall - Obviously Trinitarian but one God. Christological and Redemptive 

1. God the Father is the maker (creator) of all that is. 

a. Not some other demi-god – Consistent with Judaism 

b. He is our Father. We are part of the Family as Christ is 

c. Everything that has been made is good and created by a good and wise God 

2. Jesus Christ is God’s only Son and our LORD 

a. A person, attachment to and allegiance to 

b. Not clear but Jesus Christ is equal with God and He is the one that is our Lord (Col 1:15) 

c. Romans 10:9 – “That if you confess with your mouth, Jesus is Lord and believe in hour 

heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved” (NIV). 

d. All are connected to one lord 

3. He did descend to earth and was born a real person by the Holy Spirit 

a. He was not an apparition He was both God and Man 

4. He lived in fact.  But he died by crucifixion and was buried 

a. He was just like us in His manhood 

5. He made a confession to Pontius Pilate against the Romans (in fact, Pilate was afraid) 

a. They Jews denied Jesus and said, “We have no king but Ceasar”. Rome was pagan/evil 

b. 1 Timothy 6:13 

6. He rose from the dead and went back to heaven (humiliation/exaltation – Phillipians 2) 

a. Christ went back to where He came from to prove what is said next 

7. Sits at the “right hand” of the father 

a. Position of power and authority 

b. He is LORD of ALL 

8. He will come again and judge all things.  

9. The Holy Spirit is active in the world and is the instigator and sustainer of Christ’s Church 

10. The Church (body of believers) is holy (i.e., sanctified for Gods purposes) 

11. There is forgiveness of sins, through faith in Jesus Christ (cancellation of debt) 

12. All resulting in the resurrection of our mortal bodies to everlasting life as Jesus promised 

 

The Council of Niceae (325 AD) 

∑ The Council of Nicaea occurred in 325 AD brought together by the Roman Emperor 

Constantine. First of the seven ecumenical councils in the history of Christendom. 

∑ A brief statement about the relationship between God the Father and God the Son. Discuss the 

Arian controversy – Heresy stating Jesus is a created being. (Is Jesus Christ begotten or created) 

∑ Promulgate doctrinal uniformity 

∑ The first Council of Constantinople in 381 AD, more editions were made to the version in 325 

AD as a reaction to continuing Gnostic controversies and heresies by Theodosius I 

o Thus, the Niceno-Constantinopolitan Creed. 

o Main purpose was to unify the Eastern and Western churches 
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Niceno - Constantinopolitan Creed (Often misnamed as the Nicene Creed) 

 

I believe in one God the Father Almighty, maker of heaven and earth; 

And of all things visible and invisible. 

 

And in one Lord, Jesus Christ, the only-begotten Son of God, begotten of the father before all 

worlds; 

God of (or from) God, Light of (or from) Light, Very God of (or from) Very God; 

Begotten, not made, being of one substance with the Father, by whom all things are made. 

Who for us men, and for our salvation, came down from heaven and was incarnate by the Holy 

Spirit of the Virgin Mary, and was made man; 

And was crucified also for us under Pontius Pilate; 

He suffered and was buried; 

On the third day he rose again, according to the Scriptures; 

And ascended into heaven, and sits at the right hand of the Father; 

And He shall come again, with glory, to judge living in the dead; 

Whose Kingdom shall have no end. 

 

And I believe in the Holy Spirit, the Lord and giver of life; 

Who proceeds from the Father and the Son; 

Who with the Father and the Son, together, is worshipped and glorified; 

Who spoke by [through] the prophets; 

And I believe in one holy catholic and apostolic Church; 

I acknowledge one baptism for the remission of sins; 

And I look for [toward] the resurrection of the dead and the life of the world to come. 

Amen 

 

 

 

Apostle’s Creed 

(From VanDixhoorn, C. 2022. Creeds, Confessions, and Catechisms. Crossway Pub.) 

 

∑ Modern scholars believe that this is actually a shortened version of the “Nicene creed” that was 

enacted in 381 AD.  But that is an oversimplification to be exact in what things are called. 

∑ Items in red are to emphasize common differences in specific words compared to other 

Apostles Creed versions for example, the version on www.crcna.org, and many others, do not 

have the inclusion of begotten.  Some denominations indicate descended to the dead instead 

of the original, descended into hell.  Some also add catholic Christian church than “just” 

catholic 

 

http://www.crcna.org/
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Apostle’s Creed (continued) 

 

I believe in God the Father Almighty, 

maker of heaven and earth. 

 

I believe in Jesus Christ his only-begotten Son, our Lord; 

Who was conceived by the Holy Spirit, (and) born of the Virgin Mary; 

suffered under Pontius Pilate; 

was crucified, dead (died), and buried; 

he descended into hell (to the dead); 

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 there he shall come to judge the living and the dead; 

 

I believe in the Holy Spirit; 

the holy Catholic Church; 

the communion of Saints; 

the forgiveness of sins; 

the resurrection of the body; 

and life everlasting. 

Amen 

 

OLD ROMAN SYMBOL (Taken from Faithlife website article, citing Kelly, J.N.D. 2006, for 

comparison to above) 

I believe in God the Father almighty; 

and in Christ Jesus His only Son, our Lord, 

Who was born from the Holy Spirit and the Virgin Mary, 

Who under Pontius Pilate was crucified and buried, 

on the third day rose again from the dead, 

ascended into heaven, 

sits at the right hand of the Father, 

whence he will come to judge the living and the dead; 

and in the Holy Spirit, 

the holy Church, 

the remission of sins, 

the resurrection of the flesh, 

[life everlasting]. 
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First Council of Nicaea (325) (From Wikipedia) First Council of Constantinople (381) (From Wikipedia) 

We believe in one God, the Father Almighty, Maker of all things visible 

and invisible. 

We [I] believe in one God, the Father Almighty, Maker of heaven and 

earth, and of all things visible and invisible. 

And in one Lord Jesus Christ, the Son of God, begotten of the Father 

[the only begotten; that is, of the essence of the Father, God of God,] 

Light of Light, very God of very God, begotten, not made, consubstantial 

[being of one substance] with the Father; 

And in one Lord Jesus Christ, the only begotten Son of God, begotten 

of the Father before all worlds (æons), God of God, Light of Light, very 

God of very God, begotten, not made, consubstantial [being of one 

substance] with the Father; 

By whom all things were made [both in heaven and on earth]; by whom all things were made; 

Who for us men, and for our salvation, came down and 

was incarnate and was made man; 

who for us men, and for our salvation, came down from heaven, and 

was incarnate by the Holy Ghost and of the Virgin Mary, and was 

made man; 

He suffered, and the third day he rose again, ascended into heaven; he was crucified for us under Pontius Pilate, and suffered, and 

was buried, and the third day he rose again, according to the 

Scriptures, and ascended into heaven, and sitteth on the right hand 

of the Father; 

From thence he shall come to judge the quick and the dead. from thence he shall come again, with glory, to judge the quick and the 

dead; 

 

whose kingdom shall have no end. 

And in the Holy Ghost. And [I believe]  in the Holy Ghost, the Lord and Giver of life, who 

proceedeth from the Father [and the Son], who [together] with the 

Father and the Son together is worshiped and glorified, who spake 

by [through] the prophets. 

 

[And I believe] In one holy catholic and apostolic Church; we 

acknowledge one baptism for the remission of sins; we look for 

the resurrection of the dead, and the life of the world to come. 

Amen. 

[But those who say: 'There was a time when he was not;' and 'He was not before he was made;' and 'He was made out of nothing,' or 'He is of another substance' or 

'essence,' or 'The Son of God is created,' or 'changeable,' or 'alterable'— they are condemned by the holy catholic and apostolic Church.] 
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Excerpts from VanDixhoorn from “ESV© Bible, Creeds and Confessions 

Edition”. 2016. Good News Publishers.  For Reference only and not for further 

publication. 

 

Brief statements of key doctrines have been with us since the beginning of biblical history. 

They often focus on God and the way of salvation. Old Testament readers encounter in the 

capstone of the book of Moses, “Here Oh Israel: The Lord our God the Lord is One 

(Deuteronomy 6:4). New Testament readers overhear Paul summarizing to the Corinthians 

his own teaching, “I delivered to you as of first importance what I also received: That Christ 

died for our sins in accordance with the scriptures, that he was buried, that he was raised 

on the third day in accordance with the scriptures, and that he appeared to Cephas, then 

to the twelve.” (1 Corinthians 15: 3-5).  

 

The desire to state the truth openly is a basic Christian instinct. Cults hide things. Christ 

disciples share what they have learned. Unsurprisingly, historians have found dozens of 

summaries of Scriptural teaching from the centuries following the ascension of Christ and 

the deaths of his apostles. It was not unusual for such statements to begin with the Latin 

word CREDO, meaning, “I believe”. These early creeds, like those in the scriptures, often 

focused on what the church understood to be true about God, or on what is and is not 

true about the person of Christ, or on what we must believe about the work of Christ as 

savior. 

 

As it happens, later creeds tended to be longer than earlier ones. By the time of the 

Protestant Reformation in 1500s, so much had been learned -- and so many doctrines 

were being disputed between the reformers and Rome -- that creeds were supplemented 

by longer lists of doctrines that Christians confessed. Creeds were still in use, most often in 

worship, but now confessions were written to explain what Lutheran and reformed 

Christians believed. These confessions carefully explained what doctrines were held in 

common with the old faith of Rome while also stating clearly where the reformers were 

forced to disagree with Rome in their recovery of the teachings of the early church and, 

most basically, of the Bible. They also explained where the reformers disagreed with one 

another. 

 

Naturally, because confessions say more, more confessions were needed. Here we find a 

contrast with creeds. Creeds have a wide circulation among Christian churches. One creed 

can serve Baptists, Presbyterians, Anglicans, and Lutherans alike. But these communions 

needed something more precise than a creed if they were to possess working documents 
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that united like-minded missionaries and church members, if they were to train teachers of 

the word successfully, or if they wish to advance clear communication between preachers 

and parishioners, with the one seeking a place to serve and the other seeking a pastor.  

(This simply means to me to have a common basis of Scriptural interpretation or exegesis 

within a denomination). 

 

While not typically used in worship, these confessions were useful for worship. Careful 

distinctions provided richer material for praise than did broad generalizations. Saying more 

about the character of God and the grace of the gospel encouraged more confidence in 

prayer. Confessions also pay careful attention to precise terminology, a kind of labeling 

that promoted learning. Such a technique has proved useful in studies of the natural world 

and of language.  It is useful in the study of the Bible as well. (Words are important!) 

 

Concerning justification, for example, the scriptures speak of a righteousness of Christ 

credited to those who do not deserve it. They also speak of a free gift of forgiveness 

purchased by Christ for sinners. Sometimes the Bible tethers this righteousness to 

justification. And sometimes it ties forgiveness to justification. The authors of Reformation 

confessions noted these associations of words and ideas. They did not see tension or 

confusion. On the contrary, they concluded that justification must be the Bible’s umbrella 

term for a credited righteousness, on the one hand, and divine forgiveness, on the other --  

two distinct but united aspects of the one doctrine of justification.  

 

In light of such detail, discovered after careful study of scriptures, it is hardly possible for 

an attentive Christian to be content with only and always speaking of “salvation” in general. 

Once alert to fuller teaching, Christians ought to explain and then celebrate justification. 

And then one discovers adoption, then the blessing of sanctification, then perseverance, 

and so on. The Reformation area confessions identify, explain, and celebrate these gifts 

with gratitude: through such statements we confess our faith to God and before the world. 

 

Creeds and confessions most obviously serve a doctrinal purpose. Nonetheless, if they 

have sufficient gravitas, they enjoy an ecumenical purpose as well. These historic 

statements remind us that the content of the Christian faith does not continually change; 

they bring Christians of the present into conversation with Christians of the past. Classic 

creeds and confessions also remind us that we do not read the Bible only as individuals; 

We read the Bible as one body, experiencing significant unity as we do so. These are 

things that a list of bullet points on a church website cannot do. Such lists may have the 

form of a creed, but they will never have the full function of a creed. 
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Four of the better-known creeds of the early church, two of which were written by 

ecumenical councils, are printed here for the use of individuals and churches. The 

confessions and catechisms that follow are particularly significant texts in Protestant 

history. These are defining documents for Lutherans, Anglicans, the Dutch Reformed, 

Presbyterians, and Baptists. Sometimes with slight adjustments, they have been used by 

many millions of Christians. 

 

These creeds and confessions are printed with the Bible not to give them equal standing 

with scripture - NOTHING could rise to the level of this library of 66 books from God. 

Creeds and confessions are useful only to the extent that they reproduce faithfully the 

teaching of scripture itself. But printing them here will serve Christians well in their attempt 

to understand one another better; it will help us to listen quietly when we too often talk 

noisily. In doing so will serve as a helpful teaching tool for churches, perhaps offering 

paragraphs that can be incorporated into worship in order to help God's people state what 

they believe, confess their sin, and profess faith in Christ, all by the power of His Spirit. 

 

For individuals adding one more bookmark to a Bible will enable readers to benefit not 

only from their daily reading in the Scriptures, but also from a paragraph, or a set of 

questions and answers that summarize Christian truth in profoundly helpful ways. 

 

THE APOSTLES CREED 

The Apostle’s creed is both the best known and the least known of all post-biblical creeds. 

Its doctrine is apostolic, as it proclaims the high points of the New Testament teaching. 

Elements of the Apostle’s creed are found in summaries of the faith by early Christian 

writers with some lines matching word for word (for example Paul’s letters). Christians 

employ this creed in worship more than any other creed. Nonetheless, its origins are 

shrouded in mystery. We do not know who wrote this first-person statement of faith even 

if we are sure that it was not written by any of the Apostles themselves. 

 

In this summary of the faith, we find a basic call to believe in a God who is Father, Son and 

Holy Spirit - The three headings organizing the creed. Here we confess a God who is both 

father and creator; A savior who is God Son and Mary’s son; and a redeeming work that 

begins with humiliation and ends with exaltation. Here too we see a compressed account 

of the Holy Spirit’s work in gathering the church bringing Christians into communion with 

God and each other.  
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Perhaps the most useful feature of the creed is its balanced picture of Christ. The creed 

reminds us that the Lord who came first to rescue us will come a second time to judge us. 

This is what the church confesses in the Apostles’ creed: that we are saved by Jesus from 

Jesus. It is on this basis alone that believers (who) are now forgiven, will one day be raised, 

and will forever live with Christ.  (And that is the point, everlasting life in the presence of 

God Himself). 

 

I believe in God the Father Almighty,  

maker of heaven and earth. 

 

I believe in Jesus Christ his only-begotten Son, our Lord; 

Who was conceived by the Holy Spirit, born of the Virgin Mary; 

suffered under Pontius Pilate; 

was crucified, dead, and 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 there he shall come to judge the living at a dead. 

 

I believe in the Holy Spirit; 

the holy catholic church; 

the communion of saints; 

the forgiveness of sins; 

the resurrection of the body; 

and the life everlasting. Amen. 

 

 


