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AN EXCURSUS ON THE HOLY SPIRIT
The term “Belgic” refers to the area of the Lowlands which later became the country of Belgium, the northern area retaining the name of The Netherlands. Since the author, Guido de Bres, lived in this area, then a territory of the King of Spain, the Confession that he wrote is known popularly as the Belgic Confession. De Bres wrote this document in 1561 and died a martyr in 1567.
The text of the Confession is taken from the blue edition of the Psalter Hymnal of the Christian Reformed Church (1976).
This is the second of three Critiques of certain Reformation creeds, the others being the Heidelberg Catechism and the Canons of Dordt. We will do our best to understand the mindset of the author in the confusing circumstances of preserving the gains of the Protestant Reformation. What Guido de Bres writes here in this document is recognizably necessary, given the difficult times in which he lived and worked for the gospel.
Nonetheless, it will become apparent that not everything he wrote and defined in this Confession can stand the test of the original Hebrew-Christian mindset demonstrated in the holy scriptures. We will discover that too many remnants of unacceptable medieval theology have insinuated themselves into classic Reformed theology, here in the Belgic Confession but also in the Heidelberg Catechism and the Canons of Dort.
ARTICLE I There is only one God
We all believe with the heart and confess with the mouth that there is one only simple and spiritual Being, which we call God; and that He is eternal, incomprehensible, invisible, immutable, infinite, almighty, perfectly wise, just, good, and the overflowing fountain of all good.
The very first article of this Reformation creed defines the term God and lists his attributes. The term God means one only simple and spiritual Being. His attributes are: eternal, incomprehensible, invisible, immutable, infinite, almighty, perfectly wise, just, good, and the overflowing fountain of all good.
God
It is highly commendable that the creed begins with God. This suggests that the creed is basically theocentric rather than, say, soteriocentric or Christocentric, or heaven forbid, ecclesiocentric. The Bible begins with God, and so should our theology. Our understanding of the Christian faith needs to revolve around God and what he is doing in the world he created. One would like to think that the rest of this creed is essentially an analysis of God’s word and work in the world.
This being said, however, it is not so commendable that the creed begins with God in the abstract, that is, with God in himself, rather than with God in his action. Genesis 1 shows God at work creating the universe and populating it with humans and providing humans with a divine guideline for the civilization they are creating. Likewise the Apostles’ Creed begins with God and immediately describes him as the Creator of the heavens and the earth. Article 1 of the Belgic Confession does not mention explicitly this connection.
The point is that the Bible and the Apostles’ Creed require us, when we think of God, to think immediately of creation; and vice-versa by implication, also that when we think of the universe we must think immediately of God its creator. While not confusing them, both these earlier documents suggest a kind of correlativity between creator and creation, such that you cannot have one without the other. There cannot be a creator without a creation, and there cannot be a creation without a creator. This correlativity is not to suggest that the existence of God depends on the existence of the creation. That relation is, as we all know, the opposite. The creation depends on God for its existence. Still, in terms of our theology and our practice of that faith both the Bible and the Apostles’ Creed begin with the picture of God as the creator, and we should always do that.
Attributes
We may notice also that here in Article 1 there is a list of divine attributes. Whether the author, Guido De Bres, intended the list to be complete we do not know. Very likely he included everything he could think of at the time he was writing, not necessarily meaning the list to be exhaustive. Looking at the list as a whole, one gets the impression that most of the individual attributes are abstract also, thus following the lead of the first half of the Article. This is what God is like in himself. The last one listed, however, is one that defines at least one part of the way God relates himself to the universe he created: he is the overflowing fountain of all good.
We should, however, define the attributes of God explicitly in terms of how he relates to the world he created. Theologians sometimes divide God’s attributes into two kinds: communicable and incommunicable. This distinction is beside the point, of little use. We need to understand God, not so much as we imagine him to be in himself but as he manifests himself in the course of universal history. The Old Testament is full of this kind of imagery of God, testifying over and over again to the grandeur and providence of God displayed in the universe and in nature and in history.
Even theologians who are regarded as thoroughly conservative and Biblical tend to describe God in abstract terminology in their treatment of Theology Proper. We tend first to think of God in the abstract, God in himself so to speak, and then try to figure out how he gets involved in our world. This is backward; it is an embracing of modern enlightenment philosophy, thinking of God as an abstract noumenal Being out there in the no-man’s land of unknowability. We need to see first and foremost how God continues to be involved in his world from the beginning of creation. Then we need to see ourselves in that light.
ARTICLE II By What Means God is Made Known Unto Us
We know Him by two means: First, by the creation, preservation, and government of the universe; which is before our eyes as a most elegant book, wherein all creatures, great and small, are as so many characters leading us to see clearly the invisible things of God, even his everlasting power and divinity, as the apostle Paul says (Rom. 1:20). All which things are sufficient to convince men and leave them without excuse. Second, He makes Himself more clearly and fully known to us by His holy and divine Word, that is to say, as far as is necessary for us to know in this life, to His glory and our salvation.
If we begin with an abstract definition of God, that is, of God in himself irrespective of his relation to the world he created, then we create the problem of how it is possible to know such a God, if in fact he is knowable at all. But this is not the way the Bible begins in the early chapters of Genesis. God is immediately presented as the creator of the heavens and the earth, including the human race. Then Genesis moves on to describe the temptation and fall of Adam and Eve, with its consequences.
Note well that the problem which Genesis presents is not the problem of how to know God but of sin, that is, how God can get a human race to obey him, to image him in its work of dominating the earth. This is a major point because a great deal of modern theology revolves around the problem of how to know a noumenal God in a phenomenal setting; how does God break out of his world into ours? That modern problem is at the basis of several types of current theology, from the feeling-oriented theology of Schleiermacher, to the will-oriented work of Ritschl, to the Biblicism of fundamentalism, to the Christocentrism of neo-orthodoxy.
Modern Enlightenment theology, of course, did not emerge all on its own. It has deep roots in medieval and ancient philosophy. What we see here in the Belgic Confession is remnants of medieval rationalism which in turn can be traced back partially to the philosophy of Plato.
Plato distinguished between Matter and Idea, such that to attain to the truth of any given subject one must penetrate to the unchanging Idea that is incarcerated in the Matter of it. Dispense with ephemeral Matter; retain the eternal Idea. This is the heart of most forms of rationalism – seeking truth in the abstract. Get rid of everything material, that is, everything one can attain via the senses, and define the permanent Idea which is left.
What this necessarily produces in theology is a definition of God that is devoid of any and all reference to the world of matter, the created world, the world of nature. In this view God is what he is regardless of what may or may not be said of him as a creator of the material world. So to know God must be to know him as distinct from the material world, an abstract God. We see in the variety of attempts to define God in terms of his innate attributes one of the results of that kind of rationalistic Ideational philosophy.
The Belgic Confession is not, of course, an Enlightenment document, having been written long before the Enlightenment philosophy became ubiquitous. But it does seem that the BC has some rootage in the rationalist tradition.
One might argue, contra the above, that Article 2, by describing the creation as a most elegant book, does define God in terms of his work in creation. This description of creation is perfectly valid, even indispensable. Nonetheless, the language in which the article is written implies that the problem addressed is the problem of how to know God, which is not the problem that the Bible presents to us. The problem presented in the Bible is the human problem, the moral problem of sin, not the philosophical question of how we can know God.
If the Greek way of knowing involved abstracting Idea from Matter, the Hebrew way of knowing meant seeing God operative precisely within the world of matter. This is the implicate of the doctrine of creation, namely, how to see God functioning in the world he made, seeing God in action, knowing God in terms of what he is doing. The Old Testament is full of this kind of language, and its importance must not escape us when we do our Christian theology.
Article 2 quotes Paul in Romans 1:20, Ever since the creation of the world his eternal power and divine nature, invisible though they are, have been understood and seen through the things he has made. To know God in his creation is to know him in his power, not in abstraction from the world of nature but precisely within that world. Paul assumes, rightly, that God has created us humans capable of seeing his divine handiwork within the world about us – not just Christian people but everyone. God’s handiwork is there whether or not we see it.
Article 2 goes on to say God makes Himself more clearly and fully known to us by His holy and divine Word. Presumably the Confession means, as in the next Article, the written Word of God, the Bible. The term Word of God as used in the Bible itself, however, never means the holy scriptures; it always means something God says, God in the act of speaking. It is never a product such as a book; it is always an act, God speaking. When we examine the world of nature, accordingly, we need to hear God speaking in and through it. Nature is, as the Confession states, a most elegant book.
What function then does the Bible play in God’s work? The Confession says that the Bible makes God more clearly and fully known. This seems to imply that we cannot know God sufficiently clearly in his work of creation. Why not? That’s all Adam and Eve had, also Noah, Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Joseph, Moses. None of them had a Bible. But they could all hear God speak. What then is not clear in nature? What does the Bible add that is not already in the creation, in God’s primary speech?
It is not so much God in himself who is made more clearly and fully known, as it is God’s actions, particularly his action of redeeming mankind. The theological implications of this perspective derive from the story of the fall of Adam in Genesis. Nature may have been sufficient for Adam and Eve in Eden, but after they sinned and were cast out of the Garden, their knowledge of God’s ways became corrupted and unreliable, thus requiring a corrective, a supplement, another special communication from the creator himself. This supplement is the Bible.
To be noticed, however, in this analysis is that the Bible does not stand alone as the so-called self-revelation of God. It stands on the shoulders of God’s creative Word in nature and in history. One must, accordingly, always read what the Bible says in the context of culture and history, in the setting of God working out his plan of salvation. The text of the Bible is time-conditioned, and it bodes ill for those theologians who wrench the text out of context and simply relate verbalisms to each other to concoct fanciful webs of speculation. The meaning of the scriptures is precisely to illumine what God is already saying elsewhere in the realities of life and history and nature.
ARTICLE III The Written Word of God
We confess that this Word of God was not sent nor delivered by the will of man, but that men spake from God, being moved by the Holy Spirit, as the apostle Peter says; and that afterwards God, from a special care which He has for us and for our salvation, commanded His servants, the prophets and apostles, to commit His revealed word to writing; and He Himself wrote with His own finger the two tables of the law. Therefore we call such writings holy and divine Scriptures.
There are three affirmations of note in this Article 3 of the Belgic Confession:
a. This Word of God was not sent nor delivered by the will of man.
b. God … commanded His servants, the prophets and apostles, to commit His revealed word to writing.
c. Therefore we call such writings holy and divine Scriptures.
It is very difficult even to understand the first assertion. How is it possible for a human being to be inspired to write a document without exercising his will? Must not have Moses exercised his will when God commanded him to write? Must not have David exercised his will when he lamented his sin in Psalm 32? How is it possible for God to command a prophet to commit his Word to writing without the prophet deciding to obey?
Guido De Bres wanted to insist that there is more authority in the Bible than merely the opinions of certain human authors, that they were not merely spouting off their own insights but were conveying messages from God. We understand that. But does that warrant affirming that the will of man was not involved? Of course the will of man was involved. Paul chose to write a long epistle to the church in Rome; he chose to do it while he was in Corinth, wishing to be able to continue on to Rome but prevented by a different schedule of priorities.
We need have no great quarrel with saying that God commanded them to write, based on Paul’s dictum that all scripture is inspired by God, and Peter’s that all prophets spoke from God. But is not this also true for ministers of the gospel who preach from the Bible every Sunday? Is it not the same God who inspires them to do it? Why then should it be insisted on that God speaks through the Bible but not through the sermon; that the Bible is infallible but the sermon is not?
We may quarrel with the affirmation that the Bible is the Word of God, that is, if it is meant that the terms are interchangeable synonyms. There is no such an identification in the Bible itself. In the Bible the Word of God is always God in the act of speaking. It is never the written scriptures. In Genesis 1 God creates the world by speaking, that is, by his Word. By the word of the Lord the heavens were made, and all the host of them by the breath of his mouth. (Psalm 33:6) The Old Testament prophets did write down what God had spoken to them, but the term Word of God refers to what God told them, not to what they wrote down. In the New Testament God speaks to his people via a Son, so that Jesus is the Logos (word) of God in human flesh. Nowhere in the Bible does the term Word of God equate with the term scripture, nowhere are they congruent terms.
This observation does not in any way undermine the authority of the mentality demonstrated in the Hebrew-Christian scriptures that we call the Bible. But it does suggest that the terminology used in the Bible can be interpreted in various ways often contradictory. It is not the language, that is, the writings themselves, that constitutes the Word of God, but the active and powerful message of God that is conveyed by that means. The Word of God is God in the act of speaking. When the Confession calls the Bible holy and divine scriptures take it with a grain of salt. All truth can be called holy and divine, wherever and however it is found.
What is definitive about the Bible is not the terminology itself, since we have it in translation, and translations always have nuances different from the original, but it is the underlying mindset that is being created by God. For example the mindset of monotheism as contrasted with the prevailing mindset of polytheism; or the mindset of creator/creature dualism such that one cannot morph into the other. Out of the heart are the issues of life, and these heart issues are what are definitive in the Bible. In the new covenant, sealed by Jesus’ death, resurrection, and ascension, the Holy Spirit writes the law of God on our hearts, and this is what ultimately counts, not how we understand or don’t understand the terminology of the Bible. Of what value is it to argue the inspiration, infallibility, and inerrancy of the Bible if the Holy Spirit is not creating a new heart within us? For Paul the benefit of studying the scriptures was that we may be instructed, taught, corrected, encouraged by them.
That means what happens within us as we read and study, what the Holy Spirit does in our total life, attitude, behavior, relationships, goals, hopes, lifestyle. Do the scriptures have the effect of shaping us more and more into the image of God, and do they indeed in fact serve to discipline the nations as Jesus commanded? Not everyone who claims to believe the Bible is open to the formative Word, exercised by the Spirit of Jesus, in shaping his or her life. Surely most students of the Bible do listen humbly and appreciatively, in such a way that the Spirit becomes increasingly visible in their lives, and that is what we need to look for, not for fruitless arguments about what this or that phraseology means in the Bible.
ARTICLE IV Canonical Books of the Holy Scripture
We believe that the Holy Scriptures are contained in two books, namely, the Old and the New Testament, which are canonical, against which nothing can be alleged. These are thus named in the Church of God. [Here the Confession lists the books of the Bible.]
We need to understand this Article and the other Articles dealing with the scriptures in the light of the contemporary Reformation mentality. Many people in Europe had just recently broken away from the papal system which had controlled European churches for a thousand years. This was a major undertaking, filled with controversy, bitterness, and sometimes violence. De Bres lost his life five years after writing this document.
Specifically, the Protestant reformers, having rejected papal control over the churches, needed to find some more objective center of authority to replace that of the hierarchy. They found this objective standard of authority in the Bible, and when the printing press was invented copies of the Bible were made much more available and open to more widespread perusal.
So if we ask why the Confession, so near to the beginning of a lengthy examination of Christian faith, spends so much attention on the scriptures, we can answer by realizing that the historical circumstances of reform demanded it. The authority of the pope was being replaced by the authority of the sacred scriptures.
This being acknowledged, we might then ask whether or not this emphasis remains valid permanently, or whether it is a transitional emphasis, needed for a while but no longer useful. Perhaps the question should be rephrased somewhat. What has modern theology done with this Protestant emphasis on the centrality of the Bible, both in what is known as Liberalism and in what is known as Fundamentalism? Ought we, perhaps, do some refining of the place of the holy scriptures in Christian theology so that erroneous or extreme versions of it are invalidated?
In the Liberal wing of Christian theology the Bible carries no more than historical authority, if that; that is to say, it is not considered definitive of Christian thought and life. Liberal theology has indeed contributed much to the understanding of the Bible, in what is sometimes called Higher Criticism, but in the process has as often as not missed the central thrust of the Bible, namely God’s plan of salvation from sin.
In the Fundamentalist wing of Christian theology (and its successor Evangelicalism) the situation is not significantly better. With its strident insistence on verbal inspiration, infallibility, inerrancy, this theology often tears the words of scripture out of their historical milieu, combining texts from various times and settings to create weird but imposing scenarios of the last times.
We err in our understanding of the place of the Bible when we equate the scriptures with the Word of God. It is common among some of us to equate the term revelation with the Bible. We say, for example, that the Bible is the self-revelation of God. But where in the Bible itself is this kind of equation made?
That definition does not come from the Bible itself but from the typical modern philosophy, defined for example by Immanuel Kant. If one begins with the idea that God is an unknowable noumenal Being, then one must discover some knowable phenomenal object that represents the way that Being breaks into our world. Some will say God breaks in by giving us a feeling of absolute
dependence; others by giving us a sense of moral obligation; others by providing a Bible for us; still others by becoming incarnate in Jesus Christ. All these are modern options seeking to solve the philosophical dilemma posed by beginning with an unknowable God.
We err when, presupposing God to be unknowable in himself, we posit the Bible as God’s way of communicating with us, as his way of speaking to us – in other words that the Bible is God’s Word. What happens when we equate the scriptures with the Word of God is that we tend to ignore or minimize the most important ways that God has spoken, namely, the way described in Genesis 1 and the continuing speech of God throughout history culminating in the coming of Jesus Christ as his Word incarnate. We miss this living and vital Word of God when we limit his Word to the static human language of the Bible.
We come to know God by listening to what he said in past history, by hearing him speak in our times, and by listening to what he says about the future of human life and civilization. Surely the Bible helps us do that, but God’s voice is not to be identified with the scriptural redaction of it.
So far as the canonical books of the Bible are listed, there is no consequential difficulty. Scholars might have some further modifications to make, for example as to whether Paul wrote Hebrews, or whether Moses wrote all of the first five books, or where is Lamentations, but those are minor issues. Historians can examine the way in which these books were determined to be authoritative, and that search can help us understand a bit better how the Bible was formed, but the bottom line is that the books themselves are canonical, whoever wrote them and however they came to be accepted as authoritative.
ARTICLE V Whence the Holy Scriptures Derive Their Dignity and Authority
We receive all these books, and these only, as holy and canonical, for the regulation, foundation, and confirmation of our faith; believing without any doubt all things contained in them, not so much because the Church receives and approves them as such, but more especially because the Holy Spirit witnesses in our hearts that they are from God, and also because they carry the evidence thereof in themselves. For the very blind are able to perceive that the things foretold in them are being fulfilled.
Revelation
It is interesting, from the point of view of modern theology, that this Reformation document does not employ the term revelation to analyze the doctrine of scripture. Where does the Bible derive its authority and dignity? Not from the notion that God is revealing himself in them. That is an interesting, and significant, omission. The answer does indicate that they are from God, but does not suggest that they are the self-revelation of God.
The point is that the philosophical and theological presuppositions that lie behind this Confession are significantly different from those of modern theology. Modern theology proceeds from the assumption that God in himself is unknowable, such that the main point of Christianity is to discover how and where God reveals himself. The problem of modern theology is the problem of how to know an unknowable God, whereas the problem of Christianity in its Biblical setting is what to do about sin. So modern theology shifts the central thrust of Christianity from sin to revelation. We do not find this shift yet in the Belgic Confession, though one can detect some elements of medieval theology that betray some rationalism, which is one of the contributing factors in modern philosophy.
Regulation
The phraseology used in order to define the purpose of the scriptures, for the regulation, foundation, and confirmation of our faith…, is reminiscent and reflective of Paul’s comment in 2 Timothy that the inspired scripture is useful for teaching, for reproof, for correction, and for training in righteousness. Modern theologians of Fundamentalist and Evangelical bent regularly make too much of this passage in Paul. Paul is not suggesting or implying the rationalist implications that if God inspired these writings they then become the veritable Word of God, infallible, inerrant. None of that is in Paul. Paul is simply urging Timothy (and us) to study these scriptures diligently, for they are helpful in teaching, reproving, correcting, training us.
The BC uses words that are essentially synonymous, affirming that the scriptures regulate, form a foundation, and confirm our faith in Jesus Christ as our Savior and Lord. Don’t make more of this passage of scripture than Paul himself intended. The Bible is useful to us, but it is not the self-revelation of God nor is it the Word of God proper. Such language requires a vastly different philosophical background than that of the Hebrew-Christian mindset or of the Reformation. What is the problem that God sent Jesus to solve, revelation or sin?
Doubt
One might well quibble – well, perhaps more than quibble – about the assertion that we accept everything in the Bible without doubt, believing without any doubt all things contained in them.” We do indeed have doubts about some things in the Bible; for example, that Adam and Eve were real people, that Methusaleh lived 969 years, that Noah could have built a wooden boat the size of a football field, or that he could have collected specimens of all forms of animal life on earth (dinosaurs, blue whales, mosquitoes), or that the sun literally stood still for a half-day (or that the earth stopped revolving for that length of time). Other items as well.
We can have doubts about such matters without in any way destroying our confidence that the basic mindset of the Bible writers was correct; such matters, for example, as creation, sin, redemption, monotheism, covenant, law, kingdom, prophecy, messiah, Jesus, church, gospel, and the like. We do not need to believe that God created the world in six twenty-four-hour days. We can understand this process of creation in the light of modern science, understanding Genesis 1 as primitive science, condensing what we now know to be billions of years into a sequence of seven days. If we really do believe that God brought the world into existence by means of speaking, then we surely ought to listen to that world, as our scientists do, and hear what God is saying to us in it. The creation is, after all, a most elegant book. It is becoming increasingly difficult to believe as did the dear old lady who insisted that even if the Bible said Jonah swallowed the whale she would believe it.
Holy Spirit
The Holy Spirit witnesses in our hearts that they are from God is terminology which is sometimes referred to as the internal testimony of the Holy Spirit. This opens up a very touchy insight. People can be heard to say the most outrageous things, affirming that God has told them this or that, or that the Holy Spirit has led them to say these weird things.
We need to understand that the Holy Spirit does nothing on his own. He applies the benefit of Jesus’ ministry to us, so that we must understand first what Jesus has done. For that matter, the Bible informs us that Jesus does nothing on his own either, but only what the Father in heaven gives him to do. So we have to go back to God the Father, back to creation, back to the question of what God wants from the human race that he put in charge of the earth. God wants a human race that images himself in the way it goes about having dominion over the earth, that is, in the way it goes about creating a civilization out of the materials that God has provided in creation. Hence when we try to describe the work of the Holy Spirit we need to see it always in this very broad and comprehensive framework, and not imagine occult or mysterious manifestations of one kind or another.
The Belgic Confession is saying that when we read the Bible we sense that it is true because we already believe in Jesus and because his Spirit is detected in what we read. That is the internal testimony of the Spirit with regards to the authenticity of the scriptures. Of course if a person does not believe in Jesus to begin with, then he will not get this sense of the integrity of faith in what is written in the Bible.
Prophecy
For the very blind are able to perceive that the things foretold in them are being fulfilled. This is an interesting comment. There are in the Bible certain predictions about what will happen in the future. Many of these predictions have already come true. Hence we can be supported in our view that the Bible is true and accurate.
Numerous theologians in our present world have picked up on this insight and have twisted it into incredibly nonsensical contortions. What they do is to take all the predictions they can find, either in the Old Testament or in the New Testament, and weave them all together into one impressive tapestry of what is called predictive prophecy. It does not matter much to these people whether certain Old Testament prophecies have been fulfilled by the coming of Jesus, or whether certain words of Jesus refer to events in his own lifetime. They take any and all phraseology of the Bible to mean a scenario for the end of the world, creating fantastic fictions on the basis of English terminology, and passing this off as the gospel. We can see this, for example, as some readers may suspect, in the extraordinarily popular books in the Left Behind series.
The danger of such fantasy is that it does not embrace the total Hebrew-Christian mindset, beginning with creation and the cultural mandate. It fails to recognize the immense importance of parable, symbolism, metaphor in the Bible. We need to sober down a great deal from that kind of prophetic inebriation.
* * * * *
AN EXCURSUS ON THE HOLY SPIRIT
The Apostles’ Creed
Jesus commanded his disciples, and by extension the Christian Church as a whole, to disciple the nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit. He did not mean first of all the sacrament of baptism. He meant the reality of believing in the Father and in the Son and in the Holy Spirit. For example, on an earlier occasion he had asked his disciples whether they thought they could be baptized with the baptism with which he himself, Jesus, was baptized. They were confident they could, but when the crunch time came in the Garden of Gethesemane they all fled terrified that they too might be arrested and get into trouble because of their association with Jesus. They could not endure the baptism of death, or even of arrest. So what did Jesus mean by baptizing the nations into the name of Father, Son, and Holy Spirit?
The answer lies in the Apostles’ Creed. This creed developed over the centuries precisely as the explanation of what it means to believe (and thus be baptized) in Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. What does it mean to believe (be baptized) in the Father? Believe that there is one only God who created the heavens and the earth. What does it mean to believe (be baptized) into the name of the Son? Believe this list of items describing the life and work of the man Jesus, from virgin birth to ascension. What does it mean to believe (be baptized) into the name of the Holy Spirit? Believe that your sins are forgiven, that you are part of the communion of saints which is called the church, believe that you have been given eternal life, that your body is a temple of God – all the items listed under the heading of Holy Spirit in the Apostles’ Creed.
This is the basic and original doctrine of the trinity. Believe in God the creator, believe in Jesus the redeemer, and believe in the Holy Spirit who works redemption in our lives. Understand clearly that there is no hint of an ontological trinity in the Apostles’ Creed. Nor is there any hint of deity for Jesus. Neither of these two doctrines are in this creed.
The Greco-Roman mentality.
All Gentile peoples, including both Greeks and Romans, were polytheists. This was part of their unspoken but normal way of living. The names of the gods might vary from one country to the next, but basically they were either personifications of the forces of nature, or closely associated with various functions that impact human life and history. There would be a father-god, a mother-god, children and grandchildren gods, perhaps dozens of them in any given culture. The world into which the gospel expanded after New Testament times was that kind of polytheistic world, a culture in which monotheism was unknown and exotic.
Furthermore, it was common in the Greek world of the first century to think that any one of the gods could upon occasion take on a human form and enter into the human world. One could find examples in ancient Greek literature. There are two examples in the Bible’s book of Acts: Barnabas and Paul in Lystra during their first missionary journey – the people called Barnabas Zeus and Paul Hermes; and Paul shipwrecked on the island of Malta. This was their way of explaining phenomena for which they could detect no rational explanation, like Paul healing the crippled boy, and not falling dead from a poisonous snakebite. Miracles are automatically explained in terms of a god having come down to earth.
One must try hard to put oneself into that mindset when one attempts to understand the theological problems that Greek theologians later had with trying to explain the relation between Jesus and God. They hear it said that Jesus is God’s Son – but what does that mean to a person steeped in polytheism and not knowing much about the Old Testament history? And they hear about the miracles that Jesus performed – but what does that mean to people accustomed to think such phenomena are explained by a god come down in the form of a man?
The Nicene Creed
The Nicene Creed is a hybrid document composed of part Hebrew-Christian and part Greco-Roman mentalities (mindsets). It is of some significance that the Nicene Creed is of eastern Greek origin, as opposed to the Apostles’ Creed which is of western Roman origin. The west seemed, at least so far as the Apostles’ Creed is concerned, to have assimilated the Hebrew-Christian way of thinking about God and sin and Jesus, whereas the east seemed to have all kinds of trouble trying to fit Jesus into a Greek way of thinking.
Suppose one were to ask a person who was not a Christian to look at the Nicene Creed and determine how many gods there are. He would read, I believe in one God, the Father Almighty. That’s one. Then he would read, And in one Lord Jesus Christ. That’s fine, but who is Jesus? Jesus is the only begotten Son of God … not made, being of one substance with the Father. Well now, putting all that verbiage together, our reader would opine, the Father-god has a Son who is not made, not a part of the creation, so he is made of the same divine stuff that the Father is made of – so he is a Son-god. So in the Nicene Creed there are two gods, a Father-god and a Son-god.
Then we might follow up by asking this reader to explain how it is that the name Jesus applies both to the Son-god and to the man named Jesus. He would soon discover that this Son-god, like all good Greek gods, came down from heaven and became a man by being born of the virgin Mary.
That is how the Nicene Creed explains the connection between God and Jesus. Two gods, one of whom decided to assume human flesh for a while and then go back to being a god again. The gods have come down to us in human flesh, as the Greeks in Lystra exulted. At least one of them anyway, the one named Jesus.
What the Nicene Creed writes fits to a T what the then-prevalent Greco-Roman mindset requires. The conclusion is inescapable: the doctrine of the deity of Jesus Christ does not come from the Bible; it comes from Greek religion. Jewish believers understood that the fulness of God was in Jesus, but this did not mean for them that Jesus was himself God, merely that the complete presence and power of God was functioning in him.
The Athanasian Creed
But of course no Christian could rest content with thinking there are two gods. From time immemorial the Hebrew-Christian mindset had rejected polytheism and insisted in the most stringent manner that there is only one God, by name Yahweh in Hebrew. So another creed found its way into general acceptance among the churches, one which tried valiantly to accommodate both theologies, that of the ancient Biblical mind and that of the Nicene Creed. Its provenance is highly uncertain, and it appeared during what we know as the depth of the Dark Ages, after the fall of Rome.
Given the name Athanasian to suggest that its theology represented that of this church father, this creed affirmed in the most blatant manner that the Holy Spirit must be elevated also to the same status as the Father and the Son, such that whatever attribute we might associate with the Father must also be associated with the Son and the Spirit. If the Father is eternal, so is the Son, and so is the Holy Spirit. If the Father is incomprehensible, so is the Son, and so is the Holy Spirit.
This, as any objective reader will perceive, is now saying there are three Gods, a Father-god, a Son-god, and also a Spirit-god. The Athanasian Creed says, So the Father is God; the Son is God; and the Holy Spirit is God.
But that is absolutely unacceptable. No Christian can affirm there are three gods. So the Athanasian Creed comes to a remarkably inelegant solution: there is only one God but inside this God there are three Persons. And yet, this creed continues, there are not three Gods, but one God. How this can be is not explained. One cannot escape the dilemma, however, of how three can be one, or how one can be three, and no one ever since has been able to provide an explanation. There is only the affirmation, without any coherent rationale.
Resort is taken usually to what amounts to pure fideism. Don’t try to reason it out, take it on faith. This is how God revealed himself, so take God at his word. How do we know God revealed that? The creed says so and the pope says the creed is correct. Believe it at the peril of your eternal welfare if you don’t. Without doubt, the creed affirms, the person who does not hold to this formulation will perish everlastingly.
Protestant Theology
These formulations of the doctrines of the deity of Christ and the ontological trinity have persisted even into Protestant theology. In many Christian churches, for example, these three creeds listed above have been accepted as good ecumenical creeds and have become to that extent definitive of its theological stance. But even the creeds that have come out of Protestant theology have placed these two doctrines, the deity of Jesus and the ontological trinity, in the sine qua non category, indisputable, non-negotiable factors in the corpus of Reformation theology.
Here are some samples: Belgic Confession (Art. VIII), God is one in essence, yet distinguished in three persons; Heidelberg Catechism (QA 25), These distinct persons are one, true, eternal God; Gallican Confession (VI), In this one sole and simple divine essence, whom we have confessed, there are three persons: the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit; Augsburg Confession (Art. 1), “there is one divine essence which is called and is God, eternal, without body, indivisible, of infinite power, wisdom, goodness, the Creator and Preserver of all things visible and invisible; and yet there are three persons of the same essence and power, who also are co-eternal, the Father, the Son, and the Holy Ghost.
Son of God
In the Old and New Testaments the term son of God always refers to a human person. Adam in Matthew’s genealogy is the son of God. In Psalm 2 it is an unnamed king of Israel. In 2 Samuel 7 it refers to Solomon. In Hosea it refers to the entire nation of Israel, Out of Egypt have I called my son. In Luke 1 it refers to the baby Jesus. Elsewhere in the New Testament Christians are often referred to as children of God, sons and daughters. Never does it refer to a non-human being.
The point is that when the Bible refers to Jesus as the son of God it does not mean what the Nicene Creed affirms, of the same substance (homoousios) as the Father. The two Gospel accounts show that God was Jesus’ father, not Joseph or any other male person. Jesus, as a human being, is God’s son, as Mary is his mother. There is no implication of deity.
Hence, not only is the Nicene Creed wrong in its definition of the deity of Jesus, but also the Athanasian Creed is wrong in its definition of the ontological trinity. Jesus is not a second person in an ontological trinity, he is the man whom God sent into the world to do the Father’s will for the salvation of the human race. The fullness of God was in Jesus, as Paul puts it, with the result that Jesus became the fullness of what a human being ought to be.
Hence also the Holy Spirit cannot be viewed as a third person in an ontological trinity. The Nicene Creed is correct in affirming that the Holy Spirit proceeds both from the Father and the Son, both from God and from Jesus. Jesus came to do the will of his Father in heaven, and the Spirit continues this work within the lives of those who are being disciplined by faith in the Son. But this does not constitute a third person in an ontological trinity; it connotes a third factor in the process of creation and redemption, as in the Apostles’ Creed. We may remain content with the way the Apostles’ Creed explains the doctrine of trinity.
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