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“I believe in Jesus Christ, his only Son, our Lord”

Sermon for Lent I (February 10), 2008

The past two weeks we have talked about the first sentence in the Apostles’ Creed: “I believe in God the Father almighty, maker of heaven and earth.”  Today we are looking at the second sentence in the Creed: “And [I believe] in Jesus Christ, his only Son, our Lord.”  
The entire second paragraph of the Apostles’ Creed is focused on the nature and person of Jesus of Nazareth.  Paragraph one is very brief on the Father.  Likewise, paragraph three deals very briefly with the Holy Spirit, the Church, and the redeemed life of the Christian believer.  But paragraph two, dealing with Jesus, is very detailed.  Why?  Because the Creeds were put together at a time in which the nature and person of Jesus were under attack.  The first four centuries of the Church were roiled with controversies over Jesus.  Some said he was a great man but not God; others argued that he was God but not really a human being.  The orthodox Christian belief, expressed in the Creed, is that Jesus is both God and man.  To quote the Creed of St. Athanasius, “our Lord Jesus Christ, the Son of God, is God and Man; God, of the substance of the Father, begotten before the worlds: and Man of the substance of his Mother, born in the world.”
The term “Christ” is the Greek equivalent of the Hebrew word “Messiah.”  Both words mean “anointed one.”  Both the OT and the Jewish people themselves held many different ideas about the Messiah.  One of the most prevalent was that he would be a royal descendent of David who would reestablish the nation of Israel to the greatness it had in the days of David and Solomon. 
The name “Jesus” in Hebrew (“Joshua”) means “God saves,” or, we might say, “God to the rescue.”

Now this brings up the question: why do we need a savior?  What is it that we need to be saved or redeemed from?  For some people today, life seems to be just fine.  They don’t seem to feel they need any help.  But for most of us, we long for a savior.  Particularly when tragedy or sickness, disappointment or failure, or the prospect of death confront us.  And even if we don’t experience great tragedy, most human beings seem to instinctively know that there is something better for us than what we experience in day-to-day life.

That’s why so many people pursue pleasure or riches, power or fame, or a life dedicated to drugs or alcohol.  They’re looking for something better, something more fulfilling than their present lives.
But to fully understand why we human beings need a savior, we need to know and believe what the Bible and our Christian faith tell us about the origin and purpose of man.  The book of Genesis tells us that God created the first human beings, Adam and Eve, in God’s own image and likeness: “And God said, Let us make man in our image, after our likeness; and let them have dominion over the fish of the sea, and over the fowl of the air, and over the cattle, and over all the earth, and over every creeping thing that creepeth upon the earth.  So God created man in his own image, in the image of God created he him; male and female created he them” (Gen. 1:26-27).
God created the original human beings to be like God himself: to have dominion over the earth and to be co-rulers, with God, over the creation.  But God also gave human beings the gift of free will, meaning that they were not robots or automatons, but free beings who could actually choose whether to obey God and live in communion with Him forever, or choose to disobey God and try to live on their own without Him.
As we all know, Adam and Eve, listening to the fallen angel Satan, who spoke to Eve under the form of a serpent, chose to disobey God.  The result was what we call “the Fall,” since these first human beings “fell” from the grace, innocence, and perfection in which God created them.  They became subject to suffering, disharmony, and death; and they were ultimately expelled from the Paradise in which God had placed them.
The Bible and our Christian faith also teach us that all human beings since Adam and Eve have inherited Adam and Eve’s sin nature.  This is what is called the doctrine of Original Sin.  And we have also inherited suffering, disharmony, and death, which are the results of sin.  This means that all human beings since Adam and Eve have an innate tendency to choose evil, to prefer ourselves and our desires over God and His ways.
But the Bible and our Christian faith also teach us that God was not content to let matters stay like this but instead intervened in human history to provide a way of escape and rescue for the human beings He had created.  He did so through a series of covenants, or solemn agreements: first with Noah, then with Abraham, next through Moses, and finally in the person of Jesus of Nazareth, God’s only son.  God sent Jesus to live as a human being in order to break the curse, the disease of sin and death, and to make it possible for human beings to be reunited with God.  As St. Paul says so poignantly, “For since by man came death, by man came also the resurrection of the dead.  For as in Adam all die, even so in Christ shall all be made alive” (1 Cor 15:21-22).

So when we say, “I believe in Jesus Christ, his only Son, our Lord,” what we’re saying is that we believe in a God who loved us fallen, sinful human beings so much that He sent His only-begotten Son into the world to restore us to wholeness and harmony with God.  This means that Jesus was not merely good man or great religious teacher but the actual Son of God who became a human being and was incarnated at a specific time and place in human history.
Sin separates us from God, and the ultimate consequence of sin is eternal death.  But through his incarnation, life of perfect obedience, passion, death, resurrection, and ascension, Jesus made it possible for us to be reunited with God—just as Adam and Eve were before they sinned and fell.

And in this morning’s Gospel, by the way, we see Jesus resisting temptation from the devil to commit sin.  Adam and Eve, when presented with temptation by the devil, gave in and thus sinned.  So here we see Jesus reversing the pattern of the first human beings and instead choosing obedience to God.

For the possibility of eternal life and union with God to become actual for each one of us, we have to believe in Jesus of Nazareth as the Christ, the Messiah, the Son of God.  We also must confess and recognize and acknowledge him as our Lord.  That means that we not only recognize Jesus of Nazareth as God, the Second Person of the Trinity; but also that we recognize, accept, and acknowledge Jesus of Nazareth as the master, the boss, the number one person and thing in our lives.
May each one of us use this time of Lent to make Jesus Christ the true master, Lord, boss, and number one person and thing in our lives.
