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Nicene Creed Series 5 – The Lord, The Giver of Life 

A prayer from Augustine: 

Almighty God, enter our hearts, and so fill us with your love, that, forsaking all evil desires, 
we may embrace you, our only good. Show us, for your mercies’ sake, O Lord our God, what 
you are to us. Say to our souls, “I am your salvation.” So, speak that we may hear. Our 
hearts are before you; open our ears; let us chase after your voice and take hold of you. 
Amen.  

Now if the ministry that brought death, which was engraved in letters on stone, came with 
glory, so that the Israelites could not look steadily at the face of Moses because of its 
glory, transitory though it was, 8 will not the ministry of the Spirit be even more glorious? 9 If 
the ministry that brought condemnation was glorious, how much more glorious is the 
ministry that brings righteousness! 10 For what was glorious has no glory now in comparison 
with the surpassing glory. 11 And if what was transitory came with glory, how much greater is 
the glory of that which lasts! 

12 Therefore, since we have such a hope, we are very bold. 13 We are not like Moses, who 
would put a veil over his face to prevent the Israelites from seeing the end of what was 
passing away. 14 But their minds were made dull, for to this day the same veil remains when 
the old covenant is read. It has not been removed, because only in Christ is it taken 
away. 15 Even to this day when Moses is read, a veil covers their hearts. 16 But whenever 
anyone turns to the Lord, the veil is taken away. 17 Now the Lord is the Spirit, and where the 
Spirit of the Lord is, there is freedom. 

2 Corinthians 3:7-17 

For our final sermon in this series, we turn to the third person of the Trinity—the Holy Spirit. 
In recent decades, much controversy has surrounded the Spirit’s work, but our concern 
this morning is simpler: what did the Nicene Creed consider essential to understand about 
the Spirit? 

If you watched the little history of the Nicene Creed that I held after church a couple 
Sundays ago, you would know that the creed we recite at church is not actually the one that 
we are celebrating the 1700th anniversary of. The creed we recite in church, the most 
commonly held creed in Christianity, is an adaption of the original from the Council of 
Constantinople in 381.  
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The section that changed the most between the original council of Nicaea in 325 and 
Constantinople in 381 is on the Holy Spirit. In the original creed of 325, it simply stated 
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“and the Holy Spirit,” without any other identifying aspects about who he is, or his ministry. 
You can see why they added to it later. This was not because people did not believe the 
Holy Spirit to be God, they did, they were simply preoccupied with their discussion on the 
Son. 

This might seem strange to us, but when we look at Scripture, we see why. The Spirit is 
rarely the focus of revelation, but He is the one doing the revealing. The Spirit shines the 
spotlight not on Himself but on Christ.  
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I have used this illustration before, JI Packer says that the Holy Spirit is like a floodlight 
shining on a cathedral at night. The light serves to illumine something beautiful otherwise 
unseen. To focus on the light itself would be to neglect the purpose of the light. If you are 
going for a walk at night and simply stare at the lamp you’re not going to get where you need 
to go. The same is true for the Spirit and the Son.   

Understanding the incarnation had to come first. The sending of the Son is the center of 
how God reveals himself. Once that truth was clear, the church could then turn to 
understand the Spirit who reveals and applies what God has done in Christ. 

Let us see what the Nicene Creed says about what we confess about the Holy Spirit: 
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And we believe in the Holy Spirit, 
      the Lord, the giver of life. 
      He proceeds from the Father and the Son, 
      and with the Father and the Son is worshiped and glorified. 
      He spoke through the prophets. 
      We believe in one holy catholic and apostolic church. 
      We a`irm one baptism for the forgiveness of sins. 
      We look forward to the resurrection of the dead, 
      and to life in the world to come. Amen.  

As we look at this, we see that the Creed first establishes the Holy Spirit’s divinity, a`irming 
he is the Lord. As we said when we spoke on the divinity of the Son, all the persons of the 
Trinity share the same perfect infinite divine nature. There is one divine essence, and three 
persons.  

Today, we often picture the Spirit as the “wild” member of the Trinity—the unpredictable 
one. But that’s not true. The persons of the Trinity do not di`er in character. To imagine 
otherwise would be to slip toward pagan understanding of the gods—the belief that there 
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are a bunch of gods all in competition with each other. God is not divided against 
Himself; the same holy wisdom, order, and love that dwell in the Father and the Son 
dwell in the Spirit. 

Slide 10 

We might also be tempted to think of the Holy Spirit as a kind of force rather than a person. 
In the Old Testament, we often see the Spirit of the Lord doing all kinds of powerful things. 
Coming upon Samson to destroy the Philistines, or upon Elijah when he performs miracles.  

In this we might think Samson is like Luke Skywalker, who wields the force against his 
enemies. There are some Christians today who think that if we simply learn to use faith in 
the right way we too can wield the Spiritual force in healing and other miracles. This is 
nothing new, even Simon the Sorcerer in Acts wanted to use God for his own means, on his 
own terms.  

But the Spirit is not a force, but a person. No less personal than Jesus or the Father. Jesus 
explicitly talks about the Spirit as a person, saying in Luke 12:13, “the Holy Spirit will teach 
you at that time what you should say.” The Spirit is a teacher, and I hope he is teaching you 
right now! In fact, I always pray before every sermon that the Spirit will preach a better word 
than I have been able to prepare, and I hope you pray yourself that the Spirit will speak to 
you through the word you receive. 
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As we recognize the Son is eternally “begotten,” the Spirit eternally “proceeds.” The Creed 
gets this language from John 15:26, “When the Advocate comes, whom I will send to you 
from the Father—the Spirit of truth who goes out [proceeds] from the Father—he will testify 
about me.” [As a side note, there is some di`erence between the East and West in whether 
we say the Holy Spirit proceeds from the Father alone, or from the Father and the Son. If 
you want to know more about that, I’m happy to talk about it, but this is not the place to do 
so]. 

The title that Jesus gives the Holy Spirt in this passage and elsewhere, “the Advocate,” or 
the Paraclete, is very instructive. The word is translated in various ways that teach us 
di`erent aspects about the Spirit. It is sometimes translated as ‘helper’ or ‘comforter’. In 
this sense, the Spirit comes as one who encourages us in di`icult times. Giving us the 
supreme comfort that the Heidelberg Catechism emphasizes.  

It can also be translated as “advocate,” or “counsellor.” In this sense, and this is the most 
technical Greek sense, the Spirit is like a heavenly lawyer who battles for us in the heat of 
the struggles of this life. On the other side, “Satan” is also a legal title, but as a prosecutor. 
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The Spirit pleads our case, our defense attorney, while the enemy accuses us, prosecuting 
us by pointing to our sin. Thankfully, the Holy Spirit isn’t paid by the hour! 
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After a`irming the Spirit’s deity, the Creed turns to His work on earth. Calling Him “the giver 
of life.” This is not just any life. Yes, the Holy Spirit is introduced to us at the very beginning 
of Genesis, hovering over the waters in creation, the but more importantly, he gives us 
eternal life.  

Calling the Spirit “the giver or life” includes all he does as explained in the Creed: inspiring 
Scripture, creating and sustaining the one holy catholic and apostolic Church, sealing 
baptism, forgiving sins, and bringing resurrection and eternal life. 

This is the Spirit as we experience Him: the one who gives and sustains life—from our 
conception to our new birth in Christ, and from creation’s dawn to its renewal. 
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Christians have often described the Father is the source, the Son as the one who brings 
God’s work into the world, and the Spirit as the one who completes and perfects it.  
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The theologian John Murray described salvation as, Redemption Accomplished and 
Applied. In the Trinity, Christ accomplished our redemption in his life and death, and the 
Spirit applies that redemption, bringing us new life. The Son saves us from sin’s penalty; the 
Spirit brings us the benefit—new life. 

Slide 15 

Or, in other terms, Christ justifies; the Spirit sanctifies. We are declared righteous by 
Christ’s sacrifice and made righteous through the Spirit’s ongoing work. 

Again, the doctrine of the Trinity is not sterile and academic, something for theologians to 
mull over away from the everyday Christian. The Holy Spirit is intimate and personal. God 
himself is present within you! He is not absent from you, or allergic to you, his is forming 
you. He is more intimate than any other being could ever be. So intertwined within you that 
only God himself could be there. Thinking about the Spirit should cause us to worship.  

Just as denying the Son’s deity destroys the gospel, so does denying the Spirit’s. Only God 
can unite us to God. The Spirit joins us to Christ and makes His benefits ours. We are truly 
delivered from God’s wrath for our sin by the work of Christ, but we are united to the life of 
God in the Spirit.  
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As Paul says in Romans 8:15, “The Spirit you received does not make you slaves, so that 
you live in fear again; rather, the Spirit you received brought about your adoption to 
sonship. And by him we cry, “Abba, Father.” In the Spirit we are remade, a part of God’s 
family. And this family is most clearly seen today in the church.  

The Creed teaches us, that of all the things that we see the Spirit do, clearest way we see 
the Spirit working today is in the Church. The Spirit inspires Scripture, which in turn creates 
the church. The Spirit applies the redemption accomplished by Christ through the “one, 
holy, catholic, and apostolic church.” The church anticipates the resurrection life we 
receive in the world to come. This is the means he chose to apply his salvation. 

When I was growing up, the work of the Spirit seemed to always be a more individual thing, 
some inner sensation or gift for you personally. But here we see the first thing the church 
does is bring together all those who he is working in. The church is the means of becoming 
holy through the work of the Spirit. 

Slide 17 

I think it is helpful to pause briefly on the four adjectives the Creed uses to describe this 
church, “one, holy, catholic, and apostolic.”  

First it is, “one.” This unity is spiritual before it is visible, grounded in our shared life in the 
Spirit. Visible expressions—the shared Scripture, worship, and fellowship that we have 
here this morning, or in our classis or denomination—flow from that deeper unity. We are 
not capable of making that Spiritual reality a physical reality in this age. 

However, one of the great ways we show we are part of the one church is by reciting the 
Creed! We stand together in a unity of faith.  
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Second, the creed says the church is “holy.” The holiness of the church is both a present 
reality and a goal for the church. The church is holy because it is united to the Holy Spirit.  

The Apostle Paul would often refer to the members of the church as “saints.” The word 
“saints” in Greek is hagioi, which literally means holy ones. The holiness that we get from 
being members of the church is from the Holy Spirit. As one of the writers of the Creed 
says, the Spirit is like a burning fire, and we are like iron waiting to be formed. As we are in 
the church, we are like irons placed in the fire, taking on the heat of the Spirit. That is what 
makes us holy ones, as we rest in his holiness.  
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That is not to say that we must be a certain way to be a part of God’s church, no, we are all 
sinful. What makes us holy is the work of the Spirit in us. We are all irons in the fire of the 
church, receiving God’s holiness on our behalf.  

Then to be ‘holy’ in the church, to take on the Spirit’s heat, means to do the kinds of things 
that the Holy Spirit does in the church. To advocate for those around you. To comfort them 
in their needs. To encourage fellow followers of Christ. To remind them what Christ has 
said. These are the fruit of the Spirit in the church. In that way the Spirit works through us to 
make his church.  
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Third, the church is ‘catholic’. To avoid confusion, we do not mean here the Roman Catholic 
Church, but the word ‘catholic’ simply means universal or whole. Most basically, wherever 
Christians are, there is the church, there is the work of the Spirit. The church is universal or 
catholic in many senses.  

It is universal in the sense that it includes all Christians of every nation. Confessing this 
truth might not seem important to us right now, but imagine what it means for Israeli and 
Palestinian Christians to say this to one another. That whatever their di`erences, Christ’s 
kingdom is above all, and the only eternal kingdom. That whatever strife we face on this 
earth now, that eternally all Christians are one through the Spirit in them. Racism is a 
denial of the church’s catholicity, just as denials of universal Christian teaching are denials 
of the catholicity of the church.  

Salvation is also universal in the sense that it touches all of life. The gospel is not only good 
news for the afterlife, but for all of life. All of life is lived before God, and his Spirit goes with 
us wherever we go. Confessing the universal nature of the church means confessing that 
God is with us in every situation.  
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Last, the church is Apostolic. By Apostolic we mean that the church is built on the teaching 
of the Apostles found in the New Testament. Right before this, the Creed states that the 
Holy Spirit “spoke through the prophets,” and the Apostles are counted among them. We 
see this even within the New Testament itself. Acts 2:42 says that the church devoted itself 
to the Apostle’s teaching. It is the Spirit’s inspiration of New Testament that created the 
church to begin with, and fittingly, this is what should define our life in the church today. 

When we say, “this is the Word of the Lord,” we are confessing that the Spirit is still 
speaking today through the word that he inspired in Scripture. We believe that Scripture is 
inspired, that is, in-Spirit-ed. While many of us wish that God would just tell us what he 
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wants directly, he does speak through Scripture. This is the primary way that the “giver of 
Life” gives his people eternal life, by applying his message of salvation in Scripture to his 
people.  

The same Spirit who inspired the prophets to write God’s word, is the one who fills you to 
read it, is the same Spirit who works through me to bring God’s word to you.  
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The Creed finishes with hope, and we should too. We should recognize that hope is also a 
work of the Spirit in our lives. As the Spirit fills us, we “look forward to the resurrection from 
the dead, and to the life of the world to come.” This eternal life is not merely one without 
pain and sin, but a life where we get to enjoy the Triune God that we have been worshipping 
through reciting this Creed.  

The life of the church should be an anticipation of our eternal life in the world to come. Our 
lives in the world should reflect the holiness we are being formed by in the church. The 
church should be filled with hope as we anticipate God’s full salvation when he comes 
again in glory.  

This is the only true and eternal God, and he calls us to know him deeper and deeper for all 
eternity. Here, we are glad to learn from those who came before us in this Creed, but we 
still see through a mirror darkly, then we will see him face to face, and we will rejoice. This is 
the God we love. Amen.  


