
CHRIST THE VICTOR 
UNDERSTANDING THE NICENE CREED – A GUIDE TO SOME OF ITS MORE DIFFICULT PHRASES 

The Nicene Creed is a clear and brief outline of the story of Scripture. Clarity and brevity make 
the creed very useful for the church as a memorable confession of the faith. However, they also 
mean that the creed contains very dense and technical language. What follows is a brief 
commentary on the Nicene Creed that explains some of its more difficult or technical words and 
phrases. 
The Father 

1. One God – Christians retain the central commitment of Judaism, “The Lord our God, the 
Lord is one” (Deuteronomy 6.4; see Mark 12.29).  
The Creed also presents the Lord as three in some sense, Father, Son, and Spirit. The 
Athanasian Creed offers helpful clarification to the three-ness and the oneness of God: 
We worship one God in Trinity, and Trinity in Unity; Neither confounding the Persons, nor 
dividing the Substance. For there is one Person of the Father, another of the Son, and another of 
the Holy Ghost. But the Godhead of the Father, of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost is all one: the 
glory equal, the majesty coeternal. Such as the Father is, such is the Son, and such is the Holy 
Ghost… So the Father is God, the Son is God, and the Holy Ghost is God. And yet they are not 
three Gods, but one God. So likewise the Father is Lord, the Son Lord, and the Holy Ghost Lord. 
And yet not three Lords, but one Lord. For like as we are compelled by the Christian verity to 
acknowledge every Person by Himself to be God and Lord, So are we forbidden by the 
catholic [universal/apostolic] religion to say, There be three Gods, or three Lords. 

2. Almighty – This is one of the central affirmations about God. His power, his capability, 
and his freedom are without limit. He is truly the infinite one, completely unique in his 
being. 

3. Creator – God as creator is the foundation of the biblical story. He alone is uncreated, 
and he alone is eternal. His creation includes ‘all things, visible and invisible.’ God is the 
creator not only of the physical world, but also of the spiritual realm. As creator he is the 
rightful ruler of all things. Sin and rebellion then, whether on the part of Satan or 
humanity, is justly punished because all created beings owe God worship and 
obedience. 



The Son  
1. The Person of the Son 

a. God from God… – The early church explained the Father begetting the Son with the 
illustration of fire. They said that when one uses a flame to ‘beget’ another flame, the 
second flame is no less fire than the first. Thus it is fire from fire. So too, the Son is 
God from God, no less divine than the Father who begat him. 

b. Begotten, not Created – In normal use, ‘begotten’ clearly implies a parent-child 
relationship. This would normally mean that the child came into being at a certain 
time in history, and is subordinate to the parents. This normal meaning poses a 
problem when we say that the eternal Son of God is the only begotten of the Father. 
The Nicene Creed was drafted in response to the great false teacher Arius, who 
claimed that the Son did in fact come into being at some point, that he was not 
eternal, and that he is a part of the creation, not equal with but subordinate to God. 
The Creed makes explicit that begotten cannot mean that the Son is a created being, 
that he has a beginning, or that he is lower than the Father. Begotten defines the 
relationship of the Son to the Father in the context of their co-eternality and co-
equality. It describes the function of the Son in the working of God’s plan and 
purposes without describing him as lower than or less than God.  

c. Of the Same Essence – This phrase is one word in Greek (homoousion). This became 
the standard language to describe the way in which God is one. He is one in 
essence/being/substance. 

2. The Work of the Son 
a. Incarnate – Latin for ‘Made into Flesh’  
b. Became Human – Later, the Chalcedonian Definition (AD 451) will clarify that the 

Son became completely human while remaining completely divine, uniting the two 
natures in one person. From the Definition of Chalecedon: 
…Begotten of the Father before the ages, but yet as regards his humanity begotten, for us and 
for our salvation, of Mary the Virgin, the God-bearer; one and the same Christ, Son, Lord, 
Only-begotten, recognized in two natures, without confusion, without change, without 
division, without separation; the distinction of natures being in no way annulled by the 
union, but rather the characteristics of each nature being preserved and coming together to 
form one person and subsistence… 



c. Who for us too was crucified… – The events of Jesus’ passion garner special 
attention because they are the climax of the biblical story and of human history. 

The Holy Spirit 
1. Proceeds from the Father [and the Son] – ‘And the Son’ is known as the Filioque clause 

(Latin for ‘and the Son’). The original creed produced by the council of Constantinople 
read in the Holy Spirit section: “We believe in the Holy Spirit…who proceeds from the 
Father.” The Western Church added the phrase “and the Son” in order to clarify the 
deity of the Son and the equality of the persons of the Trinity. The Eastern Church never 
accepted what they viewed as an unauthorized addition to the Creed that subjected the 
Spirit to the other two members of the Trinity. For this reason ‘and the Son’ will often 
appear in brackets. 

2. Together with the Father and the Son – The Creed makes strong affirmations of the 
equality of the Spirit with the Father and Son as distinct persons of the one God. 

3. Spoke through the Prophets – The only mention of Scripture in the Creed affirms the 
doctrine of inspiration (that Scripture is God’s own word). 

The Church, Baptism, and Our Hope 
1. One – The Unity of the Church; In Christ through the Holy Spirit, the church possesses 

an organic unity that diversity cannot destroy. The one church may be identified as the 
‘invisible’ body of Christ, however, this should not keep us from recognizing the 
“immensely formidable unity” of the visible church (C.S. Lewis, Preface to On the 
Incarnation, SVS Press, 2011, p.14).  

2. Holy – The Character of the Church; As the people of God in this age, the church is 
called to represent Christ and his kingdom in the world. We are set apart from the world 
as a royal priesthood, and yet still present in the world as a living sacrifice. The holiness 
of the church is the witness of God’s presence and power in our midst. 

3. Catholic – The Scope of the Church; The church of Jesus Christ is united across space 
and time. The catholicity of the church affirms the unity not only between individuals or 
between denominations, but also between the church’s farthest reaches, ancient and 
modern, west and east, high and low. Catholicity affirms real continuity and 
connectivity both historically and presently among the communion of saints.1 

                                                           1 For more on CTV’s use of the term ‘catholic,’ please see the Appendix 6, The Use of the Term Catholic (p.173). 



4. Apostolic – The Foundation and Mission of the Church; The apostolicity of the church 
speaks first to the authoritative definition of the faith by the apostles. Their writings and 
the witness to their acts are the final and normative source of the Christian faith. Our 
apostolicity also demands that we enter into the apostolic mission to declare the gospel 
‘to the ends of the earth’ (Acts 1.8). In the words of Thomas Oden, “it is a necessary 
feature of the apostolic tradition that it both guard the original testimony and make it 
understandable in these new cultural settings. Failing either is to default on the apostolic 
tradition. Far from implying immobility, apostolicity requires constant adaptation of the 
ancient apostolic testimony to new historical situations and languages, yet without 
changing or modifying or diluting the primitive witness” (Life in the Spirit, 
HarperSanFrancisco, 1992, pp.353–54). 

5. Baptism for the Forgiveness of Sin – A near direct quotation of Peter in Acts 2.38; For the 
early church, water baptism, the baptism of the Holy Spirit, and regeneration (new life) 
are a single event. A person was not regarded as Christian until they had been baptized. 
Later controversies would demand that the church clarify the theological relationship of 
water baptism and regeneration.  

6. We Look For… – The hope of eternity is at the heart of our faith. As Paul says, “If in 
Christ we have hope in this life only, we are of all people most to be pitied” (1 
Corinthians 15.19). 


