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I. Some History 

 

It's a long creed. There's no way around it. Compared to the Apostles and Nicene Creeds, the 

Athanasian Creed is a long one, and it's normally reserved in the church year only for this, the 

Sunday of the Holy Trinity. It can be difficult to get young children to mind while people recite 

phrase after phrase, and you and I will find out minds wandering during the course of those two 

columns. It's not just long, but it's a bit strange-sounding, too-rather repetitive in places, it seems. I'll 

confess that, while we were growing up, my sister and I were giggling by the time we finished 

declaring God-Father, Son and Holy Ghost-to be uncreate, incomprehensible and eternal. To us kids, 

the details of the Creed seemed ridiculous. To us adults, we may approach it saying, "Oh no, not 

again." 

 

However, there's a special reason why our Old Adam doesn't like saying the Athanasian Creed-or the 

Apostles' or Nicene Creeds, for that matter. It's the same reason why the creeds were written in the 

first place: they spell out who God is. They say what God says about Himself in the Bible. They do 

so in a clear, no-nonsense form that doesn't allow Old Adam a chance to revise who God is. They 

declare that salvation is solely His work, which should be especially Good News for us who can't 

manage to say two columns about God without daydreaming. 

 

The creeds of Christianity were not formed on a lark, because early Christians needed to fill a few 

more minutes of worship with something. The creeds were formed because Christianity was under 

attack. Early on, a bishop named Arius promoted the heresy that Jesus wasn't God, but the first 

creation of God. Therefore, Jesus was neither quite God nor man. Up to then, the Trinity and the 

Incarnation had simply been accepted by Christians, with no need for a defense. Now, Arius' heresy 

swept through Christendom and nearly took over, and look at the damage it carried. If Jesus wasn't 

quite God, He couldn't quite atone for the sins of the world. If Jesus wasn't quite man, He couldn't 

offer Himself in man's place on the cross. Salvation was at stake! Thus the Lord raised up another 

bishop named Athanasius, who opposed Arius with the Word of God. This wasn't a struggle of two 

men having a chat over coffee: Athanasius was exiled no less than five times! To make sure that 

Arianism never found a place in Christianity, the Church put together a creed from Scripture to spell 

out the identity of God: it was called the Nicene Creed. 

 

Later on, new questions arose about the Trinity and about Jesus. It was suggested that Father, Son 

and Holy Spirit were not equally God, but that perhaps one was more God than the others. It was a 

dangerous heresy: were that the case, then-for one thing-one would deserve and receive more 

worship than the others. So, for instance, if the Father were greatest, then Christians should worship 

Him more and speak of Jesus less. New teachings arose about Jesus, too, maintaining that He could 

not possibly be fully God and fully man. Once again, salvation was at stake: if Jesus were anything 
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less than fully God and man, He couldn't redeem the world from sin. 

 

Once again, a creed was formed, rooted in the Word of God. The first half dealt with the identity of 

the Trinity, declaring Father, Son and Holy Spirit to be coequal, eternal and beyond our 

comprehension. The second half dealt with the Incarnation, declaring Jesus to be fully God and fully 

man. It was named in honor of one who had contended for the Gospel in an earlier crisis: it was 

called the Athanasian Creed. It's still a bit long for our modern tastes as it sums up the doctrine of 

God; however, you've got to admit that it's a bit shorter than simply reading together Genesis 1:1 

through Revelation 22:21. 

 

The long and the short of it is this: these creeds of the Church (the Apostles', Nicene and Athanasian) 

declare who God is. By faithfully summarizing the Word, they keep us on track in the one true faith. 

It doesn't kill us to say them. But many others, by the grace of God, have died to preserve that 

doctrine for us to say. 

 

We live in a different time, where creeds are dismissed as unimportant: "Deeds, not creeds," 

"missions, not doctrine" is a rallying cry among some Christians, as if these are opposed to each 

other. This is not a good thing. There is immense pressure upon Christians today not to be specific 

about who God is. Rather than identify God explicitly, we are encouraged to view Him as a kindly 

old grandfather who sits in a chair and smiles indulgently while we walk around His living room and 

break His things. We are given the impression that God gives us a wink and says, "It doesn't matter 

if you know who I am or keep My laws. Just know that I love you." 

 

If you're married, try that on your spouse sometime: "I really don't care to know your name or who 

you are or what you do. Just know that I love you and be there at my beck and call." It's not exactly a 

pledge of deep and abiding love. But that's how Old Adam wants us to regard God. You see, if we 

get specific about who God is, we upset old sinful natures and people start to fight. But more to the 

point: if we get specific about who God is, we'll see how astounding His grace and salvation truly 

are. 

 

II. Who God Is and What He Does 

 

Who is God? Let's take a quick look at the Athanasian Creed to find out, and we'll do it this way: 

imagine that you're a bug. 

 

I recently read a sermon where the preacher suggested that you imagine yourself as a grasshopper 

inside somebody's hand. If you're inside the fist, there are two sensations you have. One is a feeling a 

relative powerlessness: the one who's got you is far more powerful than you are. The other is a 

feeling of fear: the one who's got you can crush you and end your life at any time. 

 

Apart from the Word of God, this is pretty much all that man can know about God. Logically, He's 

eternal-otherwise, He'd need to be created by somebody. Obviously, He's powerful, since He created 

all things. Clearly, He's incomprehensible, for our tiny minds will never understand one so great.  

 

So, man can sense that God is eternal, powerful and incomprehensible. This leads to a common 

theme in every religion except Christianity: whoever God is, you'd better work hard in order to 

please Him, or else He'll crush you like a bug. If He's bigger than you are, then you'd better be on 

your best behavior. Thus, every other religion boils down to your works. 
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Now, the first half of the Athanasian Creed spells out who God is. He is one God in three persons-

Father, Son and Holy Ghost. All three persons are almighty, eternal, coequal, and incomprehensible, 

and the Creed is quite clear: "Whosoever will be saved, before all things it is necessary that he 

hold…that we worship one God in Trinity and the Trinity in Unity." This only makes sense: if you 

believe that God is somebody different, then you believe in a different God. 

 

However, after the first half of the Creed, we're still the bug in the hand. We know that God is three 

persons, all of whom are eternal, powerful and incomprehensible. But if that is all we know, then the 

message of Christianity will be that we'd better work hard to please Him. Maybe three times harder. 

That's why the second half hones in to talk about Jesus. 

 

This is the astounding truth that you confess: the Son of God became man. He is fully God because 

He was begotten of God and fully human because He was born of Mary. And while He is equal with 

God the Father according to His Godhood, He did not become man to throw His incomprehensible 

and eternal power around. He didn't become flesh to make a close up inspection of mankind and tell 

us to shape up or else. He became flesh to serve! He suffered and died on the cross. He descended 

into hell and rose the third day from the dead. He ascended into heaven and sits on the right hand of 

the Father, and He will come to judge the quick and the dead. Why did He do all this? The Creed 

says, "He suffered for our salvation." The eternal, powerful, incomprehensible Son suffered for your 

salvation! 

 

Jesus-the Son-is how God makes Himself most known to us, so that we might know that He is 

merciful and loving; so that we might know that He desires to serve, to seek and to save the lost. 

This is your hope and your life: you're not a bug in the fist of God. The one true God does not 

demand that you serve Him enough to be saved. He declares that He has served you enough to save 

you. 

 

Now, some will object and say, "God is still a cruel God. He still insists that you follow His laws. If 

you do what you want to do and sin, He still condemns you. So what's the difference between Him 

and any other?" The difference is this: all of those false gods say, "If you do well enough, then I'll 

save you. If you disobey me, then you'll never earn heaven." The one true God says this: "I have 

already saved you. My Son already died for you. Heaven is already yours. You don't have to earn it. 

Rather, I warn you away from sin because sin wants you to throw your salvation away, and I don't 

want you to throw your salvation away." 

 

That's the one true God-Father, Son and Holy Ghost-that you confessed in the Creed this morning, 

the God who has already given you salvation and desires to keep you in that life forever. You heard 

this amazing truth elsewhere today: you heard it in the epistle lesson. 

 

III. The Epistle for Today (Finally) 

 

It's a short epistle lesson for this Sunday of the Holy Trinity, and it ends with what is known as the 

apostolic benediction: The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, and the love of God, and the communion 

of the Holy Spirit be with you all. Our liturgies for Matins and Vespers end with this blessing. But 

have you considered all that it proclaims? 

 

The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ… The grace. It doesn't say "the requirements of our Lord Jesus 
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Christ be with you," but "grace of the Lord Jesus Christ. Your Savior does not say: "I came to earth 

to set the standard of behavior; if you live up to what I have done, then I'll save you." He doesn't say, 

"Seeing as how mankind treated Me so terribly when I came to dwell among you, you'd better shape 

up or else." He declares, "I became fully man to go to the cross for you. I lived a perfect life to give 

you credit for My perfection. I died your death to take away your sins. I rose again to give you 

eternal life, and I give it to you freely!" Your salvation is by grace alone-it is a gift already given by 

Jesus. He has already saved you. He bids you to repent of sin-not to earn salvation, but to be 

separated from those things that would condemn you. 

 

The love of God… The love. It doesn't say, "The terrifying holiness and demanding righteousness of 

God be with you," but "the love of God." God the Father does not declare, "I've seen how mankind 

treated My Son, and you're on thin ice. I desire that you live a life in terror of Me, constantly fearful 

that I will condemn you." No, instead He proclaims, "It is true that you should be terrified of the 

damnation that sin brings, but do not be terrified of Me. I come to you with love, not fear. I love you 

so much that I have given My only Son to die in your place. I have purchased you at the price of His 

holy blood. Because I have paid that price, salvation is free to you. Avoid sin, for each sin seeks to 

rob you of this gift. But when you do sin, do not fear that I am an angry God who dangles you over 

the pit of hell, waiting to drop you in. Confess your sin with the confidence that I desire to have 

mercy upon you for Jesus' sake. I want to give you grace and life forever." 

 

The communion of the Holy Spirit… The communion. It doesn't say, the "examination and division 

of the Holy Spirit be with you." In other words, the Lord does not send His Holy Spirit out to 

examine your works and see if you're worthy of salvation. He does not maintain a checklist to see if 

you've done enough to come into God's presence. Instead, He sends His Holy Spirit with forgiveness 

to give you; and by that forgiveness freely given, He makes you worthy to be with the Lord. He 

brings you into His presence. He did not come to you at your Baptism to install a black box on your 

soul, to monitor your every move and find fault; He came to give you forgiveness, to make you a 

child of God. He does not come in His Word and Supper now to threaten, "You'd better shape up or 

I'm cutting you off." Instead, He declares, "Apart from the forgiveness Jesus has won, you would be 

cut off, so here: have some more grace." 

 

The benediction of every other god will go like this: "Remember my demands and keep them. If you 

do, I'll save you." Salvation is not a gift, but a faraway prize; and even if you seek to obey, you'll 

find only a false god who has no salvation to give. Your God-the one, true, Triune God-comes 

instead to serve, to warn you of sin and give you salvation. 

 

He has already saved you at His own cost, not yours. He continues to give this grace freely. That is 

why we rejoice to confess, boldly and clearly, who He is and what He's done. That is why we rejoice 

to hear His benediction, full of giving to us: the grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, the love of God, and 

the communion of the Holy Ghost be with you all. 


