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How Christians Believe 2 

The church’s confession 
 

 

We live in a world filled with a cacophony of different voices. These voices are 

political, economic, religious and personal. They are heard over the airwaves, in the 

streets, in our homes and in our heads. Each voice confesses a kind of “creed”: a 

theory about who we are, who “they” are, and about what is to be done between us 

and them. Occasionally, here and there, the cacophony resolves into dialogue; 

understanding is advanced, reconciliation of difference achieved. But perhaps most 

evident to us is the difference which creates the white noise of so much differing 

opinion. 

In the midst of all that is the voice of the church with its creed. The church’s creed, at 

one level, is just one more voice among the many. And yet, in our particular society, 

the delegated place of the so-called “religious” voice is peripheral. “Religion”, though 

central to the lives of many citizens, is generally considered by the body politic to 

belong to the realm of the private, as distinct from the public discourse about things 

which are not private but which we have in common as a community. 

The readings we have heard this morning were chosen because in different kinds of 

ways they reflect something of the nature and scope of the people of God. From the 

prophet Isaiah we heard of the people formed by God himself, that they might declare 

his praise. The psalmist sang that unless the Lord builds a house the work is in vain. 

From the letter to the Ephesians we hear a very high ecclesiology, speaking of the 

church as Christ’s body, the “fullness of him who fills all in all”. And from Matthew’s 

gospel the establishment of Peter as the foundation upon which the church would be 

built, and as the one who holds the keys of the kingdom. 

Even to Christians there is something terrifying about how the Bible sometimes 

describes the people of God. The terror is found in the way in which what is, in our 

experience, a fallible worldly and historical entity is invested with other-worldly 

significance. To the modern mind religion continually overreaches in this way. Our 

current geopolitical realities are in no small part determined by a confusion of 

religious convictions with apparently secular politics. As it is generally understood 

today the purpose of the separation of religion and the state is to limit the influence of 

religious faith in the secular politics, on the conviction that such a separation is the 

safest way to proceed for the largest number of the citizens of the modern, western 

state. But I will propose today that the creed around which the church, at least, gathers 

is inherently political, and indeed more truly and comprehensively political than most 

seemingly secular politics.  

  



 

There are two dimensions of the political character of Christian confession on which 

we will focus this morning. The first is the political origin of Christian faith. Christian 

belief springs from a fundamental experience which, at first glance, does not look 

political at all and yet gives it its peculiar political character. That fundamental 

experience is the resurrection of Jesus. Yet the importance of the resurrection is not 

for the reason which might first seem obvious – its miraculous character. The 

church’s experience of the resurrection had two stages. The first was the sheer 

surprise of the circle of Jesus’ followers: the one they saw humiliated, tortured, nailed 

to a cross, dead, bound and buried is now alive. This first experience of the 

resurrection was of the reversal of a death into life, and the emphasis of the surprised 

community of disciples fell on the second part of their exclamation: Jesus is risen.  

Yet the resurrection, in itself, is rather less important than it might seem. Even if it 

actually happened, and the testimony of the church ended there, a sneaky little “so 

what?” will eventually find its way into our hearts and minds: what can such a blip in 

the natural order of things actually mean? What can the restoration of a loved one to 

his friends so long ago be for us, here, today? 

In fact, the testimony of the church is not simply that Jesus “rose”. The second aspect 

of the church’s experience of the resurrection of Jesus was the light it shone on the 

cross. As the reflection of the church developed the emphasis in the preaching shifted 

from “risen” to “Jesus”: Jesus is risen. Here the surprising thing in the proclamation is 

not that a dead person might stop being dead, which is remarkable enough. The 

surprise is, rather, that of all the people who might raised, it was Jesus. This is about 

as counter-intuitive to common Christian (and even non-Christian) thinking as we can 

get. We in the church today, and those who’ve heard our story, tend to imagine that, if 

anyone would be raised it would be Jesus, for we already know that he is the good 

guy.  

Yet at the heart of the Christian testimony is not the miracle that Jesus stopped being 

dead, but that, if he was indeed the divine “Son”, he died as he did in the first place. 

This is the contradiction at the heart of the Christian confession or, more helpfully, the 

mystery (in the sense we considered a number of months ago). This paradox is that the 

one who is revealed as righteous in the resurrection was also “revealed” as 

unrighteous by virtue of the cross. Or, at least, this was how things looked. 

And it is here that the second dimension of the political nature of the church’s 

confession is revealed: the resurrection casts a judgement on the political 

machinations which led to Jesus’ crucifixion. If the resurrection is positive in that it 

reveals the power of God even over death, it is negative in that it declares judgement 

on the judgement of those who crucified Jesus. Jesus was judged unrighteous, and that 

judgement was apparently confirmed in the manner of his death. Yet this judgement is 

itself judged when, unexpectedly, Jesus returns to be reckoned with again. That the 

crucifixion was demanded as an act of religious piety – ridding the community of a 

dangerous heretic – makes the judgement all the more poignant. The capacity of the 

pious to recognise the presence or absence of God is thrown radically into question. 

The people of God – in the first instance the Jews, in the second instance the church – 

fundamentally misreads the presence of God. 

This is embodied in the creed itself. Last week we noted that the shape or “geometry” 

of the creed reflects the conviction that God and the world have a defining 

intersection in the person of the Son. This was a revolutionary thought in its context, 

and its oddness is reflected in the second article (or main paragraph) being so much 



 

longer than the other two. But the intersection of God and the world in Jesus is not 

merely a formal or theoretical one. It is an intersection through a particular history: 

the history of a person who was crucified under certain historical circumstances for 

particular political and religious reasons. That is, politics – the interactions of human 

beings in their social affairs – is here in the middle of the church’s account of how its 

God works, and this political action is characterised as violence towards God. The 

Creed is a confession, in the sense of being a communal statement of particular things 

to which believers adhere. But it is also a confession in the sense that it speaks a truth 

about the nature of human political existence. It does not simply inject another 

religious opinion into the already overloaded airwaves, assaulting further the hearing 

of anyone who dares uncover their ears. It declares an opinion, indeed, but it properly 

does so in the spirit of confession. It declares, from the point of view of salvation, that 

creeds and confessions kill – kill even the Lord of glory they are intended to glorify 

(cf. 1 Corinthians 2.8). Jesus is risen, the creed proclaims, reminding us at the same 

time that he did not die of natural causes but because of creeds – convictions about 

piety and political stability which determined that Jesus could not be the Christ. 

We have here, we might say, a creed against creeds – a statement of the faith we 

confess which passes judgement on us and calls us to confession not now merely of 

our faith, but of our sin. It is in this sense that the political character of Christian 

confession is more comprehensively political than other options. For here is the 

dynamic of our lives together described and declared to be overcome. We must 

believe something, and act. But as pious, as well-calculated or as well-intended as 

these actions may be, it is no difficult thing to miss the mark. (It is perhaps worth 

nothing in passing that “miss the mark” – as an archer might miss the target – is the 

base meaning of the Greek word harmatia, which is translated as “sin” in English 

Bibles.) 

Our righteousness is in relation not to the correctness of our creeds and prayers or the 

intentions behind our actions – whether these creeds look religious or secular. Our 

righteousness is in God’s making good of us. What it means for God to make good of 

us we will consider in more depth in the next few weeks.  

For now, the important point is, perhaps, a surprising one: that to confess the creed of 

the church is an act of humility. We are present in a number of ways in the creed but 

not least are we present as those whose seeming good judgement is judged, as those in 

whose hands laws and creeds become hard and sharp and instruments of death. 

To confess the faith of the church is not simply to express an opinion about what is so 

with respect to the gods. It is also to speak about what we are capable of, for evil as 

well as for good.  And it is to give thanks that, though our very best can sometimes 

lead us to disaster, the story the creed tells is of God’s capacity to take even our 

disasters and use these not for condemnation but for healing, forgiveness and new life. 

Let us, then, confess our faith in boldness and in humility, unto God’s greater glory 

and, what is the same thing, unto our greater humanity  

Amen. 

*** 


