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It is good to be here this morning in the Lord's house on this week between Christmas and New 

Year's and our final Sunday of 2018. This morning we are going to look together at just one 

verse. We will look together at the verse that we just heard, 1 Timothy 3:16 as the final Sunday 

in our Advent series on the incarnation of Christ. When we look at this verse, we will see that in 

it there is a creedal confession, a short summary of the heart of Christian doctrine or belief or 

teaching. These short summaries help us remember essential points of our faith and what 

distinguishes Christianity. Have you ever forgotten your own cell phone number and had to 

look up your own contact information? When you try to remember your phone number, one of 

the ways is to break up those numbers into a sequence of three, three and four. It makes it 

easier to remember things are important. You can easily remember your Social Security number 

in the same way, by breaking it up into little sections. Remembering things that are important 

really matters, and throughout the history of the church, remembering what we believe is vital 

and life-giving for our faith. What I would like to do this morning is look at the importance of 

these creedal confessions. This one in particular is the shortest one in the New Testament, just 

a single verse. It is a bridge to look at a larger creedal confession that is the most used today in  

the Christian church worldwide: the Nicene Creed. As we have read Athanasius' work On the 

Incarnation this Advent, we are going to look at his legacy and the impact that takes shape in 

the Nicene Creed. What you believe is important. How do you remember it? How do you 

remember a short summary of these vital life-giving truths?  
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What is Christianity all about? Can you say it in one sentence? Most of us would say: “It's about 

that Jesus loves me,” and as true as that is, there is more to it than that. Christianity isn't just a 

subjective experience. It isn't something that benefits just you or me. Christianity is about 

something that really happened in the world, and Christmas is about something that really 

happened that changed the world. It is something that happened that changed all of us. Paul 

says it this way in 1 Timothy 3:16:  

     “Great indeed, we confess, is the mystery of godliness:  

He was manifested in the flesh,  

vindicated by the Spirit,  

seen by angels,  

proclaimed among the nations,  

believed on in the world,  

taken up in glory. “ 

The word mystery in the Bible means God's will disclosed, made known. It is not something 

mysterious. It is not science fiction. It is not available on Netflix. It is something that can be 

known of God that is now revealed—God's mysteries, His will made known to us. What is it? 

God's will is centered in Christ, and these six short statements in this verse help us keep in our 

mind and heart what Christmas is all about, what Christianity is all about. It's about Jesus Christ, 

that “He was manifested in the flesh.” There is the incarnation, what we have looked at all the 

weeks of Advent. “He was vindicated by the Spirit; seen by angels, proclaimed among the 

nations, believed on in the world, and taken up into glory.” One sentence. What is Christianity 

about? It's about Christ. Notice that Paul doesn't even use the word Jesus Christ. He uses that 

single pronoun He. Christianity is about Christ: He was manifested in the flesh. He really came 

to this world. He was vindicated by the Spirit; seen by angels; proclaimed among the nations; 

believed on in the world; and taken up into glory. Christianity in one sentence, and each one of 

these phrases is a summary or a handle of Christian truth.  

 

“He was manifested in the flesh.” If you have been around Kenwood lately, this phrase should 

resonate with you in a new and powerful way. John 1:14 says: “The Word became flesh and 

dwelt among us.” Hebrews 2:14: “Since therefore the children share in flesh and blood, He 

Himself likewise partook of the same things.”  

“He was vindicated by the Spirit.” What does this handle refer to? The gospel writers tell us in 

Matthew 3:16-17: 

     “And when Jesus was baptized, immediately he went up from the water, and behold, the    

     heavens were opened to Him, and He saw the Spirit of God descending like a dove and    

     coming to rest on Him; and behold, a voice from heaven said, ‘This is My beloved Son, with    

     whom I am well pleased.’” 
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We read in John 1:32-34, John the Baptist said, and what a view this must have been: 

     “I saw the Spirit descend from heaven like a dove, and it remained on Him. . . .And I have    

     seen and have borne witness that this is the Son of God.” 

“He was manifested in the flesh; vindicated by the spirit; He was seen by angels.” Angels 

gathered around at His birth. We read that when Jesus triumphed over the devil in the 

wilderness, angels came and minister to Him. When Jesus came in obedience to the Father to 

the Garden of Gethsemane and prayed, “Father, if there is any other way to save humanity, let 

this cup pass from Me, nevertheless not My will but Yours be done,” all of a sudden, Luke tells 

us, “an angel from heaven appeared and strengthened Him.” Angels saw Him, but I think the 

best angelic view was on that first Easter morning. Luke tells us that when the women came to 

the empty tomb, two men were there in dazzling apparel. It turns out they weren't ordinary 

men. These are not the kind of men that you find at the gym. These are not the kind of men 

that you find at the Verizon store. These are the kind of men in dazzling appearance who tell 

the disciples: “Why do you seek the living among the dead. He is not here; He is risen!”  

“Jesus was seen by angels; He was proclaimed among the nations.” Jesus Himself said the 

gospel must be proclaimed to all nations. After His resurrection, Jesus told the disciples: “Go, 

and make disciples of all nations.” Paul wrote in his letter to the Romans, Romans 1:1-6: 

     “Paul, a servant of Christ Jesus, called to be an apostle, set apart for the gospel of God,. . .     

     concerning His Son, . . . Jesus Christ our Lord, through Whom we have received grace and    

     apostleship to bring about the obedience of faith for the sake of His name among all  

     the nations.” 

The Word is proclaimed, and as that Word is proclaimed, Jesus is believed on in the world. As 

the Word of Christ, the Word about Christ, goes out, people are told and they believe. Acts 4:4 

says: “Many of those who heard the Word believed.” Acts 13:48 says: 

     “And when the [nations] heard this, they began rejoicing and glorifying the Word of the Lord,    

     and as many as were appointed to eternal life believed.” 

I’ll never forget the very first young man, a Chinese graduate student, for whom the Lord used 

me as the final leg of his journey in coming to trust Jesus Christ. It was such an honor and a 

privilege and to see that many had sown gospel seeds in his life long before I arrived. As Jesus is 

proclaimed in the world, people actually believe. It's amazing.  

The next line in this creedal confession is that “Jesus was taken up into glory.” He ascended and 

His disciples saw this. We read in Mark 16:19: 

     “So then the Lord Jesus, after He had spoken to them, was taken up into heaven and sat    

     down at the right hand of God.”   
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In Acts 1, as the disciples spent 40 days with Jesus after His resurrection, He taught them about 

the kingdom, and then He was lifted up in a cloud of divine glory, and they were watching as He 

ascended into heaven. In utter amazement, they were standing there looking up, and two 

angels said in Acts 1:11: 

     “Men of Galilee, why do you stand looking into heaven? This Jesus, who was taken up from    

     you into heaven, will come in the same way as you saw Him go into heaven.” 

That's Christianity in one sentence. It's all about Jesus, that He was manifested in the flesh; 

vindicated by the Spirit; seen by angels; proclaimed among the nations; believed on in the 

world; taken up into glory. It's a short summary. Do you believe these things to be true? We risk 

all eternity on these lines. “Great indeed,” Paul says, “is the mystery of godliness.” This is what it 

is: Jesus manifested in the flesh; vindicated by the Spirit; seen by angels; proclaimed among the 

nations; believed on in the world; and taken up into glory. Creedal confessions clarify what we 

believe. Creed comes from the Latin verb credo which simply means, I believe. What do you 

believe? A creedal statement summarizes these beliefs, and they clarify essential Christian 

doctrine. Notice, in all of the creedal statements in the New Testament, they have some similar 

features. They focus their attention on Christ, and they give an outline of the gospel narrative. 

The coming of Christ into the world is not self-evident. The New Testament writers never say: 

“We hold these gospel truths to be self-evident.” That's the language of our founding fathers. 

You see, the gospel isn't obvious; it's not intuitive; it’s not self-evident. It has to be taught, 

communicated, and creedal statements help us clarify what we believe. Creedal statements 

also confirm. They don't just clarify, but they confirm what the church believes, especially in the 

midst of controversy and when counterfeits abound. False teaching abounded in the first 

century, and it abounds today. Jesus Himself told the disciples: “Beware of false prophets.” 

Jesus teaches us and even tells us that they come to you in sheep's clothing. They look like 

Christians. They look like followers of Christ, and yet, Jesus says: “When you look beneath the 

sheep's clothing, inwardly they are ravenous wolves.”  

 

Some of you have heard me tell you this before, but when the Cincinnati Zoo got their wolf 

exhibit, I remember taking our young kids. We were so excited to see that the wolf exhibit. We 

got close, and there was a nice Plexiglas area where you could look through and see the wolves. 

I was looking, watching Salome and Jonathan: “Look kids, don't they look powerful?” It was only 

recently opened, and as we were standing, looking through the glass, one of these large, male 

wolves just leapt at the Plexiglas with his fangs out, and we all just reeled backwards. It was a 

startling moment. I was glad for the Plexiglas! We returned to the zoo a few weeks later, and I 

noticed that instead of two wolves in there, there was just one. I saw a man standing next to 

the exhibit wearing the uniform of a zoo employee, and I made some inquiries. I said,  “Last 

time we were here, there were two wolves. Now I see only one.” He looked at me, didn't even 
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break a smile, and he just said, “Oh, the other wolf was humanely euthanized.” I said, “Was it 

the one that kept leaping at the glass and scaring the kids?” He said, “Yes.” So that wolf was not 

allowed to remain in the zoo. He was humanely euthanized because he was dangerous.  

 

Jesus says there is false teaching. Are you aware enough to be aware? Paul says in 1 Timothy 

4:1: 

     “Now the Spirit expressly says that in later times some will depart from the faith by devoting    

     themselves to deceitful spirits and teachings of demons.”   

That's scary. There will be some of us who seem to be followers of Christ, some who claim the 

name of Christian, and yet they will inwardly devote themselves to a spirit of deception. What's 

so deceptive about the one who looks like a follower of Christ but inwardly is a ravenous wolf, 

one whose inward devotion is to a deceitful spirit and the teaching of demons? What is that? 

Paul had told Timothy in 1 Timothy 1:3: 

     “As I urged you when I was going to Macedonia, remain at Ephesus so that you may charge    

     certain persons not to teach any different doctrine.” 

This was true in the first century, and it came to a dramatic and climactic head in the lifetime of 

Athanasius. We've looked at his life, his writing, his great treatise On the Incarnation, and I want 

us to enter into the great controversy of his time. This controversy actually led to a clarifying, 

creedal confession, to a creedal confession that confirmed the truth of Christianity. The 

controversy that Athanasius battled for his 45 years of public ministry is one that actually still 

reverberates today. The controversy emerged through the teachings of a deacon in the Church 

of Alexandria named Arius. Arius was of Libyan descent. He 

was a poetic man, and he served in the church. He had a gift 

for writing pithy sayings and slogan-like phrases, and yet 

Arius’ speculative thinking took him away from the historic 

doctrines of Christian faith. It was subtle at first. Arius taught 

that the Word, the Logos, and the Father were not of the 

same essence or substance. He said that the Son of God was 

a created being, that He was not eternal. Arius maintained 

that the worlds that we see were created through Him, so He 

must have existed before them, before all time. However, 

there was once a time when the Son of God did not exist. 

There was a time before He was begotten of the Father. Arius' pastor, who was the leader of 

the Church of Alexandria, and was conveniently named Alexander, heard what Arius was 

teaching. He confronted him in the church. He eventually wrote to the leaders of his society 

helping to explain the teachings that Arius was promulgating. Alexander wrote a letter 

explaining that Arius taught: 
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   “That God was not always the Father, but that there was a period when he was not the    

   Father; that the Word of God was not from eternity, but was made out of nothing; for that    

   the ever-existing God ('the I AM'—the eternal One) made him who did not previously exist,    

   out of nothing; wherefore there was a time when he did not exist, inasmuch as the Son is a    

   creature [though the highest of the creatures] and a work of the father.”  

Arius was skilled at writing pithy, memorable sayings that cloaked his teaching, and I want you 

to notice that all false teaching has this similar quality. All false teaching will seduce you or 

deceive you into moving away from a high view of Jesus. That's the first way that you can 

recognize false teaching. If a false teacher diminishes Jesus in your eyes, they're not speaking 

from the Lord. I love to be around people who speak, talk, write, think in ways that cause me to 

think more of Jesus Christ. Arius has another characteristic feature of false teachers: he 

diminishes Christ, that's the first criteria we can recognize them by; the second thing Arius 

does, is that he describes God as unknowable. Arius’ poetic work, called Thalia, is one of only 

three writings preserved from him. It's a poem. It probably had musical accompaniment. It was 

catchy. It was attractive, pleasant to the ears, and yet the words would lead you straight to hell. 

The song begins like this—it sounds so innocent: 

   “. . .And so God Himself, as he really is, is inexpressible to all. (God is so great, He is    

   unknowable.) 

   He alone has no equal, no one similar (homoios), and no one of the same glory.  

   We call him unbegotten.”  

It almost sounds right, but as the song continues, we see that the unknowable God of Arius’ 

imagination is contrasted with Christ. 

   “We call him unbegotten, in contrast to him who by nature is begotten. 

   We praise him as without beginning in contrast to him who has a beginning. 

   We worship him as timeless, in contrast to him who in time has come to exist. 

   He who is without beginning made the Son a beginning of created things. 

   He produced him as a son for himself by begetting him. 

   He [the son] has none of the distinct characteristics of God's own being. (He finally comes out    

   with it.)  

   For he is not equal to, nor is he of the same being (homoousios) as him.” (This is a crucial    

   term.) 

For Arius, the God of his imagination is unknowable, and he makes the God who reveals Himself 

in the pages of Scripture, all of a sudden, obscure.  

 

The third quality of any false teacher is that they leave you, and they leave me, dependent on 

the teacher. Arius diminishes Christ in some ways. He says God is unknowable and cloaks that in 
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this language of false piety, and at the end of the day, he says the person that you need, in 

order to know God, is me.  

 

You may be thinking: “Is this a big deal? Does doctrine really matter?” The Emperor 

Constantine, who was the first Roman Emperor to become a Christian, when he first heard 

about the argument and the dispute over the teachings of Arius, his first reaction was that the 

leaders of the churches, the pastors, the deacons, seem to be quibbling about things that aren't 

that important: “Can’t you just get together and work this out?” I've heard that sometimes. It 

actually turns out to be a massively big deal. Some of you, because you're not living the four 

century and you are 21st-century pragmatic moderns, will say: “What’s the point? Just cut to 

the chase. Is any of this around, or is this some sort of bizarre New Year's Eve esoteric church 

history sermon? Come on!” Well, the teachings of Arius actually resound in our world. Only 200 

yards from where I'm standing, the Jehovah's Witnesses’ view of Christ is Arian—that Christ is 

not divine, that He is a created. Oh, He’s high and lofty, but He is not the eternal, divine Son. 

The Unitarian Universalist movement has an Arian view of Christ. The Mormon church has a 

view of Jesus that is eclectic but shares Arian features. The view of Jesus in Islam, that He is a 

prophet but not the divine, eternal Son of God, echoes Arian teaching.  

 

So, does it matter? Is there anything different between the Jehovah's Witnesses, the Mormons, 

the Unitarians, Muslims, and historic, orthodox Christianity? I think there is something 

different. Thankfully, Constantine had advisers that said: “You know what? Actually, this is a big 

deal, and so, if you are the Roman Emperor and the leaders of the churches are having a debate 

about something you don't totally understand, what do you do? You call a meeting, and if 

you're the Emperor, and you say everybody should come to the meeting, people come to the 

meeting!” So, Constantine called a 

meeting, the first of the great 

ecumenical meetings. Ecumenical, in 

this setting, means universal or 

global—referring to the inhabited 

world. Constantine called together 

church leaders from the known world 

to discuss this topic. It's the topic of 

the first big meeting, and it happened 

in the city of Nicaea in AD 325. Today, 

Nicaea is in modern-day Turkey. I you 

fly over the lake that is there today, you see just the shadow in the water on the shore where 

the water level has risen a little bit since the fourth century. Just last year, as archaeologists 

were swimming around, snorkeling and taking pictures underwater around Nicaea, they saw 
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the outline of some buildings about 10 feet under the water. When they got a little closer, they 

began to excavate, and they found the outline of the church. This is the outline, the foundations 

of the church where the Council of 

Nicaea happened. This is the fourth 

century church where the Emperor 

called together over 300 church leaders, 

and they gathered to discuss the 

doctrine of Arius: “Is this faithful to the 

Scriptures? Is this the view of 

Christianity? Is this the truth of Christ?” 

They gathered together in this church and met from May 

to August. Athanasius was there as a young man.  

 

My favorite anecdote of the initial stages of the meeting 

and the discussion is my favorite Santa Claus anecdote of 

all time. It is the best ever. The real Santa Claus, actually 

was a leader of the church. He was a contemporary of 

Athanasius: St. Nicholas. He was the leader of the Church 

of Myra, up in the southern coast of Turkey. In the 

middle of the discussions and the debate, Arius taught 

his view of Christ that He was a created being, that there 

was a time when He was not, that He did not share the 

substance with the Father, that He was not of the same kind of 

Being. The real Santa Claus got so upset at Arius’ teaching that 

he couldn't contain himself anymore. In the middle of the 

discussion, he got up from his seat, walked over to Arius, and 

slugged him! Now, that's the kind of person that I would 

welcome putting a gift under the tree for my child! Doesn't it 

put just a little more muscle into Deck the Halls? Santa was not 

an overweight man in a red suit. He was a real man, a leader of 

the church. When he struck Arius, the assembly was shocked. 

They were shocked that a bishop would lose control in such a 

solemn assembly. Constantine was there, and it was illegal to 

strike another person in the presence of the Emperor, and so 

Nicholas was put in jail for his action. In jail, he prayed to the Lord, and during the night, Jesus 

appeared to him in a vision. Jesus asked him, “Why are you in jail?” and Nicholas replied, 
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“Because of my love for You, because when I heard what Arius was teaching, it was diminishing 

the glory of the Son, it was obscuring the glory of the Father who is revealed in the Son, it was 

making salvation impossible and directing people's attention to a false teacher.” Brothers and 

sisters, doctrine matters, and this Council that met from May to August ended up with a 

statement of orthodoxy, of Christian belief, from the Council of Nicaea, which is today called 

the Nicene Creed. It was this meeting over these months that led the church, because of this 

false doctrine, to clarify and confirm right doctrine, right teaching, historic belief in Christ. The 

original form of the Nicene Creed in AD 325 ended with a series of four anathemas or 

imprecations or curses. The 325 version ends with the statement: “But those who say there was 

a time when He was not (Arius’ slogan), and He was not before He was made (another slogan of 

Arius), or He was made out of nothing, or He is of another substance, essence, the Son of God is 

created, changeable, or alterable, anyone who says these things is condemned.”  

 

There is a teaching that is false, and the stakes are high. This isn't some academic message; this 

isn't just an esoteric lesson from church history. This is about being able to recognize truth. The 

full formulation of the Nicene Creed, the form that we use today, is recited every Sunday by 

millions of Christians. This full form that we use is slightly adapted from the AD 325 version. It 

was this version that was confirmed in AD 381, the second great church meeting of the Council 

of Constantinople. A group of us from Kenwood were there last summer. That church building is 

still standing in Istanbul. We walked in there, and it was profoundly moving to think of Christian 

leaders gathered from all over the world in that very place. The acoustics of the sanctuary were 

beautiful, and we just began to sing: “Be Thou my vision, Lord of my heart.” We proclaimed the 

Lord. This creed, this statement of belief, is the early statement that Christians used to clarify 

and confirm their faith. The Nicene Creed begins with a statement of God the Father: 

     “I believe in one God, the Father Almighty,  

Maker of heaven and earth,  

and of all things visible and invisible.” 

Do you believe in this God? There is just one God. He is the Father; He is all-powerful; He made 

heaven and earth; and He made all the things that you can see and all the things that you can't 

see. Are you glad that He made the things that you can’t see as well, that we are not limited to 

what we ourselves perceive” The Creed continues: 

     “And in one Lord Jesus Christ, the only-begotten Son of God,  

begotten of the Father before all worlds;  

This language of begotten is scriptural language. The “only begotten,” taken from the Gospel of 

John. He is the unique Son of God; He is begotten of the Father. But then those assembled at 

Nicaea wanted to make absolutely clear the divinity of the Son, and they made that crystal clear 

in these next phrases, that He, the Lord Jesus Christ is: 
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“God of God, Light of Light, very God of very God;  

begotten, not made,  

being of one substance with the Father  

by whom all things were made.” 

He is begotten from the Father in a unique way, not made. He is of one substance with the 

Father, and this is the crucial phrase: that the Father and the Son are one—one essence, one 

being, one substance, by whom all things were made. What is at stake is the divinity of the Son, 

and what is at stake in the divinity of the Son, from all the weeks leading up to this one, is that 

you and I need salvation, and salvation cannot come from a human only. Salvation has to come 

from God Himself. The Creed continues that Jesus is not only Lord, God from God, Light from 

Light, very God of very God, of one substance with the Father, but that it is this Jesus: 

     “Who, for us men and for our salvation, came down from heaven,  

and was incarnate by the Holy Spirit of the virgin Mary,  

and was made man;  

and was crucified also for us under Pontius Pilate;  

He suffered and was buried; and the third day He rose again, according to the    

Scriptures;   

and ascended into heaven, and sitteth on the right hand of the Father;  

and He shall come again, with glory, to judge the living and the dead;  

whose kingdom shall have no end.” 

The controversy about the Person of Christ is the reason the Nicene Creed swells in the 

description of Jesus, and the Creed continues: 

     “And I believe in the Holy Spirit, the Lord and Giver of life;  

who proceedeth from the Father and the Son;  

who with the Father and the Son together is worshipped and glorified;  

who spoke by the prophets.” 

 We worship one God—Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, not three Gods, not one God just appearing 

in different forms. We worship one God whose very being is relational; one God who in the 

unity of His being radiates both the Son and the delight of the Spirit. The Creed concludes with 

a unified church: 

     “And I believe in one holy catholic and apostolic church.  

I acknowledge one baptism for the remission of sins;  

and I look for the resurrection of the dead,  

and the life of the world to come. Amen” 

Notice that catholic is with a small c. The fathers who gathered at Nicaea said that they 

believed that the church was united; it was not divided; it was not a local manifestation. It was 
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not up to us to invent a local version of Christianity, like some kind of craft beer. Christianity is 

one; the church is one; and it is a holy church; it is catholic in the Greek sense. Katholike  means 

universal or global. There is one global church, and this church is apostolic. It is rooted in the 

ministry and proclamation of the followers of Christ. The unity of the church is in one baptism 

for the remission of sins, and the unity of the church is found in tiptoed expectation of looking 

for the resurrection of the dead and the life of the world to come. 

 

Brothers and sisters, we need creedal confessions. We have them in the New Testament. We 

have ones like the Apostles’ Creed, which is slightly earlier than this, but most Christians in the 

world today use this one. It is more complete than the Apostles’ Creed. It wards off the danger 

of false teaching. One would think that after this meeting with such a great outcome, that 

everyone would say, “Hallelujah! Amen.” Yet, the difficulty of Athanasius’ 45 years of public 

ministry is that he battled for the truth of the Nicene Creed throughout his public life. He was, 

in fact, exiled four times from his ministry because the doctrines of Arius still seemed so 

accessible. They were popular, they popped up on those early fourth century “Google 

searches.” They were appropriately tagged. They were easy to grasp. They required nothing of 

the hearer. They made you dependent on a teacher, gave you a doctrine that you could easily 

understand, made God unknowable, distracted you from Jesus, misdiagnosed your condition as 

not needing forgiveness of sins, and it spread like wildfire. So, this man battled for the truth of 

this Creed, this statement of Christ, over his lifetime. At one point, he was in the middle of 

conducting church services when police stormed into the service to arrest him. He was scuttled 

out the back entrance and lived in hiding in Egypt for three years. Athanasius died in AD 373, 

just a few years before the Council of 381. He didn't live to see the final triumph, and that's 

instructive, but he was there as a young man at the Council of Nicaea. We don't have the 

minutes of the Council, but Athanasius wrote a long letter describing to a friend the nature of 

the meeting. At the end of that letter, he uses a powerful illustration of light to describe the 

deity of Christ. He says: 

  “For the sacred writers did not say that the Word was related to God like a 

fire which is ignited from the heat of the sun and which is usually extinguished 

again, for this is an external product and creation of its maker.  But they [the 

New Testament writers] all preached of him as Radiance, in order to disclose 

his being properly and inseparably from the essence and his unity with the 

Father. Who would dare to say that the radiance is unlike and foreign to the    

   sun?  Or rather, who, upon beholding the relation of the radiance to the sun and the identity    

   of the light would not confidently say that the light and the radiance are really one and that    

   the one is shown in the other and the radiance is in the sun, so that the one who beholds this    

   sees the other?” 
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He says the unity of the Son and the Father is like the radiance of the sun. Can you separate the 

sun from its radiance? 

 

He ends this letter to this beloved church leader of the next generation and pleads with him to 

read it, and:  

     “If you judge it to have merit, let it be read to the brothers  

     so that they also may embrace the council’s zeal for the truth  

     and the exactitude of its understanding.” 

                                                                 On the Council of Nicaea, 32 

 

We need zeal for truth and the exactitude of its understand. We don't elevate the Nicene Creed 

above the Scriptures, but we do recognize faithful exposition of scriptural truth. 

 

Let me apply this to us in four brief ways. As we prepare to turn the calendar to a new year, I 

want to challenge you in these four ways from this text and this story.  

The first application is that I want to challenge you to contend for Jesus Christ with your all. I 

want to be a man who contends for Christ, that I would struggle, that I would be distressed, 

when Christ is diminished in the minds and writings of others, in the thoughts and imaginations 

of my own heart. It is not a small thing that Arius was teaching. When Athanasius was in his 

third exile, he wrote a letter from exile to the church leaders in Egypt. He referred to those who 

had died defending the deity of Christ. He said: “This struggle is for our all. This is not a small 

thing; this is not a minute point of Christian doctrine; this is for everything. If Jesus is not the 

divine Son of God, then salvation is at stake.” So, when anyone diminishes Christ, and this can 

happen in all kinds of ways, I am stirred to contend. It can happen in teachings like Arius’. It can 

happen in teachings that come to us in the guise of saying: “Well, I assume Jesus, but let's move 

on to what's really important.” It can be teaching in the 21st century where sermon series after 

sermon series are really about you, about me, and not about Christ. Contend for Christ with 

your all! I want to be a man, I want us to be a church, who cares to know Christ well and can 

spot a phony from a distance. That doesn't make us searching for heretical teaching under 

every rock or in every Sunday school class, but it means that we are a people whose 

heartstrings are tuned to the glory of Christ, so that we hear that song, we see His glory, and 

love it, and contend for Christ with our all. 

 

The second application is the opposite of this, but it's really important. I want to challenge you 

to contend for nothing else as you contend for Christ. I see this. I hear this. I watch this. I see 

this temptation in myself. I see it in you. We get revved up and care about other causes more 

than the cause of Christ. It might be global warning. I read an article two weeks ago about a 
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French swimmer who resolved to swim from Tokyo to San Francisco. That's a long swim! He 

made it to Hawaii with his personal boat behind him, and when he stepped on the shores of 

Hawaii, I was thinking he would say something profound. But, he said: “You know, it was really 

a depressing swim. Every three minutes in the ocean I swam past or bumped into a piece of 

plastic!” Now, that's disturbing. The Pacific Ocean isn't the Rumpke dump. But, we cannot care 

about any cause as we care about the cause of Christ. We can have no other personal ambition 

than to know Christ. Sometimes we get drawn into politics. I overhear conversations where we 

get amped up about this, and we think this is the solution. But, God’s solution for the world is 

the cross of Christ. I want us to contend for Christ with our all, and I want us to, secondly, 

contend for nothing as we contend for Christ. I am not saying you can't care about the 

environment. I’m not saying you can’t have political views, but check your heart. Are you 

contending for it anywhere close to what you contend for Christ? If so, then pull back. 

 

The third application is to beware of false teachers and false teaching that diminish Christ in 

any way. That is the best way I know to spot false teaching. We submit ourselves to all kinds of 

teachers: in the classroom, in a university setting, volunteer mentoring programs. We submit 

ourselves to virtual teachers online. Many of us have other pastoral or pseudo-pastoral voices 

that we let speak into our Christian formation, and some of those are wolves dressed in sheep's 

clothing. If a false teacher diminishes Christ and makes God unknowable and makes you 

depend on them, move away. 

 

The fourth application and final is that Christ alone is worthy of our confession. If Christ is 

worthy of our creedal confession, then it is incumbent upon us to sow the truths of Christ upon 

our heart. First Timothy 3:16 is a great verse to etch on the tablets of your heart: “He was 

manifested in the flesh; vindicated by the Spirit; seen by angels proclaimed among the nations; 

believed on in the world; taken up into glory.”  

 

The Nicene Creed is a is a powerful summary of what Christians believe about God, about 

Christ, about His saving mission, about the Holy Spirit, and about the church. Our January series 

which will start next Sunday is going to be a series: Why Church? Our cultural moment that we 

live in is shifting, and people sometimes say: “I'm interested in God, but I'm not really 

interested in the church.” “I really like Jesus, but I don't care too much for the church.” The 

Scriptures don't envision that possibility, and so we are going to look together at why the Lord 

has the church. We encourage you to join us. As we move into the new year, my prayer for us 

at Kenwood is that we be these people who contend for Christ, contend for nothing else like 

Christ, who are aware and wise enough to be aware of false teaching, and who gladly give to 

Jesus the confession of our faith that He deserves. Let’s pray and then worship Him. 
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Father, we thank You for Your love for us in sending Your Son. We thank You for Your love for 

the church, for raising up people in every generation who can clarify Your Word and who can 

recognize false teaching. Lord, we pray this morning that the glory of Christ would seem even 

more glorious in our eyes, and, Lord, as we move into this new year, that we would step 

forward with joy and delight in who You are. We praise You. We magnify You, Lord Jesus. Lord, 

is our desire to give our adoration to You, glorious, eternal, saving Son of God.  

 

In Your Name we pray, Amen. 


