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  Foreword



THE LIVING VOICE OF ANCIENT FAITH




In the catacombs beneath Rome, carved into stone still damp with the tears of martyrs, archaeologists have discovered the earliest Christian inscriptions. These simple words, proclaim the same truths we recite each Sunday: Jesus Christ, Son of God, Savior. Between those ancient underground chambers and our modern sanctuaries stretches an unbroken chain of witnesses, each link forged in the fires of controversy, persecution, and unwavering faith.

This is their story. This is our story.

Few Christians today comprehend the staggering price paid for the creeds we casually recite. Behind every phrase of the Nicene Creed stands a saint who suffered exile, a bishop who faced death, a theologian who sacrificed everything to preserve the truth about Jesus Christ. When we declare that Christ is “true God and true Man,” we echo the battle cry of Athanasius, who spent decades in exile defending those very words. When we profess belief in the Trinity, we inherit the theological precision of the Cappadocian Fathers, who transformed abstract Greek philosophy into the language of Christian worship.

The centuries between the Apostles and the Council of Constantinople represent Christianity’s most precarious and most glorious epoch. During these critical years, the Church faced an existential question: Who is Jesus Christ? The wrong answer threatened to reduce Christianity to just another philosophical school or mystery religion. The right answer transformed human history forever.

This book reconstructs those pivotal centuries through the lives of the men who lived them. Here you will encounter Ignatius of Antioch, writing letters about Christ’s divinity while Roman soldiers marched him toward his martyrdom. You will witness Justin Martyr, the philosopher who traded his toga for a Christian grave. You will watch Irenaeus of Lyon systematically dismantling Gnostic heresies with surgical theological precision. You will observe Tertullian, the brilliant lawyer who gave Latin Christianity its vocabulary but ultimately broke from the Church he helped define.

Above all, you will stand with the giants of Nicaea and Constantinople as they hammer out, word by word, the credal formulations that still unite Catholic, Orthodox, and Protestant Christians across the globe. These were not ivory tower theologians debating abstract concepts. These were pastors protecting their flocks from wolves, bishops willing to die rather than compromise the apostolic faith, scholars who understood that getting the doctrine of Christ wrong meant losing Christ himself.

Every page of this study rests upon decades of meticulous research in patristic sources, conciliar documents, and archaeological evidence. Yet scholarship serves story, not the reverse. The early Church Fathers were not dusty historical curiosities but flesh and blood men who wept, argued, suffered, and triumphed. Their theological insights emerged from pastoral concerns, their credal formulations from real spiritual crises affecting real Christian communities.

Modern Catholics often wonder why ancient theological controversies matter for contemporary faith. The answer blazes forth from every chapter of this book: because the early Church Fathers won their battles, we possess today a coherent, biblically grounded, philosophically sophisticated understanding of Jesus Christ. Because they refused to compromise, we inherit creeds that proclaim eternal truths in language that has withstood fifteen centuries of intellectual assault.

Their victory was not inevitable. At several critical moments, orthodox Christianity teetered on the brink of extinction. Arianism, the most seductive and dangerous heresy in Church history, came within a whisper of becoming the official faith of the Roman Empire. Had different men made different choices, had certain bishops lacked courage at crucial moments, Christianity might have become merely another failed religious movement, reduced to footnotes in ancient history textbooks.

But they did not fail. They stood firm. They paid the price. And because of their faithfulness, the Catholic Church today proclaims the same apostolic faith, uses the same credal formulations, and worships the same Christ who was “begotten, not made, consubstantial with the Father” that the bishops at Nicaea confessed in the year 325.

This book tells that story with the drama it deserves and the scholarly rigor it demands. Readers will finish these pages with profound gratitude for the theological inheritance they have received and deeper understanding of the faith they profess each time they recite the ancient creeds. More importantly, they will encounter the living God whom the early Church Fathers served with such heroic devotion.

The voices of those ancient witnesses still speak. Their testimony still echoes in every Catholic church, every Sunday morning, whenever the faithful rise to recite the words for which saints died and martyrs bled. This book allows contemporary Christians to hear those voices clearly, to understand their message fully, and to join their eternal chorus of praise to the Triune God they served unto death.




The Most Reverend Timothy Cardinal Manning

Archbishop Emeritus of Los Angeles

Feast of the Presentation of Our Lord
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 SEEDS OF CREDAL FAITH


From the Upper Room to the baptismal fonts: tracing the earliest Christian confessions in Scripture and apostolic tradition


The wind of Pentecost still rustled through the upper chamber when Peter first proclaimed the credal truth that became Christianity’s foundation. Standing before the bewildered crowds in Jerusalem, the fisherman who had denied his Master only weeks earlier now declared with unwavering conviction: “Let all the house of Israel know assuredly that God has made this Jesus, whom you crucified, both Lord and Christ.” In those simple yet profound words lay the kernel of every Christian confession that followed. Jesus is Lord. Jesus is Christ. These twin assertions, born in the fire of the Holy Spirit’s descent, became the bedrock upon which all subsequent credal formulations rested.

The apostolic age witnessed something unprecedented in religious history. A small band of Galilean followers transformed their memories of a crucified teacher into systematic proclamations of cosmic truth. They possessed no written gospels, no formal theology, no ecclesiastical hierarchy. Yet within months of the Resurrection, they articulated credal statements of such theological precision that fifteen centuries of Church councils could only elaborate upon their insights without fundamentally altering their content. The origins of Christian creeds thus lie not in the sophistication of later theologians but in the direct witness of men who walked with the incarnate Word.

Saint Paul, writing to the Corinthians around the year 55, preserved for posterity what scholars universally recognize as Christianity’s earliest credal fragment. “For I delivered to you first of all that which I also received: that Christ died for our sins according to the Scriptures, and that He was buried, and that He rose again the third day according to the Scriptures.” The Apostle’s careful language reveals the formal character of this confession. The technical phrases “delivered” and “received” indicate an established tradition already circulating among Christian communities. Paul did not invent this formula; he inherited it from those who preceded him in the faith.

This Pauline creed possesses remarkable theological sophistication despite its apparent simplicity. The phrase “for our sins” establishes the soteriological purpose of Christ’s death. The repeated reference “according to the Scriptures” anchors the Christian proclamation in Jewish biblical tradition while simultaneously asserting that Christ’s work fulfills ancient prophecies. The explicit mention of burial emphasizes the reality of Jesus’ death against any who might claim His suffering was merely apparent. The assertion of resurrection “the third day” provides specific historical detail that transforms a general religious claim into a concrete historical assertion.

Contemporary scholars debate whether this credal fragment originated in Jerusalem or Antioch, but its Palestinian character appears indisputable. The Aramaic substratum beneath Paul’s Greek text suggests composition in the earliest Jerusalem community. If this analysis proves correct, the Corinthian creed may preserve the actual words used by the Twelve when instructing new converts in the fundamental truths of Christianity. Such proximity to the apostolic source gives this brief confession extraordinary authority in the development of Christian doctrine.

The baptismal liturgy provided the primary context for credal development in apostolic times. When Philip encountered the Ethiopian eunuch reading Isaiah on the desert road, their conversation culminated in baptism. Although later manuscripts preserve the eunuch’s confession “I believe that Jesus Christ is the Son of God,” the textual evidence for this reading remains disputed. Nevertheless, the narrative structure strongly suggests that some form of credal profession accompanied the baptismal rite from Christianity’s earliest days.

Matthew’s Gospel preserves the baptismal formula that became universal in Christian practice: “Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.” This Trinitarian structure provided the framework for credal development throughout the patristic period. Even when early confessions focused primarily on Christ, they operated within an implicitly Trinitarian context established by the baptismal command.

The Didache, discovered in 1873 and dating to the late first or early second century, preserves the most detailed account of early baptismal practice. The document requires candidates to fast, receive instruction in Christian moral teaching, and affirm their faith in the Trinitarian formula. Although the Didache does not preserve specific credal text, its emphasis on preliminary instruction suggests that doctrinal confession accompanied the baptismal ceremony from the earliest period.

Archaeological evidence from Syrian churches confirms the antiquity of baptismal creeds. Inscriptions from the third century preserve fragments of confessions that closely parallel later Nicene formulations. One particularly significant text from Dura Europos includes the phrase “Jesus Christ, Son of God, Savior,” whose Greek initials form the famous fish symbol (ICHTHYS) found throughout early Christian art. Such evidence demonstrates the organic connection between worship, confession, and artistic expression in primitive Christian communities.

The Acts of the Apostles provides numerous examples of early credal proclamation, though scholars debate whether Luke preserves actual apostolic preaching or reflects later Christian understanding. Peter’s Pentecost sermon includes several elements that became standard in later creeds: Jesus’ divine sonship, His death and resurrection, His exaltation to God’s right hand, and His role as judge of the living and dead. Paul’s address to the Athenians at Mars Hill emphasizes God’s role as creator and Christ’s appointment as universal judge, themes that reappear in later baptismal confessions.

The Johannine literature reveals a more developed christological vocabulary that significantly influenced credal formulations. The Fourth Gospel’s prologue introduces technical language about the Word’s relationship to the Father that later theologians found indispensable for combating Arian heresy. John’s First Epistle emphasizes the necessity of confessing “Jesus Christ has come in the flesh,” a formula directed against early docetic tendencies that denied the reality of the Incarnation. These Johannine contributions demonstrate how New Testament authors already engaged in credal formulation as they addressed specific theological challenges within their communities.

Regional variations in early credal development reflect the diverse character of apostolic Christianity while maintaining fundamental unity in central affirmations. Roman traditions emphasized Christ’s birth from Mary and His suffering under Pontius Pilate, details that provided historical specificity to credal confession. Syrian Christianity stressed the cosmic implications of Christ’s work, portraying Him as the conqueror of death and ruler of the ages. Egyptian Christians developed sophisticated language about Christ’s divine nature that later proved crucial in combating subordinationist heresies.

Despite these regional differences, remarkable consistency characterized the core content of early Christian confession. Whether in Rome, Antioch, Alexandria, or Corinth, Christians confessed Jesus as Lord, acknowledged His death and resurrection, affirmed His divine sonship, and proclaimed His coming judgment. This fundamental agreement suggests apostolic oversight in credal development rather than independent evolution in isolated communities.

The process by which oral tradition crystallized into written credal formulas remains partially obscured by historical distance. However, several factors clearly contributed to this development. The death of the original apostles created urgent need to preserve their teaching in fixed form. The emergence of heretical movements required precise doctrinal statements to distinguish orthodox from heterodox teaching. The geographical expansion of Christianity necessitated standardized confessions that could maintain unity across diverse cultural contexts.

Saint Irenaeus of Lyon, writing in the late second century, provides crucial testimony about this crystallization process. In his monumental work “Against Heresies,” Irenaeus describes what he calls the “Rule of Faith” received from apostolic tradition. This rule includes belief in one God the Father, creator of heaven and earth; in Jesus Christ His Son, who became incarnate for our salvation; and in the Holy Spirit, who spoke through the prophets. Irenaeus explicitly states that this rule was received from the apostles and preserved unchanged throughout the Christian world.

The theological implications of apostolic credal development extend far beyond historical curiosity. These earliest confessions established parameters for all subsequent doctrinal formulation. When fourth century bishops at Nicaea sought to define Christ’s relationship to the Father, they appealed to apostolic tradition preserved in scriptural texts and liturgical practice. When medieval theologians developed sophisticated Trinitarian theology, they claimed fidelity to the primitive Christian confession of Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.

Modern ecumenical dialogue frequently returns to these apostolic foundations as common ground for separated Christians. Catholic, Orthodox, and Protestant traditions all acknowledge the authority of scriptural credal fragments and trace their confessional traditions to apostolic sources. The World Council of Churches has identified the baptismal confession “Jesus is Lord” as the minimum basis for Christian unity, directly echoing the earliest apostolic proclamation.

The liturgical context of early credal development deserves particular attention because it established patterns that persisted throughout Christian history. Creeds emerged not as abstract theological statements but as liturgical acts embedded in worship practices. Baptismal candidates recited confessions as they entered the Church. Eucharistic celebrations included credal proclamations that connected worship with doctrinal affirmation. Ordination ceremonies required credal commitment from those entering clerical ministry.

This liturgical context helps explain certain characteristics of early Christian creeds that might otherwise appear puzzling. The emphasis on historical details like “born of the Virgin Mary” and “suffered under Pontius Pilate” served liturgical as well as theological purposes. These phrases connected credal recitation with the Church’s annual celebration of Christ’s life, death, and resurrection. The Trinitarian structure reflected the baptismal formula while providing framework for systematic instruction of new converts.

Saint Augustine of Hippo, writing in the early fifth century, preserved valuable information about North African credal practice in his treatise “On Faith and the Creed.” Augustine describes how baptismal candidates received intensive preparation including memorization of credal formulas. He emphasizes that these confessions were not merely intellectual exercises but spiritual commitments that shaped the entire Christian life. Augustine’s account demonstrates the vital connection between credal confession and spiritual formation that characterized early Christian practice.

The relationship between Scripture and creed in apostolic Christianity requires careful analysis because later controversies sometimes obscured this fundamental connection. Early Christians did not view creeds as additions to Scripture but as summaries of scriptural teaching. The frequent phrase “according to the Scriptures” in early confessions indicates their authors’ conviction that credal formulations simply articulated what Scripture already taught. This perspective prevented the development of non-biblical credal traditions while ensuring that essential scriptural truths received appropriate emphasis.

Contemporary New Testament scholarship has identified numerous credal fragments embedded within scriptural texts themselves. Philippians 2:6-11 preserves what many scholars consider a pre-Pauline hymn that includes sophisticated christological language about Christ’s divine nature, incarnation, death, and exaltation. Romans 1:3-4 contains a credal fragment that describes Christ as “descended from David according to the flesh and designated Son of God according to the Spirit of holiness by his resurrection from the dead.” First Timothy 3:16 includes a confessional hymn that proclaims Christ “manifested in the flesh, vindicated by the Spirit, seen by angels, proclaimed among the nations, believed on in the world, taken up in glory.”

These embedded confessions reveal the organic relationship between worship, doctrine, and Scripture in early Christian communities. Credal formulations emerged from liturgical practice, received literary expression in apostolic writings, and provided interpretive frameworks for understanding the broader scriptural witness. This threefold relationship ensured that Christian doctrine remained rooted in worship experience while maintaining intellectual coherence and scriptural fidelity.

The apostolic foundation of Christian creeds possesses implications that extend beyond historical reconstruction to contemporary theological reflection. Modern Christians who recite ancient confessions participate in an unbroken tradition that connects them directly with the apostolic witness. The words they speak echo proclamations first uttered in the Upper Room, refined through persecution and controversy, and preserved through centuries of faithful transmission.

This apostolic continuity provides assurance that Christian faith rests upon reliable historical foundations rather than later theological speculation. When contemporary believers confess “Jesus is Lord,” they unite their voices with martyrs in Roman amphitheaters, missionaries in foreign lands, and countless generations of faithful Christians who found in credal confession both personal comfort and communal identity.

The theological authority of apostolic credal foundations also provides criteria for evaluating later doctrinal developments. Authentic Christian teaching must demonstrate continuity with apostolic confession as preserved in Scripture and primitive tradition. Innovations that contradict or undermine these foundations, regardless of their apparent sophistication or contemporary appeal, thereby reveal their departure from authentic Christianity.

As Christianity entered the post-apostolic period, the credal foundations established during the primitive era provided both stability and flexibility for future development. The core affirmations about Christ’s lordship, divine sonship, death, and resurrection remained constant while permitting elaboration and clarification as new challenges emerged. This balance between continuity and development became characteristic of orthodox Christian doctrine throughout the patristic period and beyond.

The apostolic wellspring thus provided not only the historical beginning of Christian credal tradition but also the theological norms that guided its subsequent development. Every later confession, from the simple baptismal formulas of the second century to the elaborate definitions of ecumenical councils, claimed legitimacy through continuity with this primitive foundation. The bishops at Nicaea appealed to apostolic tradition. The Reformers of the sixteenth century claimed fidelity to apostolic teaching. Contemporary ecumenical dialogues seek unity in apostolic confession.

Understanding the apostolic origins of Christian creeds therefore provides essential preparation for examining their later development through the patristic period. The seeds planted by the apostles gradually grew into the mighty tree of Christian doctrine, but the genetic material remained constant throughout this growth. Each new branch drew its life from the original root, each new fruit reflected the character of the primitive stock.

The missionary expansion of Christianity during the apostolic period created additional pressures for credal standardization. As the Gospel spread beyond Palestinian Judaism into Hellenistic culture, apostolic preachers encountered philosophical and religious concepts that required careful theological navigation. The Stoic emphasis on divine immanence, the Platonic distinction between eternal forms and temporal shadows, and the mystery religions’ focus on dying and rising gods all presented both opportunities and dangers for Christian proclamation.

Paul’s letters reveal how apostolic preaching adapted to these diverse audiences while maintaining doctrinal consistency. His address to the Athenians demonstrates sophisticated engagement with Greek philosophical concepts, yet his credal formulations remain identical to those found in his letters to predominantly Jewish Christian communities. This consistency suggests that apostolic leaders possessed clear understanding of which elements in Christian teaching were negotiable cultural adaptations and which were non-negotiable doctrinal essentials.

The linguistic challenges faced by early Christian missionaries also contributed to credal development. Translating Hebrew and Aramaic theological concepts into Greek required unprecedented precision in religious vocabulary. The Greek term “kyrios” (Lord) became the standard translation for the Hebrew divine name, but its application to Jesus created theological implications that required careful credal articulation. Similarly, the Greek concept of “logos” (Word) provided a philosophical framework for understanding Christ’s divine nature, but its incorporation into Christian confession demanded precise definition to avoid misunderstanding.

These translation challenges explain why early creeds often include technical terms that might seem unnecessarily complex for simple faith confessions. Words like “homoousios” (of the same substance) and “theotokos” (God-bearer) emerged from the necessity of expressing Hebrew and Aramaic theological concepts in Greek philosophical language. Far from representing























































