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G A N Z  N O T E S  –  O N  T H E  A P O S T L E S ’  
C R E E D 

 

Version: 26, 27 February 2018; 1, 2, 4 March 2018 

 

The Apostles’ Creed [T], anciently called the Roman Creed [R], though popularly regarded 

as the earliest, was probably not the first in chronological order. Its origin and growth are 

involved in considerable obscurity (see separate art., APOSTLES’ CREED; and cf Heurtley, 

Harmonia Symbolica).1 

The Apostles’ Creed seems to represent some form of what the early church called the “rule of 

faith.” The early Christians were guided by the “rule of faith,” the Holy Spirit working in 

community and individuals, and the authoritative Scriptures. Before the “rule of faith” was 

called such, there were general references to the teachings and traditions of the apostles. It 

is these core teachings that seem to make up the Apostles’ Creed…. Signs of these “core 

teachings” are seen as early as the New Testament book of Hebrews, which speaks of a need for 

Christians to grasp and embrace the basic concepts of faith so that they can move into deeper 

parts of their Christian faith, while at the same time realizing how essential it is that they never 

depart from a core belief in the real and living Christ (Heb 5:11–6:12). The Apostles’ Creed 

represents a set of uncompromisable core beliefs for Christians. As such, the core tradition of it 

is also found in the Nicene Creed. The Apostles’ Creed, like all creeds, functions like a filter 

for orthodoxy; it indicates what is and what is not “Christian.” It is a public profession of 

belief in historic Christianity.2 

The Creed as Rule of Faith (regula fidei). “The fourth century marks a further 

transition in the history and function of the creed. The creed that began as a corporate 

and personal expression of faith is made to serve as a test of orthodoxy, a regula fidei—

                                                        
art. article 

1 Arch. B. D. Alexander, “Creed, Creeds,” ed. James Orr et al., The International Standard Bible 

Encyclopaedia (Chicago: The Howard-Severance Company, 1915), 742. 

2 Elliot Ritzema and John D. Barry, “Apostles’ Creed,” ed. John D. Barry et al., The Lexham Bible 

Dictionary (Bellingham, WA: Lexham Press, 2016). 
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‘rule of faith’.”  (Marthaler: 9) Recall here the Patristic idea of a creed as a password 

(symbola distincta) “that military commanders gave to their troops so that the soldiers 

could identify themselves to one another and be distinguished from the enemy (in 

Rufinus of Aquileia, d. 410).” Note the elements in this imagery: (a) the context is battle, 

conflict, enemies; (b) a way of distinguishing one's own in the midst of an uncountable 

multitude; (c) there exists an organized relation between commander and soldiers. 

 

HE DESCENDED INTO HELL 

 

LEXHAM BIBLE DICTIONARY 

 

Grudem argues that the phrase “He descended into hell” is a late addition to the creed. This 

phrase is commonly understood as a reference to the “harrowing of hell,” which is based on one 

interpretation of 1 Pet 3:19. The phrase is first mentioned by Rufinus in the late fourth century, 

and does not appear in any other versions of the creed until AD 650. Rufinus himself notes that 

the clause “is not added in the Creed of the Roman Church” (Symb. 18), though he includes it 

in the version of the creed that was accepted by his own church of Aquileia (see Symb. 3). 

Moreover, Rufinus makes clear that he did not believe Christ literally descended into hell, 

but rather that the phrase merely meant He was buried. The Greek form of the creed has 

ᾅδης (hadēs), which can mean merely “the grave” rather than a place of punishment. Thus a 

more accurate version would be, “He descended into the grave” or “He descended to the dead” 

(Grudem, “He Did Not Descend,” 102). This understanding of the phrase is reflected, for 

example, in Question 50 of the Westminster Larger Catechism…. Instead of “holy catholic 

church,” some Protestant churches, particularly in the Lutheran tradition, recite “holy 

Christian church” to avoid misinterpreting the phrase as a reference to the Catholic Church. 

The creed seems to use “catholic” in the sense of “universal” or “global” (the Latin uses the 

adjective catholicam); this interpretation fits with the historic nature of the creed, which 

predates in its tradition the split of the Orthodox and Catholic churches.3 

 

 

                                                        
3 Elliot Ritzema and John D. Barry, “Apostles’ Creed,” ed. John D. Barry et al., The Lexham Bible 

Dictionary (Bellingham, WA: Lexham Press, 2016). 
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CATECHISM OF THE CATHOLIC CHURCH 

 

HELL: The state of definitive self-exclusion from communion with God and the blessed, 

reserved for those who refuse by their own free choice to believe and be converted from sin, 

even to the end of their lives (1033).4 

633 Scripture calls the abode of the dead, to which the dead Christ went down, “hell”—

Sheol in Hebrew or Hades in Greek—because those who are there are deprived of the vision 

of God.480 Such is the case for all the dead, whether evil or righteous, while they await the 

redeemer: which does not mean that their lot is identical, as Jesus shows through the parable of 

the poor man Lazarus who was received into “Abraham’s bosom”:481 “It is precisely these holy 

souls, who awaited their Savior in Abraham’s bosom, whom Christ the Lord delivered 

when he descended into hell.”482 Jesus did not descend into hell to deliver the damned, nor 

to destroy the hell of damnation, but to free the just who had gone before him.483 (1033) 

634 “The gospel was preached even to the dead.”484 The descent into hell brings the Gospel 

message of salvation to complete fulfillment. This is the last phase of Jesus’ messianic 

mission, a phase which is condensed in time but vast in its real significance: the spread of 

Christ’s redemptive work to all men of all times and all places, for all who are saved have been 

made sharers in the redemption. (605) 

635 Christ went down into the depths of death so that “the dead will hear the voice of the Son 

of God, and those who hear will live.”485 Jesus, “the Author of life,” by dying destroyed “him 

who has the power of death, that is, the devil, and [delivered] all those who through fear of 

death were subject to lifelong bondage.”486 Henceforth the risen Christ holds “the keys of Death 

                                                        
4 Catholic Church, Catechism of the Catholic Church, 2nd Ed. (Washington, DC: United States Catholic 

Conference, 2000), 881. 

480 Cf. Phil 2:10; Acts 2:24; Rev 1:18; Eph 4:9; Pss 6:6; 88:11–13. 

481 Cf. Ps 89:49; 1 Sam 28:19; Ezek 32:17–32; Lk 16:22–26. 

482 Roman Catechism I, 6, 3. 

483 Cf. Council of Rome (745): DS 587; Benedict XII, Cum dudum (1341): DS. 1011; Clement VI, Super 

quibusdam (1351): DS 1077; Council of Toledo IV (625): DS 485; Mt 27:52–53. 

484 1 Pet 4:6. 

485 Jn 5:25; cf. Mt 12:40; Rom 10:7; Eph 4:9. 

486 Heb 2:14–15; cf. Acts 3:15. 
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and Hades,” so that “at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, in heaven and on earth and 

under the earth.”487 5 

VON BALTHASAR – MYSTERIUM PASCHALE 

 

Von Balthasar, Hans Urs. Mysterium Paschale: the Mystery of Easter. Translated by 

Aidan Nichols, OP. Grand Rapids, Michigan: Eerdmans, 1993; and earlier versions 

1970, 1990. 

The Kindle edition: 

File Size: 885 KB 

Print Length: 312 pages 

Publisher: Ignatius Press (September 28, 2012) 

Publication Date: September 28, 2012 

Sold by: Amazon Digital Services LLC  

Language: English 

ASIN: B009IZIER4 

 

That Jesus was really dead,1 because he really became a man as we are, a son of Adam, and that 

therefore, despite what one can sometimes read in certain theological works, he did not use the 

so-called ‘brief time of his death for all manner of ‘activities’ in the world beyond—this is the 

first point we must consider. In that same way that, upon earth, he was in solidarity with the 

living, so, in the tomb, he is in solidarity with the dead. One must allow to this ‘solidarity’ 

an amplitude and an ambiguity, even, which seem precisely to exclude a communication on 

his part as subject. Each human being lies in his own tomb. And with this condition, seen here 

from the viewpoint of the separated body, Jesus is at first truly solidary. (Kindle 2189-2194) 

There is no difficulty about understanding this ‘going to the souls in prison’ as, first and 

foremost, a ‘being with’, and the ‘preaching’ in the same primary fashion as the publication of 

the ‘redemption’, actively suffered, and brought about by the Cross of the living Jesus—and not 

as a new activity, distinct from the first. For then the solidarity with the condition of the dead 

would be the prior condition for the work of redemption, whose effects would be deployed and 

exercised in the ‘realm’ of the dead, though that work itself would remain fundamentally 

finished (consummatum est!) on the Cross. In this sense the actively formulated term 

                                                        
487 Rev 1:18; Phil 2:10. 

5 Catholic Church, Catechism of the Catholic Church, 2nd Ed. (Washington, DC: United States Catholic 

Conference, 2000), 164–165. 
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‘preaching’ (I Peter 3, 19; in 4, 6 it is passive, evēngelisthē) should be conceived as the 

efficacious outworking in the world beyond of what was accomplished in the temporality of 

history. (Kindle 2222-2229) 

It is true that the Old Testament knows of no ‘commerce’ between the living God and the 

realm of the dead. It knows very well, however, the power of God over that realm: God can 

as well slay as make alive, lead down to Sheol as bring up again (I Samuel 2, 6; 

Deuteronomy 32, 39; Tobit 13, 2; Wisdom 16, 13). Buoyed up by this conviction, the Psalmist 

sang the verses cited by Peter in his Pentecost sermon (Acts 2, 24; 28) to prove that they were 

not fulfilled in David (who was buried, and whose tomb is found among us until this day), but 

in Christ. It is not the going to the dead which is important here—that is taken for granted, 

and identified, simply, with what it is to be genuinely dead—but rather the return from that 

bourn.6 God has not ‘left’ (or ‘abandoned’) Jesus ‘in Hades’ where he tarried; he has not let his 

Holy One see corruption. The accent is placed on the whence—the phrase ek nekrōn occurs 

some fifty times in the New Testament—a whence which implies a point of departure, namely, 

being with the dead. Death here is characterised by ‘pangs’, by ‘pains’ (?dines), and by its 

lust to seize and hold (krateisthai): but God is stronger than death. The only thing that 

matters is the facticity of the ‘being’ of the one who is dead in ‘death’ or—for this amounts to 

the same thing—in Hades, whose character is (objectively) referred to by the term ‘pains’. It is 

from thence that Jesus is ‘awoken’. That Hades itself is undergoing (eschatological) ‘birth-

pangs’, in order to give up this dead One, is not at this point a topic of discussion. (Kindle 

2257-2270) 

The Old Testament ‘re-calling’ is fulfilled, once again, in the Resurrection of Christ from the 

dead. And, once again, a voracious power is obliged to recognize its impotence to hold its 

prey. (Kindle 2277-2279) 

Recall the noun “sarcophagus”, as the Oxford English Dictionary notes: Latin, < Greek 

σαρκοϕάγος, originally adjective, < σαρκο-, σάρξ flesh + -ϕάγος eating. And so, “A kind 

of stone reputed among the Greeks to have the property of consuming the flesh of dead 

bodies deposited in it, and consequently used for coffins.” 

The bringing-down (katagagein) and bringing-up (anagagein) are also registered in Ephesians 

4, 8ff as something realised: the crowning ‘ascent’ is mentioned first, and the ‘descent’, ‘into the 

lower parts of the earth’, only subsequently as the ascent’s presupposition. In ascending, 

however, he ‘led a host of captives’ (Psalm 68, 19): the same powers which henceforth no 

longer have power to hold men prisoner and among which is certainly included ‘the last 

enemy . . . death’ (I Corinthians 15, 26). It is possible that in the phrase ‘the lower parts of the 

                                                        
6 The Oxford English Dictionary at the noun “bourn” – “The limit or terminus of a race, journey, or 

course; the ultimate point aimed at, or to which anything tends; destination, goal.” Sometimes, incorrectly, this 

noun is used to mean “a realm, a domain.” 
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earth’ the realm of the dead is not expressly intended, yet no more is it simply a question of the 

Incarnation tout court,27 but of an Incarnation whose internal logic led Christ to the Cross, 

where, by dying, he triumphed over the deathly powers.28 So much is made explicit in 

Colossians 2, 14f, which speaks of the total disarming of the principalities and powers, their 

putting on public show and the spectacle at their expense, God who did this through the Cross 

of Christ is the Subject here: he it is who stripped them of their weapons and their power. 

But to the powers is linked, so the context tells us (2, 12ff) the interior death of sin: it is the 

terminus a quo of the common Resurrection, both Christ’s and that of those who are dead 

‘because of their misdeeds’. Here too, then, a background solidarity of the One who died on 

the Cross with those who were submitted to the power of death is presupposed. (Kindle 

2288-2300) 

The succession of images—the binding, the crossing of the threshold of the enemy’s house, its 

plundering—certainly has no need to be shared out among the different phases of Christ’s 

redemptive work (Incarnation, Passion, Descent into Hell). Nevertheless, it shows clearly that 

the total depotentiation of the enemy coincides with a forcible entry into the innermost 

terrain of his power. That is why we would bring into relation with this text Matthew 16, 18 

which speaks of the impotence of the gates of Hell to prevail against the Church, as also all 

those other passages where we hear of the exousia of binding and loosing. Without divine 

‘deliverance’ from the ‘pangs of death’ (Acts 2, 24), Christ has no possibility of communicating 

a share in his own exousia to ‘unbind’ (to forgive sins, Mark 2, 10) in a way that will be 

recognized ‘in heaven’ (Matthew 18, 18; John 20, 22ff). (Kindle 2308-2315) 

The apocalyptic tableau of Matthew 27, 51-53 describes the upshot of this depotentiation in 

visionary and imagistic terms: such a shaking of the earth and of the rocks was there that graves 

broke open and those lying there in were made ready, after Christ’s resurrection from his own 

grave, to accompany him out of their own state of death, and to appear in the holy city. The 

legendary mode of the narrative gives the opportunity to articulate in a very precise form the 

realities involved: in the Cross the power of Hell is already broken (down), the locked door 

of the grave is already burst open, yet Christ’s own laying in the tomb and his ‘being with 

the dead’ is still necessary, so that, on Easter Day, the common resurrection ek tōn 

nekrōn—with ‘Christ the first-fruits’—can follow. One cannot, therefore, say (for example, 

by reference to Philippians 2, 8-9), that between the dying and the rising again there is no 

room left for a special condition of being dead. The logion of the Sign of Jonah places 

precisely this condition at the centre. (Kindle 2319-2327) 

Fifthly and lastly, that makes it clear that the ‘proclamation’ in 1 Peter 3, 19 cannot be anything 

other than a preaching of salvation to the dead of 4, 6 (the particle gar is noticeable here). 

Furthermore, one should not present this as a subjective kind of preaching, meant to move 

others to conversion: it is the objective announcement (like a herald’s signal) of a fact—the 

fact, namely, that what appeared to be definitive judgment (a ‘prison’) on the unbelief 

which greeted the first sign of salvation is overcome by the grace of Christ, which has 
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turned the sign of judgment (the Flood) into a sign of salvation (baptism), and created from 

the ‘tiny remnant’ (‘eight souls’) who survived the great catastrophe an entire redeemed 

people (1 Peter 2, 9). (Kindle 2362-2367) 

(a) Sheol - The fact of being with the unredeemed dead, in the Sheol of the Old Testament, 

signifies a solidarity in whose absence the condition of standing for sinful man before God 

would not be complete. This is why Sheol must be understood in the classic Old Testament 

sense, putting between parentheses the speculations of later Judaism, influenced as these were 

by Persia and Hellenism, about the difference of destiny which distinguishes men by way of 

reward and penalty after death. (Kindle 2395-2399) 

One should note that what is in question here, for Augustine, is delivery from Sheol, and not 

from the Hell of the New Testament. (Kindle 2419-2421) 

(b) The condition of Sheol - The Old Testament descriptions are so existential in their tenor 

that the accent falls much more on the condition of the dead than on the place where they 

find themselves. It is not, then, a matter for surprise that, in Christian theology, the theme of 

places (receptacula, promptuaria)44 and that of conditions are set side by side with little or no 

reciprocal influence, and that the second can sometimes appear without the former. It is highly 

significant that Bede who, no doubt, believed in a local Hell, is able with equal facility to 

consider Hell as an ‘act’. In this sense, the Devil, even when he leaves the Hell which is a 

place, carries his Hell everywhere he goes.45 This view is shared by the Summa of Alexander 

of Hales.46 In accordance with a tradition deriving from Plato and Plotinus, Augustine, in his 

Literal Commentary on Genesis admitted the purely spiritual character of Hell.47 (Kindle 2425-

2432) 

Of the four reasons which Thomas gives for the descent among the dead, the one he places first 

is ‘ut sustineret totam poenam peccati, ut sic totam culpam expiaret’. Now the penalty which the 

sin of man brought on was not only the death of the body. It was also a penalty that affected 

the soul, for sinning was also the soul’s work, and the soul paid the price in being deprived of 

the vision of God. As yet unexpiated, it followed that all human beings who lived before the 

coming of Christ, even the holy ancestors, descended into the infimum.7 And so, in order to 

assume the entire penalty imposed upon sinners, Christ willed not only to die, but to go down, 

in his soul, ad infernum.56 8As early as the Fathers of the second century, this act of sharing 

constituted the term and aim of the Incarnation. The ‘terrors of death’ into which Jesus 

himself falls are only dispelled when the Father raises him again.57 

                                                        
7 The Latin adjective “infimus, infima, infimum means “humblest; lowest or deepest or farthest down from 

the surface; vilest or meanest.” 

8 The Latin adjective “infernus, inferna, infernum” means “lower”; of Hell; underground, of the lower 

regions.” 
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All that only expresses the law of human death, thought through to its logical conclusion. It 

tells us nothing about a ‘descent’, much less a ‘combat’ and least of all a ‘triumphant victory 

procession’ by Christ across Hades. To the extent that the experience of death was objectively 

capable of containing an interior victory and thus a triumph over hostile powers, to that extent 

it was in no way necessary that this triumph be subjectively experienced. For precisely that 

would have abolished the law of solidarity. Let it not be forgotten: among the dead, there is 

no living communication. Here solidarity means: being solitary like, and with, the others. 

(Kindle 2465-2470) 

(d) The indefinability of the Sheol condition - Behind this solidarity there lies hidden a grave 

theological problem whose inner disagreement our thinking, limited as it is by time, cannot 

resolve. The penalty which weighs on ‘pre-Christian humanity’ by reason of ‘original sin’—if we 

abstract here from personal sin—is de jure definitive: it is poena damni, deprivation of the vision 

of God. On the other hand, before Christ there was already—in manifest form among the Jews, 

but in hidden form, surely, among other peoples—an order of salvation oriented towards 

Christ which in some way makes it possible, in co-operation with the grace of God, to be 

‘just’ and thus, in the midst of the poena damni, to await ‘redemption’. (Kindle 2470-2475) 

On the basis of what has just been said, we cannot avoid the following thought: given that the 

Redeemer, in his solidarity with the dead, has spared them the integral experience of death (as 

the poena damni), so that a heavenly shimmer of light, of faith, love, hope, has ever illuminated 

the ‘abyss’—then he took, by substitution, that whole experience upon himself. The Redeemer 

showed himself therefore as the only one who, going beyond the general experience of death, 

was able to measure the depths of that abyss. Once again, and this time retrospectively, one 

can reject as incomplete a ‘theology of death’ which limits Jesus’ solidarity with sinners to the 

act of decision or some self-gift of existence in the moment of dying. Rather must we say, with 

Althaus: for the death of Christ to be inclusive, it must be simultaneously exclusive and unique 

in its expiatory value. (Kindle 2513-2519) 

(b) The experience of the second death - And here we encounter the well-known view of 

Luther, and above all of Calvin, according to which Jesus experienced on the Cross Hell’s 

tortures in place of sinners, thus rendering superfluous a similar experience of Hell on Holy 

Saturday. Luther remarks of the Mount of Olives and the Cross: ‘vere enim sensit mortem et 

infernum in corpore suo’,78 but he can admit an experience of Hell even for the dead Christ. 

Christ would have truly gone down into Hell, so as to undergo the ‘dolores post mortem’.79 But 

just this suffering is his triumph over Hell, so much so that one can speak of a victrix infirmitas.80 

Melanchthon stresses in a unilateral way the aspect of triumph, determining thereby the 

interests of later Lutheranism. (Kindle 2524-2536) 
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Nicholas of Cusa9 accepted the existence of a passion of Holy Saturday in clear terms, and 

regarded it as forming part of the vicarious Passion properly so called. Let us hear him:  

The vision, pisio, of death by the mode of immediate experience, via cognoscentiae, 

is the most complete punishment possible. And since the death of Christ was 

complete, since through his own experience he saw the death which he had freely 

chosen to undergo, the soul of Christ went down into the underworld, ad inferna, 

where the vision of death is. For death is called ‘underworld’, infimus, and it has been 

loosed from out of the deeper underworld, ex inferno inferiori. The lower or deeper 

underworld is where one sees death. When God raised Christ he drew him, as we read 

in the Acts of the Apostles, from out of the lower underworld, after delivering him from 

the torture of that underworld, solutis doloribus inferni. That is why the prophet says, 

‘He did not leave my soul in the underworld’. Christ’s suffering, the greatest one could 

conceive, was like that of the damned who cannot be damned any more. That is, his 

suffering went to the length of infernal punishment (usque ad poenam infernalem). . . He 

alone through such a death entered into glory. He wanted to experience the poena 

sensus like the damned in Hell for the glorifying of his Father, and so as to show that 

one should obey the Father even to the utmost torture (quod ei obediendum sit 

usque ad extremum supplicium). That means: praising and glorifying God in every 

possible way for our justification—which is what Christ has done.84 (Kindle 2549-2561) 

 

Hebrews 12: 14 hStrive for peace with everyone, and for that holiness without which no 

one will see the Lord. 15 *See to it that no one be deprived of the grace of God, that no 

bitter root spring up and cause trouble, through which many may become defiled,i 16 that 

                                                        
9 The Oxford Dictionary of the Christian Church, 3rd edition - Nicholas of Cusa (1401–64), German 

cardinal and philosopher. He was a native of the village of Cues, on the Moselle. After studying at Heidelberg 

(1416) and Padua (1417–23), where he became a doctor of canon law, he entered Cologne University in 1425. 

There he was in close touch with Heymericus de Campo, the Dean of the Faculty of Arts and chief proponent of 

the doctrines of *Albert the Great. Through Heymericus he became acquainted with the writings of Ramon *Llull. 

From 1426 he searched for manuscripts of the classics on behalf of Card. Giordano Orsini; his discoveries made 

him known to the Italian humanists…. Nicholas’s general cast of thought has many affinities with *Neoplatonism; 

and among those who esp. influenced him were St *Augustine, *Proclus, and *Dionysius the Pseudo-Areopagite, 

and of medieval thinkers, esp. St *Bonaventure and Meister *Eckhart. He held the common Platonist view that 

mathematics is the supreme science. He also had considerable critical gifts as a historian, rejecting e.g. the 

authenticity of the *False Decretals and of the *Donation of Constantine. 

h Rom 12:18; 14:19. 

* Esau serves as an example in two ways: his profane attitude illustrates the danger of apostasy, and his 

inability to secure a blessing afterward illustrates the impossibility of repenting after falling away (see Heb 6:4–6). 

i Dt 29:18 (17 LXX). 



NOTES BY FR. RICHARD GANZ, SJ 10 

 

no one be an immoral or profane person like Esau, who sold his birthright for a single 

meal.j 17 For you know that later, when he wanted to inherit his father’s blessing, he was 

rejected because he found no opportunity to change his mind, even though he sought the 

blessing with tears.k 10 

Hebrews 12: 25 See that you do not reject the one who speaks. For if they did not escape 

when they refused the one who warned them on earth, how much more in our case if we 

turn away from the one who warns from heaven.s11 

It is theologically mistaken to retroject the concept of the New Testament (Christological) 

Hell into the Old Testament, and, on that basis, present Holy Saturday with questions which 

are insoluble since ill posed. Augustine is capable of expressing himself very clearly on the 

theological replacement of Hades by Hell.85 Hell in the New Testament sense is a function of 

the Christ event. (Kindle 2578-2581) 

(b) The experience of sin - as such Nicholas of Cusa spoke with great exactitude in the passage 

cited above of a vision of the (second) death, a pisio mortis. This contemplative and objective 

(passive) moment is what distinguishes Holy Saturday from the subjective and active 

experience of suffering in the Passion. Christ belongs now with the refa’im, with those 

‘deprived of strength’. He cannot conduct an active struggle against the ‘powers of Hell’. No 

more can he ‘triumph’ subjectively over them, which would pre-suppose new life and 

strength. And yet this extremity of ‘weakness’ certainly can and must be one with the object of 

his vision: the second death which, itself, is one with sheer sin as such, no longer sin as 

attaching to a particular human being, sin incarnate in living existences, but abstracted 

from that individuation, contemplated in its bare reality as such (for sin is a reality!). 

(Kindle 2586-2593) 

In this respect, the dead Redeemer in the infernal Sheol does not really contemplate anything 

other than his own triumph, though he sees that triumph not in the shining forth of the life of 

the Resurrection—for how could he who was awakened to eternal life still possess a point of 

contact with this chaos?—but in the one and only condition which allows such immediate 

contact, namely, the absolute emptying of life which he knew as the Dead One.87 The object 

                                                        
j Gn 25:33. 

k Gn 27:34–38. 

10 New American Bible, Revised Edition. (Washington, DC: The United States Conference of Catholic 

Bishops, 2011), Heb 12:14–17. 

s Ex 20:19. 

11 New American Bible, Revised Edition. (Washington, DC: The United States Conference of Catholic 

Bishops, 2011), Heb 12:25. 
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of this visio mortis cannot be a populated Hell, for then it would be the contemplation of a 

defeat; nor an inhabited Purgatory, for theologically there could be no such Purgatory ‘before’ 

Christ, as we shall show; nor a populated ‘Pre-Hell’, which is rightly represented symbolically 

as de-populated by the ‘descent of Christ’. The object of the visio mortis can only be the pure 

substantiality of ‘Hell’ which is ‘sin in itself’. Plato and Plotinus created for this the expression 

borboros (mud, ordure) which the Church Fathers (and notably the Cappadocians) gratefully 

took up.88 Likewise the image of chaos is a natural one here.89 (Kindle 2595-2603) 

(c) Trinitarian character of the event - That the Redeemer is solidary with the dead, or, 

better, with this death which makes of the dead, for the first time, dead human beings in all 

reality—this is the final consequence of the redemptive mission he has received from the 

Father. His being with the dead is an existence at the utmost pitch of obedience, and because 

the One thus obedient is the dead Christ, it constitutes the ‘obedience of a corpse’ (the phrase is 

Francis of Assisi’s) of a theologically unique kind. By it Christ takes the existential measure of 

everything that is sheerly contrary to God, of the entire object of the divine eschatological 

judgment, which here is grasped in that event in which it is ‘cast down’ (hormēmati blēthēsetai, 

Apocalypse 18, 21; John 12, 31; Matthew 22, 13). But at the same time, this happening gives 

the measure of the Father’s mission in all its amplitude: the ‘exploration’ of Hell is an event 

of the (economic) Trinity. (Kindle 2619-2626) 

If the Father must be considered as the Creator of human freedom—with all its foreseeable 

consequences—then judgment belongs primordially to him, and thereby Hell also; and when 

he sends the Son into the world to save it instead of judging it, and, to equip him for this 

function, gives ‘all judgment to the Son’ (John 5, 22), then he must also introduce the Son-

made-man into ‘Hell’ (as the supreme entailment of human liberty). But the Son cannot 

really be introduced into Hell save as a dead man, on Holy Saturday. This introducing is needful 

since the dead must ‘hear the voice of the Son of God’, and hearing that voice, ‘live’ (John 5, 

15). The Son must ‘take in with his own eyes what in the realm of creation is imperfect, 

unformed, chaotic’ so as to make it pass over into his own domain as the Redeemer. (Kindle 

2628-2634) 

His exploration of the ultimate depths has transformed what was a prison into a way. And so 

Gregory the Great can say:  

Christ went down into the deepest abysses of the sea, when he went into the Lowest Hell, to 

fetch forth the souls of his elect. Before the redemption, the depth of the sea was a prison, not 

a way . . . But God made of this abyss a road . . . It is also called ‘the deepest abyss’ on the 

grounds that, just as the depths of the sea cannot be fathomed by any human gaze, so too the 

secret of Hell is impenetrable to all human knowledge.  

Yet the Lord can cross (deambulare) this deepest Hell, since he is not bound by any of the 

bonds of sin, but is, rather, ‘free among the dead’. Gregory now turns, from the depths of 

Holy Saturday, to consider the spiritual descent of the Redeemer into the lostness of the sinful 
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heart: the very same descensus is repeated each time that the Lord goes down into the depths of 

the desperata corda.96 (Kindle 2637-2644) 

But the desire to conclude from this that all human beings, before and after Christ, are 

henceforth saved, that Christ by his experience of Hell has emptied Hell, so that all fear of 

damnation is now without object, is a surrender to the opposite extreme. We shall have cause to 

speak of this again later, but even at this stage we have to say that precisely here the distinction 

between Hades and Hell acquires its theological significance. In rising from the dead, Christ 

leaves behind him Hades, that is, the state in which humanity is cut off from access to God. 

But, by virtue of his deepest Trinitarian experience, he takes ‘Hell’ with him, as the 

expression of his power to dispose, as judge, the everlasting salvation or the everlasting loss 

of man. (Kindle 2666-2671) 

 

J.N.D. KELLY – EARLY CHRISTIAN CREEDS 

 

For the moment we shall limit our investigation to the theological and doctrinal aspect of the 

Apostles’ Creed. This is so intricate and important that the whole of the present chapter will be 

taken up with it. In the final chapter we shall turn to the even knottier problem of T’s origin 

and emergence as an independent creed of European authority.12 

NEXT to the Constantinopolitan Creed, the most important confessional formulary in 

Christendom is the so-called Apostles’ Creed [referred to by the letter “T”]. Except in 

Anabaptist circles, its authority was generally recognized at the Reformation, Martin Luther 

singling it out as one of the three binding summaries of belief, and both Calvin and Zwingli 

including it among their doctrinal norms. The English church has given it unusual prominence 

by requiring its recitation twice daily at morning and evening prayer. It has never ranked 

among the theological standards, and consequently has no place in the liturgy, of the Eastern 

Orthodox churches, but the suspicion with which they once regarded it has long disappeared. 

In the twentieth century its prestige has been enhanced and extended by its 

acknowledgement by several ecumenical gatherings as a uniquely authoritative statement 

of Christian belief.13 

                                                        
T textus receptus 

12 J. N. D. Kelly, Early Christian Creeds, Third Edition. (London; New York: Continuum, 2006), 371. 

13 J. N. D. Kelly, Early Christian Creeds, Third Edition. (London; New York: Continuum, 2006), 368. 
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First, we should notice (the fact has never been denied) that what we have here is simply a 

rather elaborate variant of the Old Roman Creed (R) which we identified and studied in 

Chapters III and IV. For ease of reference the conventional label T (= textus receptus) is 

customarily attached to it. We observed in Chapter VI that the creeds used in the Western 

Church in the early centuries for instructing catechumens and administering baptism were 

always variant forms of R. We glanced at creeds of this description hailing from North Italy, the 

Balkans, North Africa, Spain and Gaul. In all of them the core was R, and they were 

distinguished from one another and from R either by minor modifications of phrasing or by 

the inclusion of additional matter.14 

In the case of T the characteristic trimmings, all told, amount to eleven—(a) T adds CREATOR 

OF HEAVEN AND EARTH (creatorem coeli et terrae); (b) T alters R’s distinctive word-order CHRIST 

JESUS to the more common JESUS CHRIST; (c) T gives precision to R’s BORN FROM THE HOLY 

SPIRIT AND THE VIRGIN MARY by reading CONCEIVED BY THE HOLY SPIRIT, BORN FROM THE VIRGIN 

MARY; (d) T adds SUFFERED (passus) before UNDER PONTIUS PILATE; (e) T inserts DEAD 

(mortuus); (f) T inserts DESCENDED TO HELL (descendit ad inferna) after BURIED; (g) T expands 

R’s AT THE RIGHT HAND OF THE FATHER to AT THE RIGHT HAND OF GOD THE FATHER ALMIGHTY 

                                                        
R Old Roman Creed 

R Old Roman Creed 

R Old Roman Creed 

14 J. N. D. Kelly, Early Christian Creeds, Third Edition. (London; New York: Continuum, 2006), 369. 

T textus receptus 

T textus receptus 

T textus receptus 

R Old Roman Creed 

T textus receptus 

R Old Roman Creed 

T textus receptus 

T textus receptus 

T textus receptus 

T textus receptus 

R Old Roman Creed 
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(ad dexteram dei patris omnipotentis); (h) T changes R’s WHENCE (unde) to THENCE (inde); (i) T 

adds CATHOLIC (catholicam) to R’s description of the Church as HOLY; (j) T interpolates 

COMMUNION OF SAINTS (sanctorum communionem) as an article of belief; (k) T adds ETERNAL 

LIFE (vitam aeternam).15 

Secondly, we should recall in passing that, although the milieu in which R and its daughter 

creeds grew up was mainly catechetical and baptismal, T was from its formation called 

upon to discharge much more extensive functions. Its primary role, of course, has always 

been to serve as the declaratory creed at baptism. In that capacity it has featured in the 

baptismal rites of the Latin West since the eighth century, and in that of the Roman church, in 

conjunction with the shorter and more primitive interrogations, since a date only a little later 

which we shall have to discuss in the following chapter. But almost contemporaneously with its 

final redaction T obtained a foothold in the divine office too, and this it has retained ever since. 

Long before that happened, when their creeds were still fluctuating and immature variants 

of R, St Ambrose and St Augustine were speaking of the symbolum fidei as a talisman to be 

memorized and recited at stated intervals. “Say the creed daily,” the latter advised his flock.1 

“When you rise, when you compose yourself to sleep, repeat your creed, render it to the Lord, 

remind yourself of it, be not irked to say it over.” At this early period the regular repetition of 

                                                        
T textus receptus 

R Old Roman Creed 

T textus receptus 

R Old Roman Creed 

T textus receptus 

T textus receptus 

15 J. N. D. Kelly, Early Christian Creeds, Third Edition. (London; New York: Continuum, 2006), 369–370. 

R Old Roman Creed 

T textus receptus 

T textus receptus 

R Old Roman Creed 

1 Serm. 58, 11 (P.L. 38, 399 f.). Cf. St Ambrose, De virg. 3, 4; Explan. symb. ad init. (P.L. 16, 225; 17, 1155 

and 1160). 
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the creed had nothing, so far as we know, of canonical obligation about it, but was a matter 

of private devotion.16 

 

ENCYCLOPEDIA OF ANCIENT CHRISTIANITY 

 

Jerónimo Leal, “Apostles’ Creed,” ed. Angelo Di Berardino and James Hoover, trans. 

Joseph T. Papa, Erik A. Koenke, and Eric E. Hewett, Encyclopedia of Ancient 

Christianity (Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic; InterVarsity Press, 2014), 195–196. 

APOSTLES’ CREED (for professions of faith in general, see Creeds and Confessions of Faith). 

According to some ancient sources the twelve apostles composed the first creed of faith, 

the Apostles’ Creed or the Symbolum Apostolorum. It was cited for the first time in a letter to 
*Ambrose (Ep. 42, 5) sent by Pope *Siricius to the Synod of *Milan (390). *Rufinus of Aquilea 

(Comm. in symb. apost. 2) recounts that the apostles “established … a unanimous norm for their 

future preaching … granting each one a contribution that he regarded better.” Rufinus is in 

agreement with another document from the same era titled the Explanatio symboli ad 

initiandos, which was based on St. Ambrose’s speech and the *Apostolic Constitutions 6,14. 

The account of the composition of the Apostles’ Creed enjoyed a consensus during the entire 

Middle Ages. It thus also found expression in the figurative arts as, e.g., in the Liebfrauenkirche 

of Trier, which was constructed between 1235 and 1260, where the twelve columns that 

support the ceiling were adorned during the 15th c. with representations of the apostles and 

their articles of faith. 

The apostolic origin of the creed was criticized by Lorenzo Valla and Reginald Pecock, but the 

first scholar was forced to retract and the second renounced his episcopal see in 1458. These 

                                                        
16 J. N. D. Kelly, Early Christian Creeds, Third Edition. (London; New York: Continuum, 2006), 370. 

* articles within the EAC 

* articles within the EAC 

* articles within the EAC 

* articles within the EAC 

* articles within the EAC 

c. “century” or “centuries” 
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criticisms, however, returned in the 17th c. with Voss and Usher. Starting from the Reformation 

the historical account of the composition of the creed was considered apocryphal by all 

scholars. 

Throughout the NT one finds the phenomenon of teaching that was imposed and transmitted 

with authority. Then, in the *baptismal questions and answers of the first three centuries, 

although the formulas were very simple, a declaration of faith was always present. In the 

second half of the 2nd c., Catholic circles took for granted that the *regula fidei went back to 

the apostles, a type of schematic summary of Christian teaching for *catechesis and other 

objectives. Although the rule of faith and the Apostles’ Creed were not the same thing, the 

relationship between the two was very close. Very specific traces of this regula fidei can be 

found in the writings of *Justin Martyr (Apol. I, 6,2; I, 65,3; I, 13), *Ignatius of Antioch (Magn. 

13, Trall. 9, Smirn. I, 1–2), the *Didache (7), *Irenaeus of Lyons (Adv. Haer. I, 10,1–2; III, 4,1), 
*Tertullian (Apol. 47, Praescr. 21 and 37) etc., and all these testimonies speak of it as having 

been transmitted by the apostles. 

Modern-day scholarship tends to affirm that the account of the assembly of the twelve apostles 

to compose the Apostles’ Creed was most likely a pious invention, but the ancient conviction 

that the regula fidei went back to the apostles contains an element of truth. 

J.N.D. Kelly, Early Christian Creeds, London 1972; F.E. Vokes, Apostolisches Glaubensbekenntnis I: TRE, 

528–554; H.M. Barth, Apostolisches Glaubensbekenntnis II: ibid. 554–566; H. Schröer, Apostolisches 

Glaubensbekenntnis III: ibid. 566–571; L.H. Westra, Apostles’ Creed: Origin, History, and Some Early 

                                                        
c. “century” or “centuries” 

NT New Testament 

* articles within the EAC 

c. “century” or “centuries” 

* articles within the EAC 

* articles within the EAC 

* articles within the EAC 

* articles within the EAC 

* articles within the EAC 

* articles within the EAC 

* articles within the EAC 

TRE Theologische Realenzyklopädie, Berlin–New York 1976– 
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Commentaries, Turnhout 2002; M. Vinzent, Der Ursprung des Apostolikums im Urteil der kritischen 

Forschung, Göttingen 2006. 

J. LEAL17 

 

OXFORD DICTIONARY OF THE CHRISTIAN CHURCH 

 

F. L. Cross and Elizabeth A. Livingstone, eds., The Oxford Dictionary of the Christian 

Church (Oxford;  New York: Oxford University Press, 2005), 90. 

 

Apostles’ Creed. A statement of faith used only in the W. Church. Like other ancient *Creeds, 

it falls into three sections, concerned with God, Jesus Christ, and the Holy Spirit, 

corresponding to the three Baptismal questions of the primitive Church. Terse in expression, 

it is less overtly theological than E. Creeds, but it includes such distinctive articles as the 

*Descent into Hell and the *Communion of Saints. Though its affirmations can be supported 

by NT evidence, the formula itself is not of apostolic origin. Its title is first found c. 390 (Ep. 

42. 5 of St *Ambrose), by which time the legend of its joint composition by the twelve 

Apostles was already current. Its present form, first quoted by St *Pirminius (early 8th cent.), 

is an elaboration of the shorter *Old Roman Creed (q.v.), which had ultimately evolved from 

earlier, simpler texts based on the Lord’s threefold baptismal command (Mt. 28:19). This 

developed form seems to have had a Hispano-Gallic origin, was given a monopoly in his 

dominions by *Charlemagne, and was eventually accepted at Rome, where the Old Roman 

Creed or similar forms had survived for centuries. By the early Middle Ages it was everywhere 

employed at Baptism in the W., and between the 7th and 9th cents. secured a place in the 

daily offices. The BCP prescribes its use at Baptism (in an interrogative form) and daily at 

*Mattins and *Evensong, except on the thirteen days in the year on which the *Athanasian 

                                                        
17 Jerónimo Leal, “Apostles’ Creed,” ed. Angelo Di Berardino and James Hoover, trans. Joseph T. Papa, 

Erik A. Koenke, and Eric E. Hewett, Encyclopedia of Ancient Christianity (Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic; 

InterVarsity Press, 2014), 195–196. 

Ep Epistle. 

cent. century. 

q.v. quod vide (Lat., which see). 

BCP Book of *Common Prayer. 
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Creed is to be said in its place at Mattins. Its use at Mattins and Evensong is retained in most 

modern Anglican liturgies. In the 20th cent. it has been increasingly treated in discussions about 

Church union as a binding formulary of faith.18 

 

 

                                                        
cent. century. 

18 F. L. Cross and Elizabeth A. Livingstone, eds., The Oxford Dictionary of the Christian Church (Oxford;  

New York: Oxford University Press, 2005), 90. 


