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If anyone is looking for the ABCs of the Christian faith, then the Apostles Creed is a good starting point. It’s called the Apostles Creed not because the Apostles wrote it, but because it contains a summary of their teachings which are essential to our faith. When it first appeared, it was called the “Rule of Faith.” Why? Because the Christian faith, if it is to be “Christian” in any meaningful sense of the term, cannot contain less than the Apostles Creed. These truths establish “the measure” of what a Christian must believe.

These beliefs, on which faith in Christ must rest, are trinitarian. For example, in the first section of the Creed, I learn to believe in “God the Father, Almighty,” who created me and everything in this world. In the second section, I come to believe in “Jesus Christ, His only Son our Lord,” who redeemed me and everyone who comes to faith in Him. In the third section, I come to believe in “the Holy Spirit,” who indwells me and enables me to share in all the blessings of Christ, including the holy catholic church, the forgiveness of sins, the resurrection of the body, and the life everlasting.

The claims about Christ are central to the layout of the Creed, as compared to the shorter sections on the Father and the Spirit. Why? Because Christ is central to “the Rule of Faith.” Without His miraculous conception, His birth, death, burial, resurrection, and ascension to heaven, we wouldn’t know anything about the Trinity. Nor could we know about God’s plan of salvation, including the forgiveness of sins and the life everlasting. As the New Testament tells us, it is Jesus Christ, as our Redeemer, who is the revealer of all these truths (Cf. Heb. 1:1-2; 2:2-3).

But what if Jesus Christ, after His suffering, death and burial, had stayed dead? What if He was now no more than a beautiful memory, like Confucius or Mohammed? Would it matter? We would still have His example and His teaching. Wouldn’t they be enough?

“Enough for what?” asks J. I. Packer. “Not for Christianity. Had Jesus not risen, but stayed dead, the bottom would drop out of Christianity . . . and every single item in the Creed after ‘suffered and was buried’ will have to be struck out.” If so, then “Christianity cannot be what the first Christians thought it was – fellowship with a living Lord who is identified with the Jesus of the Gospels. The Jesus of the Gospels can still be your hero, but He cannot be your Savior.” (The Apostles Creed)

That’s why the Christian faith rests on the certainty of His resurrection, as affirmed in The Apostles Creed: “The third day he rose again from the dead.” Clearly the Creed views the resurrection as a fact of history. It occurred on “the third day,” counting from the day when Jesus “suffered under Pontius Pilate” in about Ad 30. On that precise day, in Jerusalem, the capital city of Israel, Jesus came alive, vacated the tomb, and conquered death for all time. 
One of the best ways to understand the immense importance of the resurrection is by turning to the Heidelberg Catechism (1563). Like most of the Protestant catechisms, it’s mainly an explanation of the Apostles Creed, the Ten Commandments, and the Lord’s Prayer. But unlike the other catechisms, the Heidelberg divides its 129 questions and answers into fifty-two Lord’s Days, making it ideal to preach throughout the course of the year (one of its original purposes.)

It’s commentary on the Apostles Creed begins on Lord’s Day 7. It concludes 15 weeks later (Lord’s Day 22). Week by week and phrase by phrase, it works our way through each affirmation of our faith. Lord’s Day 17 addresses the relevance of the resurrection: 47Q “How does Christ’s resurrection benefit us?” That’s an important question, since most churchgoers know next to nothing about the significance of the empty tomb. The Heidelberg gives three reasons why the resurrection is such good news:

A. “First, by his resurrection he has overcome death, so that he might make us share in the righteousness he won for us by His death (Rom. 4:25; 1 Cor. 15:16-20; 1 Pet. 1:3-5). As we can see, the first verse the Catechism cites to support this teaching is Romans 4:25; “He was delivered over to death for our sins, and was raised to life for our justification.” 

The beauty of this verse is that it describes the work of the Lord Jesus Christ in two parallel statements. The first line explains the meaning of the cross and is an allusion to Isaiah 53:12; “He was delivered over to death for our sins” (v. 25a). The “for” is best understood as “because of;” Jesus was handed over to death “because of” the need to pay the penalty for our sins (“the wages of sin is death,” Rom. 6:23). The second line explains the meaning of the resurrection: “and was raised to life for our justification” (v. 25b). The “for” is this line is best understood as “for the purpose of;” Jesus was raised from the dead “for the sake of” our justification, or “in order that we might be justified.” The CEV (1995) clarifies this important distinction: “God gave Jesus to die for (because of) our sins, and he raised him to life, so that we would be made acceptable to God” (“for our justification”). 

Therefore, the resurrection of Jesus Christ proves that God accepted His Son’s sacrifice. His justice has been satisfied. The debt we owed has been “paid in full.” Sin has been forgiven and cleansed. Death has been conquered. The resurrection means that Christ proved He was a righteous, sin-bearing Substitute, so that through faith we now can share in His righteousness (or declared to be righteous). As Paul has previously said, this was God’s way of maintaining His justice and justifying sinners; for He is both “just” and “the one who justifies those who have faith in Jesus” (3:26).

Second, by His power we too are already now resurrected to a new life (Rom. 6:5-11; Eph. 2:4-6; Col. 3:1-4). Our hope of new life is not just a heavenly hope; it is a present reality. There are literally dozens of places in the New Testament where believers are described as “in Christ.” This little phrase points to the glorious union we have with Christ – through faith – in His death, burial and resurrection. 
When He died, we died with Him to the old way of life; when He was raised, we rose with Him to a new way of life. The Catechism cites three of the many Scriptures that refer to our union with Christ in His resurrection life.
· “Because of his great love for us, God, who is rich in mercy, made us alive with Christ even when we were dead in transgressions – it is by grace you have been saved. And God raised us up with Christ and seated us with him in the heavenly realms in Christ Jesus” (Eph. 2:4-6).
· “Since, then, you have been raised with Christ, set your hearts on things above, where Christ is seated at the right hand of God. Set your minds on things above, not on earthly things. For you died, and your life is hidden with Christ in God. When Christ, who is your life, appears, then you also will appear with Him in glory.” (Col. 3:1-4)
· “For if we have been united with him in a death like his, we will certainly also be united with him in a resurrection like his. For we know that our old self was crucified with him so that the body ruled by sin might be done away with, that we should no longer be slaves to sin – because anyone who has died has been set free from sin. Now if we died with Christ, we believe that we will also live with him” (Rom. 6:5-8).

Third, Christ’s resurrection is a guarantee of our glorious resurrection. (Rom. 8:11; 1 Cor. 15: 12-23; Phil. 3:20-21). The Apostle Paul is clear that the goal of our salvation is not a release from, but rather a renewal of the physical body – when Christ returns. In Romans 8:11 we read, “And if the Spirit of him who raised Jesus from the dead is living in you, he who raised Christ from the dead will also give life to your mortal bodies through his Spirit, who lives in you.”

The Catechism also points us to 1 Corinthians 15:12-23, in which we are told that Christ’s resurrection was the firstfruits of a resurrection harvest that will occur “at his coming” (v. 23). At that time, those who belong to Him will receive resurrection bodies, never again subject to weakness, illness, aging, or death. Therefore, says Paul, “we eagerly await a Savior. . . , the Lord Jesus Christ, who, by the power that enables him to bring everything under his control, will transform our lowly bodies so that they will be like his glorious body” (Phil. 3:20-21).

None of this would be possible without the resurrection of Jesus Christ, God’s only Son, our Lord. The resurrection is the capstone of Christian faith. It guarantees our forgiveness (1 Cor. 15:17) and justification (Rom. 4:25). It confirms that we will receive resurrection bodies (1 Cor. 15:23), and it’s the basis of our new life in Christ here and now (Eph. 2:4-6; Col. 3:1-4; Rom. 6:4-6). That’s how Christ’s resurrection benefits us, and that’s why the empty tomb is such good news! It’s the best news ever!

“Christ the Lord is risen today, Alleluia!
Sons of men and angels say: Alleluia!
Raise your joys and triumphs high. Alleluia!
Sing, ye heavens and earth reply: Alleluia!”
(Charles Wesley, 1739)



