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Résumé

Après quelques préliminaires sur la signification, l’usage 
et l’origine du Symbole des Apôtres, l’auteur attire 
l’attention sur deux points significatifs qui en sont 
absents. Premièrement, le symbole passe directement 
de la mention du Dieu créateur à celle de l’incarnation 
de son Fils Jésus-Christ sans mentionner l’action divine 
envers les nations et Israël qui se trouve relatée à partir 
de Genèse 3 jusqu’à Matthieu 1, comme si cette action 
ne revêtait aucune importance. Il néglige ainsi le rôle et 

l’importance de la révélation divine dans l’histoire qui a 
précédé l’incarnation. Deuxièmement, le symbole ne dit 
rien de l’identité juive de Jésus et de son ministère essen-
tiellement consacré à Israël. Ces deux points constituent 
pourtant des éléments essentiels de l’exposé néotesta-
mentaire de l’Évangile. Lorsqu’on considère les con-
séquences regrettables de ces omissions sur les relations 
entre Juifs et chrétiens au cours de l’histoire de l’Église, il 
paraît très nécessaire de combler ces manques. Des sug-
gestions concrètes dans ce sens sont ici proposées.

Zusammenfassung

Nach einigen vorausgehenden Bemerkungen über 
die Bedeutung, den Gebrauch und Ursprung des 
Apostolischen Glaubensbekenntnisses, vertritt dieser 
Aufsatz die Meinung, dass zwei wesentliche Bestandteile 
im Glaubensbekenntnis fehlen:

(1) Das Glaubensbekenntnis bewegt sich direkt von 
Gott, dem Schöpfer, hin zur Fleischwerdung seines 
Sohnes Jesus Christus, ohne dass es Gottes Plänen mit den 
Nationen und Israel zwischen Genesis 3 und Matthäus 1 
irgendwelche Bedeutung beimisst, so als wären sie unbe-
deutend. Da stellt sich die wichtige Frage im Blick auf 

die Rolle und Bedeutung von Gottes Offenbarung in der 
Geschichte vor der Inkarnation von Christus.

(2) Das Glaubensbekenntnis schweigt ebenfalls über 
die jüdische Identität von Jesus und seinen Dienst in 
und vor allem für Israel. Beide Aspekte sind von wesent-
licher Bedeutung für die Darstellung des Evangeliums im 
Neuen Testament. Darüberhinaus sind Zusätze längst 
überfällig angesichts der zerstörerischen Folgen, die 
der Ausschluss Israels und des Juden Jesus in großen 
Teilen der Kirchengeschichte für die jüdisch-christlichen 
Beziehungen hat. Konkrete Vorschläge dazu werden 
gemacht.

Summary

After some preliminary notes on the significance, use and 
origin of the Apostles’ Creed, this paper argues that there 
are two significant elements lacking in the Creed: 

(1) The Creed moves directly from God the creator 
to the incarnation of his Son Jesus Christ without giving 
any weight to God’s dealings with the nations and Israel 
between Genesis 3 and Matthew 1, as if these were of no 
significance. This raises the important question as to the 

role and importance of God’s revelation in history prior 
to the incarnation of Christ.

(2) The Creed is also silent on Jesus’ Jewish identity 
and his ministry in and primarily for Israel. Both aspects 
are essential in the New Testament presentation of the 
gospel. Moreover, in view of the devastating conse-
quences of excluding Israel and Jesus the Jew for Jewish–
Christian relations in much of church history, additions 
are overdue. Concrete suggestions are provided. 

The Apostles’ Creed, the God of Israel and the 
Jew Jesus of Nazareth

Christoph Stenschke
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1. Introduction
In many liturgies and church services the Apostles’ 
Creed – probably the oldest, the most significant 
and most widely known Christian confession of 
faith – is regularly used by Christians to confess 
their faith. As a summary of the essential contents 
of the Christian faith, this confession cannot be 
overestimated:1 its contents are in people’s minds 
– at least people within the church. Contents of 
the Christian faith that are not mentioned in the 
Creed should be attended to in the proclamation 
and catechesis of the church lest they be marginal-
ised or forgotten. 

In past centuries the Apostles’ Creed was gener-
ally understood as an apt summary of the faith. 
A few examples suffice. One of the systematic 
theologians of Lutheran Orthodoxy, Georg Calixt 
(1586-1656), claimed that since the Apostles’ 
Creed ‘served in the patristic era as a baptismal 
confession, it should be considered as the quin-
tessence of apostolic teaching and therefore an 
expression of the faith that unites all Christian 
churches’.2 The Protestant theologian and lead-
ing representative of Neology (1740-1790), 
Johann Salomo Semler (1725-1791), argued with 
regard to the reservations of some of the radical 
Enlightenment theologians that ‘[w]hat seems to 
be lacking in the Apostles’ Creed is either implic-
itly included or is not a fundamental article of 
first order’.3 With regard to Gotthold Ephraim 
Lessing’s (1729-1781) assessment, H.M. Barth 
states: ‘What the New Testament contains over 
and above the Apostles’ Creed, is according to the 
opinion of the Ancient Church not necessary for 
salvation, it could be true or false, or can be under-
stood in various ways.’ The positive assessment of 
the Apostles’ Creed led at the same time to a reduc-
tion of the Christian statements of faith.4

This reduction of the wealth of Christian doc-
trine to the minimal statements of the Apostles’ 
Creed surely also accounts for the intensity and 
– at times – the vehemence with which this ‘rest’ 
has been debated and continues to be debated.5 
This observation also applies to the significance 
of the Apostles’ Creed in current ecumenical dia-
logue, since the ecumenical consensus regarding 
this Creed is closely linked with a reduction in 
Christian statements of faith. 

Despite these positive evaluations of the Apostles’ 
Creed, I want to argue for additions to the Creed 
in two areas. These additions are required by the 
witness of Scripture and by the – at times devastat-

ing – Wirkungsgeschichte of the neglect of impor-
tant biblical truths in the Creed. 

I want to begin with some reflections on the 
origin and significance of the Apostles’ Creed 
and on Christian confessions in general.6 The 
Berlin church historian and patristic scholar, C. 
Markschies, summarises the intensive debate of 
the past hundred years regarding the origin and 
development of the Creed as follows: 

The plethora of relatively similar Western forms 
in the fourth century A.D. … and their rela-
tionship to Eastern forms of the Creed is best 
explained by the hypothesis that in the course 
of the third century the Romanum [the pre-
cursor of the Apostles’ Creed] merged from a 
Trinitarian and a Christological part, perhaps 
also at an earlier stage – due to the lack of 
information no certainty can be reached. The 
exceptionally artistic structure of the Romanum 
argues against a gradual growth of its basic 
Trinitarian structure.7 

In what follows we need to take note that the 
Apostles’ Creed was not produced by a commit-
tee of theologians intending to draft a compre-
hensive and systematic summary of the Christian 
faith. Rather, like with many other confessions of 
faith, its content was determined by its origin and 
development.8 Its emphasis is on the second article 
on Christology. Students of the Creed reach differ-
ent conclusions regarding the third article, which 
is introduced by a repetition of the formula credo 
(I believe). Is this third article a combination of 
different contents and statements or does it also 
follow a discernible and meaningful structure? In 
more recent discussion, the second view seems 
to be gaining ground. Markschies, for example, 
speaks of its ‘exceptionally artistic structure’. 

In more recent discussions, different elements 
of the Apostles’ Creed have drawn criticism.9 My 
case, however, does not involve criticism of exist-
ing elements of the Creed. Rather, I want to sug-
gest essential additions. Before doing so, allow 
me two preliminary notes,10 in the good German 
tradition in which massive volumes on a particu-
lar subject used to be called Prolegomena. Firstly, 
if creeds and confessions of faith are to be used 
widely and are to be suitable for liturgical and cat-
echetical use, they must be formulated succinctly 
and precisely. In this regard it is problematic to 
propose additions to the perhaps most important 
confession of Christianity, as almost all confession 
of the Church – even the longer confessions and 
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ing a deeply Protestant concern (sola Scriptura). 
However, I also acknowledge concerns that are 
of significance in more recent Catholic theology, 
although, as far as I can see, my concerns are still 
underdeveloped in the realm of the Orthodox 
churches. 

The two additions that I want to propose 
address subjects which – until recently – have only 
been treated inadequately in theological reflection 
and confessional formulation in the Protestant tra-
dition.20 My additions take up two subjects that 
have, arguably, been neglected in the history of 
theology and address two deficits that have had a 
devastating Wirkungsgeschichte. 

The Apostles’ Creed
I believe in God, the Father Almighty,
maker of heaven and earth.
And in Jesus Christ, his only Son, our Lord,
who was conceived by the Holy Spirit,
and born of the virgin Mary,
suffered under Pontius Pilate,
was crucified, died and was buried.
He descended into hell.
On the third day he rose again from the dead.
He ascended into heaven
and sits at the right hand of God the Father 

Almighty.
From thence he will come to judge the living 

and the dead.
I believe in the Holy Spirit,
the holy Christian church,
the communion of saints,
the forgiveness of sins,
the resurrection of the body, 

and the life everlasting. Amen

2. God’s dealings with Israel as 
an integral part of the Christian 

understanding of God
Owing to its trinitarian basic structure, the Apostles’ 
Creed21 begins its first article with God: ‘I believe 
in God, the Father Almighty, maker of heaven and 
earth.’22 Next to statements regarding the nature 
of God (‘the Father Almighty’), the description of 
God’s action focuses on creation in the beginning: 
‘the maker [or creator, as in some versions] of 
heaven and earth’. This statement takes up a cen-
tral conviction of the Old Testament,23 which con-
fesses God in the creation narrative, in the worship 
of Israel24 and in many other places as the ‘Maker 
of heaven and earth, the sea, and everything in 

catechisms in the Reformed tradition11 – could be 
supplemented and explicated in meaningful ways. 

Secondly, many confessions originated under 
particular circumstances and were responses to 
concrete challenges to the doctrine of the Church. 
Against this background confessions were formu-
lated to distinguish sound doctrine from heresy 
and to express the orthodox faith of the Church 
in such concrete circumstances, but not to com-
prehensively describe Christian doctrine. This is 
the task of the larger catechisms of the Church, of 
its proclamation and catechesis and of its academic 
reflection in theology. For example, the Barmer 
theologische Erklärung, the Barmen Declaration 
of 1934, arguably the most important German 
language confession of the twentieth century, had 
its origin in the confrontation of the Bekennende 
Kirche holding fast to historic Christianity, the 
so-called Confessing Church, with the German 
national and Nazi alienation of the Christian faith 
by the so-called Deutsche Christen, the ‘German 
Christians’.12 Under these particular circumstances 
the Barmen Declaration formulated central con-
tents of the Christian faith and provided orienta-
tion. However, it did not comprehensively lay out 
all of Christian doctrine. As the Apostles’ Creed 
derives from an old Roman baptismal confession, 
the Romanum,13 which summarises the faith, the 
second observation is perhaps not as critical as the 
first. 

I cannot provide a nuanced appreciation of the 
Apostles’ Creed against the backdrop of its origin 
and development here.14 It is used here merely as 
the wide-spread summary of the fundamental con-
tents of the Christian faith which is almost unani-
mously accepted in the Western churches. Under 
this premise several well-known contemporary 
theologians, among others15 my fellow Bavarian, 
Joseph Ratzinger, the previous Pope of the Roman 
Catholic Church,16 have written introductions to 
the Christian faith on the basis of the Apostles’ 
Creed.17 Such summaries are indispensable for the 
Sprachfähigkeit des Glaubens,18 the ‘ability of the 
faith to articulate itself ’, which is conjured up by 
a number of recent European ecclesial documents 
on sharing the faith. Under this abstract expres-
sion, evangelism – long belittled and ridiculed by 
many ‘proper’ theologians – is currently receiving 
new attention in European theology (not always 
out of deep conviction but in view of the rapidly 
decreasing numbers of church membership). 

My proposed additions derive from the pri-
macy of Scripture over all doctrine;19 I am pursu-
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influenced by the acute needs of the congregations 
and by christological issues.33 Early Christianity 
before AD 66 and beyond was strongly shaped by 
early Judaism. In this setting, the Old Testament 
understanding of God and the history of Israel 
were presupposed as a matter of course. That the 
Old Testament and the actions of God on behalf 
of Israel and the people to which it testifies had 
a significant role in early Christianity is evident 
from the many quotations, allusions and echoes of 
the Old Testament and the references to the his-
tory of Israel in the New Testament. As early as 
the end of the first century, the first Jewish war, 
which climaxed with the destruction of Jerusalem 
in AD 70, and other factors led to an increasing 
separation and estrangement between synagogue 
and Church and to a Christian demarcation from 
Judaism.34

In addition to these and other diverse historical 
developments, we should also note the reduction 
inherent in the traditional Christian perception of 
the Old Testament as primarily a christological tes-
timony which is already to be discerned in the New 
Testament itself. Although it is in its full extent 
part of the Christian canon, the Old Testament 
appears in the New Testament and in the theol-
ogy of the Church not for its own sake, but in its 
nature as a promise and pointer to its fulfilment in 
Jesus Christ, in the coming of the Holy Spirit, in 
the Church, its universal mission and the eventual 
consummation.35 The allegorical interpretation of 
the Old Testament, which started as early as the 
second century AD (typology already appears in 
the New Testament36), led to a diminished inter-
est and even neglect of its literal sense and of its 
reference to Israel as the people of God.37 Already 
at that early stage, there existed the claim of the 
Church that it now was God’s chosen people; 
theories of supersession in various forms began to 
develop. (The German term Enterbungstheorie is 
even more drastic, as it contains the word Erbe, 
German for heritage, which is used in the Old 
Testament for the land as Israel’s inheritance and 
in other Israelite contexts.38) This mixture of his-
torical and theological factors helps to explain why 
the Old Testament, Israel and references to Israel 
played no direct role in the formulation of confes-
sions such as the Apostles’ Creed. 

In view of the biblical testimony and of the 
developments just outlined, I wish to argue that 
it is mandatory to add to the Apostles’ Creed state-
ments on God’s universal history with humanity 
in the Urgeschichte of Genesis 4-11 and, above 

them’ (Ps 146:6).25 
After referring back to the creation account 

in Genesis 1-2, with its far-reaching theological 
implications, the second article of the Apostles’ 
Creed immediately addresses the Son and his 
incarnation: ‘And in Jesus Christ, his only Son, our 
Lord …’ This means that the remainder of the Old 
Testament, the history and story between Genesis 
2 and the memorable events in the temple of 
Jerusalem, when the angel Gabriel announced to 
Zechariah and later to Mary the miraculous birth 
of the Messiah, does not feature in the Apostles’ 
Creed.26 This is surprising in view of the wide-
spread Old Testament confessional tradition which 
confesses God not only as the creator of heaven 
and earth, but speaks of him time and again as the 
‘God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob’,27 as the God 
who chose Israel and acted on Israel’s behalf as her 
Saviour, and of his dealings with this people: God 
is the one who delivered Israel from the house 
of slavery,28 who promised and gave to Israel the 
land, and so on.29 For example, the introduction 
to the Decalogue states: ‘I am the Lord your God, 
who brought you out of Egypt, out of the land of 
slavery. You shall have no other gods before me’ 
(Ex 20:1-3) or, as a further example, Hosea 13:4: 
‘But I am the Lord your God, who brought you 
out of Egypt. You shall acknowledge no God but 
me, no Saviour except me.’ Psalm 136 opens with 
praise of God the creator (v. 1-9). This praise is 
directly followed by a reference to God’s salva-
tion in and from Egypt (v. 10: ‘to him who struck 
down the firstborn of Egypt’) before Israel’s wan-
derings in the wilderness and the giving of the land 
to Israel are mentioned (v. 16-22). Even the com-
mandments of the so-called Holiness Code are con-
nected back to God’s deliverance of Israel out of 
Egypt (Lev 18:1-5).30 Even up to the late period 
of Israel, the outstanding significance of God’s 
saving acts in the exodus – the encounter with the 
Saviour-God at the beginning of Israel’s history 
– is remembered and forms part of its confession 
and identity (Neh 9:9-15; Judith 5:9-11).

The lack of reference to these foundational 
confessions of Israel in the Creed is surprising in 
view of the role that the Old Testament plays in 
manifold ways in the New Testament31 and in 
view of the fact, that – despite various questions, 
challenges and attacks –from the second century 
onwards the Church retained the Old Testament 
without deductions.32

Are there explanations of this exclusion? The for-
mation of Christian doctrine was initially strongly 



•  Christoph Stenschke  •

114 • EJT 22:2

her faith. Furthermore, Jesus as the Messiah of 
Israel, but also of the Church consisting of Jews 
and Gentiles – the content of the second and third 
articles of the Creed – would appear in a broader 
salvation-historical perspective. 

In addition, Christians whose confession 
includes Genesis 3 – Malachi 3, God and his people 
Israel – in the words which I propose or other-
wise –, express that they are not the first and – 
with regard to Romans 9-11 – not the only people 
chosen by God. In this context we refer with pleas-
ure to the progress made in Jewish-Christian dia-
logue in the past five decades, including both the 
actual dialogue between Jews and Christians and 
– as its foundation and in its wake – the new and 
positive consciousness and repositioning of the 
Church with regard to Israel.44

The additions which I am proposing also indi-
cate and remind those confessing their faith that 
there is no biblically founded Christian faith with-
out God’s special relation to Israel. A Christianity 
without Israel, without the Jew Jesus of Nazareth 
as the Messiah for the world, is not biblical 
Christianity, whatever else it might be.45 A general 
faith in God as some higher being, an ‘allgemeine 
Gottgläubigkeit’, as it was propagated in nine-
teenth and twentieth century Germany – among 
others by Nazi ideologists – as a deliberate alter-
native to the confession of the Christian Church, 
with or without creation, by-passing Israel and 
God’s revelation in Jesus Christ, is far off any 
Jewish–Christian understanding of God. Nazi 
henchman Adolf Eichmann’s last words before 
his execution in Jerusalem in 1962 are telling: 
‘Gottgläubig war ich im Leben, und gottgläubig 
sterbe ich’ (I believed in god in my life, and I die 
believing in god), even though they are not neces-
sarily representative or indicative of a compelling 
connection.46

3. Jesus the Jew and his earthly ministry 
in Israel

In view of the Jew Jesus of Nazareth just men-
tioned, at least two additions would be necessary 
to the second article of the Creed.47 It confesses 
in this regard: ‘… and in Jesus Christ, his only 
Son, our Lord, who was conceived by the Holy 
Spirit, and born of the virgin Mary, suffered under 
Pontius Pilate, was crucified, died and was buried 
…’ This article does not allow for a comprehensive 
appreciation of these statements against the back-
drop of New Testament Christology. However, I 

all, on the election of Israel and God’s dealings 
with his chosen people for his own and their sake 
and for their significance for the Christian faith. 
The words chosen by the former Tübingen New 
Testament scholar, Peter Stuhlmacher, in his 
Biblische Theologie des Neuen Testaments point in 
the right direction.39 He summarises the message 
of the New Testament as follows:

The one God who created the world and chose 
Israel to be his covenant people has accomplished 
eschatological salvation once and for all, for 
Jews and Gentiles, in the sending, the ministry, 
the vicarious propitiatory death and the resur-
rection of his Son.40 

Drawing on this designation of God – the one 
who created the world and chose Israel to be his 
covenant people – the following addition to the 
Creed would be sensible: 

I believe in God, the Father Almighty, maker of 
heaven and earth, who following and next to 
his dealings with all humanity, chose Israel and 
revealed himself to this people through his word 
and acts in grace and judgment, displayed his 
covenant faithfulness to her and prepared Israel 
for the coming from her midst of the Messiah 
for Jews and Gentiles. 

Deficiencies in the first article of the Creed have 
been observed and addressed on several occasions;41 
for example, the Evangelisches Gottesdienstbuch: 
Agenda für die Evangelische Kirche der Union und 
für die Vereinigte Evangelisch-Lutherische Kirche 
Deutschlands (2000)42 contains a confession based 
on the Apostles’ Creed in which the first article 
reads:

We believe in the one God who created heaven 
and earth and us humans in his image. He has 
chosen Israel, has given her his commandments 
and granted his covenant with them for the bless-
ing of the nations. 

One should add to this confession the particular 
character of the Old Testament as pointing for-
ward and beyond itself, which guides not only the 
Christian understanding of the Old Testament 
but which is also significant in the various eras of 
Judaism, even though to a lesser degree.43 

Before I turn to the second article, let me 
briefly sketch the implications of this first addi-
tion. With the additions here proposed, the sig-
nificance of Israel and the Old Testament for the 
Christian faith would become intelligible and 
would remain in view of the Church confessing 
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tory56 – and on the historical nature of his actual 
suffering, death, burial and resurrection derives 
from the anti-docetic agenda of the orthodox 
Early Church.57 In view of that agenda (and of 
some recent post-modern challenges that reduce 
history to ‘good story’), should we not add to 
the statements on the death and resurrection of 
Jesus the location of these events (if Pontius Pilate 
even deserves to be mentioned by name!) in order 
to point out that they took place at a particular 
and, moreover, a special place, with a special role 
to play in salvation history – therefore: ‘suffered 
under Pontius Pilate in Jerusalem’?

Another important issue is whether creedal 
statements should also include statements on how 
Jesus and the early Christians interpreted the sig-
nificance of these bruta facta, this death, burial 
and resurrection, in view of the Old Testament 
and Early Judaism. After all, ‘Jesus was delivered 
over to death for our sins and was raised to life for 
our justification’ (Rom 4:25). 

However, at the moment my concern is neither 
with Jesus’ death (which is at least mentioned in 
the Creed) nor with its interpretation. I am con-
cerned about his earthly ministry which does 
not appear in the Creed: from the birth of Jesus 
through the virgin Mary, it moves directly to his 
suffering and death by crucifixion, as if the approx-
imately thirty years of his life and in particular the 
period of his public ministry in between these 
events were and are of little or no significance. 
That the earthly life of Jesus is indeed meaningless 
for the Christian faith has been argued by promi-
nent theologians in the twentieth century.58 But, 
following the second article of the Apostles’ Creed 
and adding significantly to it, the Maasai Creed, 
which we have already mentioned, continues the 
above quotation: ‘… born poor in a little village, 
who left his home and was always on safari doing 
good, curing people by the power of God, teaching 
about God and man, showing the meaning of reli-
gion is love’. Although I would formulate differ-
ently in view of New Testament terminology, this 
creed at least refers to the deeds and teaching of 
Jesus between his birth and passion.

In terms of genre, the Gospels are essentially 
passion-, death- and resurrection narratives that 
have been ‘projected forward’ to include aspects 
of the identity and ministry of the person who 
experienced the events of particular interest. But 
this ‘forward-prolongation’ is comprehensive. Of 
what importance is the life and ministry of Jesus 
between his birth and suffering? After all, thanks 

would like to propose the following additions and 
consider their implications.

3.1 The Jewish identity of Jesus
In addition to the mention of divine sonship 
and the birth of Jesus by the virgin Mary, a clear 
reminder that the Son of God was born by the 
Jewess Mary of Nazareth as a Jew would be impor-
tant: ‘… born of a woman, born under law …’ 
(Gal 4:4).48 According to his human origin, Jesus 
was from the House of David (Mt 1:7-16; Lk 1:27; 
2:4; Acts 13:22-23; Rom 1:4)49 and, as this Son of 
David – and only as such – he fulfils important Old 
Testament promises. In order to do justice to the 
witness of Scripture and in order to express explic-
itly what it implicitly says, should we confess some-
thing like this: ‘Born as Jew (or as part of God’s 
people Israel) in Israel by the virgin Mary, from 
the House of David and living under Jewish law’?

The Maasai Creed drafted in 1960 in East Africa 
shows that such an addition would not be with-
out precedent.50 This creed draws on the second 
article of the Apostles’ Creed and formulates: ‘We 
believe that God made good his promise by send-
ing his Son, Jesus Christ, a man in the flesh,51 a 
Jew by tribe.’52 

The twentieth century provides ample evidence 
that Jesus’ Jewish identity and, in particular, a 
high esteem of it, is not self-evident for Christians 
but requires regular reminders. Recent history 
included attempts of German theologians in the 
late thirties and early forties, influenced by German 
nationalism and Nazi racial anti-Judaism, to recon-
struct the Jewish Jesus into a pure-bred Aryan of 
the favoured Nordic race.53 Unfortunately, until 
recently, Jesus’ Jewish identity hardly played any 
role in Christian theology as much as his human 
nature was emphasized in orthodox Christology.54 

The lack of such reference in the Apostles’ Creed 
can be explained by its origin and development 
and in the attitude of the Early Church towards 
Judaism:55 if, for example, the church has fully 
inherited the privileges and promises of Israel 
anyway, then the Jewish identity of Jesus is, at best, 
mere accidence, but no longer inherent substance 
of the Gospel. 

3.2 The Jewish character of the earthly 
ministry of Jesus

The Apostles’ Creed reduces the earthly ministry 
of Jesus to his birth, suffering, death and resur-
rection. The emphasis on the death of Jesus under 
Pontius Pilate – placing the event solidly in his-
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descendants God has brought to Israel the Saviour 
Jesus (13:22-23). 

Secondly, Judea and Jerusalem as the location 
of the ministry of Jesus: His ministry took place 
throughout Judea, beginning in Galilee (10:37). 
Jesus ministered in the country of the Jews and in 
Jerusalem (10:39). The people of Jerusalem and 
their rulers condemned Jesus (13:27). Following 
his resurrection, Jesus appeared in Jerusalem 
(13:31). 

Thirdly, the Jews as the primary address of God’s 
salvation: When God raised up his servant, he sent 
him first to the Jews to bless them (3:26). God gives 
repentance and forgiveness for sins to Israel (5:31). 
‘God sent the message to the people of Israel, tell-
ing the good news of peace through Jesus Christ’ 
(10:36).64 The apostles received the commission 
to preach to the people [of Israel] (10:42). Before 
the ministry of Jesus, John preached repentance 
and baptism to all the people of Israel (13:24). 
‘What God promised to our fathers, he has fulfilled 
for us, their children’ (13:32-33). Jesus proclaims 
light to his own people and to the Gentiles (26:23). 
In this primary focus on Israel, God’s promises to 
the fathers came to fulfilment (13:23, 32-33). 

The missionary speeches of Acts indicate the 
thoroughly Jewish origin of Jesus, his ministry 
throughout Judea, Galilee and Jerusalem and the 
Jews as the primary addressees of salvation. Only 
after God’s salvation had come to Israel and after 
she had been gathered and restored in the minis-
try of Jesus and of the apostles, did this salvation 
venture forth also to the Gentiles. Throughout the 
whole of Book of Acts, this salvation and its recipi-
ents remain bound to Jerusalem.

Through the mention of the patriarchs (3:13), 
of Moses (3:22; 13:39; 26:22) and of David 
(2:25,29,34; 13:22,34–36) in the context of ref-
erences to Jesus, he is placed in the wider context 
of God’s saving actions on Israel’s behalf; he is 
clearly set in salvation history which so far is the 
history of Israel. The Norwegian exegete, Jacob 
Jervell, has rightly observed that Luke ‘did not 
write the history of a religious movement or sect, 
but the final part of the history of the people of the 
God of Israel’.65 To play on Jervell’s words: Luke 
wrote neither a biography of Jesus nor the history 
of early Christianity (as many have suggested). 
Rather, Luke wrote a further chapter in the his-
tory of the people of the God, Israel. The present 
and the future of Israel and of the nations are now 
determined by the risen Christ.

to its relatively broad presentation in the four gos-
pels, the description of this period of Jesus’ life 
constitutes a major part of the New Testament.59 
What is the significance of his deeds and his teach-
ing for the Christian faith60 and, in particular the 
fact that this ministry occurred in Israel? How 
important is it for the Christian faith that Jesus 
understood his calling and his ministry first and 
foremost to be the eschatological gathering and 
restoration of Israel? Can we understand his whole 
ministry and, in particular, his proclamation of the 
reign of God, but also the events in Jerusalem, 
apart from this context?61

3.3 Pointers in the early Christian kerygma
The early Christian proclamation of the Gospel 
provides important clues.62 In Jerusalem, Peter 
summarised the ministry of Jesus – with which 
the audience was familiar – from the perspective 
of divine affirmation: ‘Jesus of Nazareth was a man 
accredited by God to you by miracles, wonders 
and signs which God did among you through him’ 
(Acts 2:22). In Peter’s sermon before Cornelius in 
Caesarea, the portrayal of the ministry of Jesus is 
more detailed, although even there the audience 
was familiar with it: 

You know what has happened throughout 
Judea, beginning in Galilee after the baptism 
that John preached – how God anointed Jesus 
of Nazareth with the Holy Spirit and power, 
and how he went around doing good and heal-
ing all who were under the power of the devil, 
because God was with him. We are witnesses of 
everything he did in the country of the Jews and 
in Jerusalem (Acts 10:37–39; see also 13:27, 
31). 

Here and in the other missionary speeches of Acts 
– in particular in the sermon in the synagogue 
of Pisidian Antioch (13:16–41) – the extent to 
which the Jewish context of the ministry of Jesus 
of Nazareth is emphasized is noteworthy: ‘… 
throughout Judea … in the country of the Jews and 
in Jerusalem’.63 These references concern the fol-
lowing issues:

Firstly, the Jewish identity of Jesus the Saviour. 
Jesus comes from Nazareth (2:22; 3:6; 4:10; 6:14; 
10:38; 22:8; 26:9). His ministry began in Galilee 
after the baptism that the Jewish prophet John the 
Baptist preached and practised in all the country 
around the River Jordan (10:37; Lk 3:3). Jesus 
appeared to those who had travelled with him 
from Galilee to Jerusalem (13:31). From David’s 
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he ‘was born of a woman, born under law’ (Gal 
4:4). However, as such – and only because of this 
identity as God’s Saviour for Israel – he is and he 
can be the universal Saviour and Lord of all (Acts 
10:36). As such, and only as such, the peoples of 
this world must adopt him. No doubt, the good 
news of his coming, of his present and of his future 
ministry can be and must be ‘sown’ on the various 
‘soils’ of this world (Lk 8:11). 

The whole earthly life of Jesus up to his ascen-
sion took place in Israel and there, on Mount 
Zion, the apostle Paul expects his parousia as ‘the 
deliverer from Zion’ (Rom 11:26). This country 
is in between the continents as they were known 
in the ancient world; it is an area which, many 
centuries before, had become the Promised Land 
for Abraham and his descendants. Therefore one 
might say that Africa, Asia and Europe had Jesus 
in their midst, together to behold, to hold and to 
cherish, to worship and to follow him and to wait 
for his coming in glory, but not to turn him into 
one of their own. Where people and the peoples of 
this world seize him, divest him of his Jewish iden-
tity and assimilate him as theirs, he no longer is the 
Christ of God for Israel and the nations. 

4. Conclusion
In view of the deficits which we identified, we 
understand the practical theologian Henning 
Schröer when he demands that ‘[t]he factual 
monopolisation of the Apostles’ Creed has to be 
cancelled’.72 Schröer further demands: ‘Not a 
repeal of the Creed, but its intensive exposition 
is required.’ I have pleaded for a different way 
forward, since one can only exposit what actually 
occurs in a given text. In view of the additions for 
which I have argued, I question Schröer’s conclu-
sion that the Creed cannot serve as an authoritative 
pattern.73

After the long history of the Apostles’ Creed, 
including the various discussions and arguments 
regarding its content and in view of the futile 
attempts of churches past and present to agree on 
the exact wording of the Apostles’ Creed, it would 
be naïve to expect that much will become of the 
additions to the Creed which I am proposing.74 Yet 
in order to articulate itself inside and outside of 
the walls of the church, the Christian faith needs 
confessions which summarise its essential contents 
and keep them in the thoughts and daily lives of 
the Church. That was the case in Early Christianity 
and has led to the formation of confessions early 

3.4 Implications
The implications of this Jewish emphasis for 
evangelism and mission are remarkable: Despite 
all the necessary and certainly legitimate efforts 
in contextualising and acculturating the Gospel, 
the Jewish origin and identity of Jesus and of this 
Gospel, as well as the salvation-historical prior-
ity of Israel, must not be neglected. Apart from 
the Jewish Saviour from and for Israel and the 
nations, there is no Christian Gospel. Neither the 
‘de-judaised’, ‘aryanised’ (entjudet, arisiert) Jesus 
of Nazi- ideology and national German Christian 
lore (where the systematic deconstruction of the 
Jewish identity of Jesus probably had its all-time 
low!66) nor the ‘Jesus’ constructed by other ide-
ologies or of secularism, nor the decidedly African, 
Asian or Latino Jesus is the Saviour of the world, 
but the descendant of David, Jesus of Nazareth, first 
sent by God to the people of Israel, ‘for salvation is 
from the Jews’ (John 4:22).67 

A popular worship song from the 1980s 
addresses Jesus as follows: ‘From heaven you 
came, helpless babe, entered our world, your glory 
veiled.’68 But even under these particular circum-
stances his human identity was clearly determined: 
this helpless babe entered the world through a 
Galilean Jewess Mirjam of Nazareth, he was born 
and spent the first days of his life in Bethlehem, 
the city of David, he was circumcised on the 
eighth day, as demanded by covenant and law69 
and received the common Jewish name Jesus (Lk 
2:21), which embodied the Jewish hope, antici-
pation and yearning for God’s salvation for his 
people Israel (Mt 1:21). Shortly thereafter Jesus 
was taken to the temple in Jerusalem in order to be 
consecrated, ‘as it is written in the Law of the Lord 
…’ (Lk 2:22-23). No doubt, Jesus will be a light 
for revelation to the Gentiles (2:32). However, 
Simeon’s canticle links this light inseparably with 
‘glory for God’s people Israel’ (2:32; ‘a light of 
revelation to the Gentiles and for glory to your 
people Israel’).70 As such, Jesus came to Egypt, to 
Africa, before he returned to Nazareth and to the 
temple in Jerusalem (2:39-51). 

Therefore Jesus cannot and must not be incar-
nated in African, American, Asian Australian 
or European soil, as has occasionally been 
demanded.71 Jesus is not the ‘helpless babe’ which 
the peoples of this earth can adopt and – thought-
lessly or consciously – shape into one of their 
own. He was incarnated on Jewish soil (and was 
born as the Son of God) in Bethlehem (Lk 2:4–7); 
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