
CREED SESSION 8 - THE CHURCH  
(“I believe in the holy, catholic church … the communion of saints”) 

We turn now to the Creed’s stunning teaching on the church — perhaps a challenge to our 
individualistic culture? Yet this brief section paints a exalted picture of the church of Jesus 
— as a creation of the Holy Spirit (following last session) — that special ‘communion of 
saints’ — in which all the blessings of salvation are received and enjoyed. We pray this will 
strengthen & deepen our love and commitment to the body of Christ near and far.  

INTRO [3-5 mins] This is to get people thinking, but you could skip if time is short 
Starter: On a scale of 1-10 how important is the church for your Christian life? Just to get 
people reflecting honestly. It’s so easy to think of our faith individualistically (‘me and Jesus’ 
etc). While the Christian faith must be personal and individual (‘you must be born again’); it is 
also unavoidably communal. To belong to Christ is to be part of his body, the church.  But how 
much is that true or conscious in our experience? How much would we miss without church? 

Talk 1 
The church is  ONE  |  HOLY |  CATHOLIC |  APOSTOLIC 

Discuss 
What do you make of these 4 ‘marks’ of the church? This is a chance to see how well people 
have engaged with these historic categories which come out of the Creed (as expanded in the 
Nicene Creed). Don’t worry if you don’t have time to cover each in detail. You may wish to ask 
people (in pairs?) to summarise in a sentence the key idea of each ‘mark’? NB ‘catholic' is not 
the same as Roman Catholic but a broader term meaning ‘universal’ or ‘according to the whole’ 
so please don’t get dragged into a debate about Roman Catholicism!  
Which do we find most challenging or easy to neglect?  No particular right or wrong answers, 
but worth reflecting which of these we may not emphasise enough. Do we forget the one-
ness/unity of the church (becoming insular or individualistic)? Do we neglect the holiness of the 
church (thinking sin doesn’t matter or that it’s merely private)?  Do we undermine catholicity 
(thinking only of ourselves as a local congregation but with no regard to the wider church 
around the world or through history)? Are we consciously apostolic (or do we think we have 
some other foundation or core basis than the NT witness of apostles and prophets. Do we see 
our basic identity going back to the first century?)? 

Talk 2 
We are called to:  BELONG to the church |  UNITY in the church | HOLINESS in the church 

Study Read Eph 4:1-6 
In what ways does this passage emphasise the unity of the church? (Why does the context 
of Eph 3:16-21 make this even more amazing?)  Context: After the high-reaching theology of 
Ephesians 1-3 laying out the unity we have in Christ and in the heavenly places, ch. 4-6 gets 
practical in the call to live out the unity in various contexts ‘on the ground’. In fact, when we 
think about the near context of 3:16-21 (with this exalted and glorious prayer to grasp the love 
of Christ, being filled to the measure of God) — it is striking that this turns straight into a call to 
unity in the church. NB 3:21 ascribes to God glory in the church and in Christ Jesus — it is hard 
to have a more exalted view of the church in God’s cosmic and eternal purposes!  
Unity is emphasised in the kinds of virtues described in v2 which create and commend unity, 
the explicit call of v3, as well as the repeated use of the word ‘one’ in v4-6. (The Awesome 
Cutlery song ‘We are the church’ captures this wonderfully). It’s hard to miss the fact that the 
church is one in all these different ways! NB Christian unity is not something we create (the 
Spirit has done that uniting us to Christ and in the one faith and baptism etc) but rather 
something we keep or maintain with every effort. This should give us a non-anxious but 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HPEonEoZL5A
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serious commitment to unity and peace amongst the church family as the community of the 
Triune God (one Spirit, one Lord, one God and Father)…  
In practice how might our relationships look different if we took v2-3 to heart? You could 
take any of these and see how they affect the way we talk, listen, live together. How we handle 
irritations or disappointments or frustrations. It’s interesting that these virtues require or pre-
suppose some level of difficulty - you can’t exercise patience or bearing with someone unless 
that patience is put to the test! Do we expect our relationships in church to be close enough to 
experience these kinds of struggles and growing pains?  Follow up Qs: Can you think of a 
specific situation or relationship where this is a challenge? Do we even have close enough 
relationships to require this? How else do we sometimes choose to be? What practical ways 
could we put this into practice?  
Are we too individualistic in our approach to the Christian life? What might be the danger 
signs of this? In light of the previous two questions it is worth taking stock for ourselves: do we 
experience the sort of community life pre-supposed by this passage (and the wider biblical 
teaching). Especially after lockdown and the challenges of enforced isolation, which can then 
lead to a more voluntary isolation now. Danger signs might be — a) no one close enough to 
disagree with me or challenge me, or know what’s really going on in my life. No need to be 
humble/gentle because no one ever gets close enough to tread on my toes. b) I tend to 
withdraw from people/relationships rather than be patient or bear with c) I assume my 
Christian life is mainly about private and personal disciplines or relationship with God (have I 
read my bible this week rather than have I engaged with or loved my brothers/sisters? NB It 
should be both/and not either/or!) This isn’t meant to be a guilt trip or a reason to get defensive 
— instead to let the riches of God’s word and his good purposes in the church lift our eyes and 
our hopes for our life together. Follow up Qs: What realistic baby steps could we take to grow in 
a more community-minded Christian life? How can we give each other permission to do this in 
a healthy way? Or do we actually prefer a more ‘solo’ Christianity?  
Looking at v17-24, what do you notice about the call to holiness in the church? It is urgent 
and imperative, not optional. (17) The opposite (futility, darkness, impurity, greed) is the mark of 
those who don’t know God. Christians on the other hand have ‘learned a way of life’ when we 
heard about Christ. Holiness is Christ-centred, personal and beautiful (rather than arbitrary, or 
dryly rule-based). Rather you now are/have a ‘new self, created to be like God’. So holiness is 
essential to the church because the church is the Spirit-made community of Christ. This is not 
an optional extra for the super-zealous elite Christians but rather our birthright and DNA. Is 
there a particular way in which we feel the challenge of this as a group? There may be 
particular areas where people feel able to share struggles to live up to this holy calling. Or it 
may be that as a group we realise that encouraging and striving for holiness together (in 
appropriate and non-overbearing ways) is just not something we have really thought about. 
We’ve seen small group as about bible study and learning, but not bible obedience and learning 
‘the way of life’ we’ve been taught in Christ… As group leaders this is something we can begin 
to encourage/model/ suggest caring ways of follow up. Feel free to speak to Santhosh or 
your trainer if you have further questions for how to grow here.  
What one practical thing can we do this week in response to what we’ve heard? Turn this to 
prayer. As always, our goal is to see not to be hearers of the word only but do-ers. Of the 
various things we’ve heard about the church what one or two things do we want to take away. It 
could be something for our head (understanding), heart (desires/longings), hands (practical). 
Whatever it is we need to pray for one another for the Lord’s help to make us into the kind of 
community that reflects the one, holy, catholic and apostolic church of Jesus Christ united in 
the Spirit.  

General follow up Qs: In what specific circumstances do we find [X] hard? What do we 
think/do/want instead? In those moments how does this part of God’s word call us to 
change? What might it look like this week In reality, how can we help one another in 
this? How might our prayers sound different? Dream together what group life might 
be like if this were more true for us?  



Appendix: Talk notes 
Part 1  

Someone once said “it is impossible to have God as your Father if you don’t also have the 
church as your mother” 

How important is the church in how we think about the Christian faith and life? We may think 
that knowing Father, Son and Spirit (as we’ve seen in previous sessions) means we enjoy the 
blessings of salvation (which we consider in the next session). That’s true. But sandwiched 
between the Creed's teaching on the Trinity and the various blessings of salvation is this 
statement:  

I believe in the holy, catholic (or universal) Church…the communion of saints.  The slightly fuller 
Nicene Creed expands this: the one, holy, catholic and apostolic church. The church is:  

1. ONE  
By speaking of ‘the church’ (singular) we confess that there is ultimately one church of Jesus 
Christ, described in NT as his body. And the gates of hell will not prevail against it. A Christian is 
one who is adopted into the family of the Father, redeemed by blood of the Son, and indwellt as 
a temple of the Spirit — which is to be part of the one people of God. Throughout the ages, 
across the world. The visible church may be divided and split across denominations, but the 
invisible church — that gathers by faith around the heavenly Mt Zion (Heb 12) — is one, united 
to Christ by the one Spirit. We share one faith, one hope, one love. 

2. HOLY 
You might think, “what?!” We look around & see so much that’s not right in the church. But let 
us not forget who we are and what we are called to be: holy. Set apart (like Israel in the OT: a 
royal priesthood, holy nation, to declare the praises of God among the nations). Distinctive. 
Which means we are called to be morally pure (children of light, not darkness; walking on the 
narrow road; shining like stars in a crooked generation). If we are called by grace and in baptism 
to bear the name of the Holy Trinity — Holy Father, Holy Son and Holy Spirit — what else could 
the church be?  

3. CATHOLIC 
This is a slightly trickier one as we don’t mean ‘Roman Catholic’ (as opposed to Protestant or 
Eastern Orthodox). ‘Catholic’ has the sense of ‘universal’ (which is what we often say instead on 
Sundays to avoid that confusion).  

The word ‘catholic’ is a wonderful word. It comes from two Greek words which mean ‘according 
to the whole’. Which means a local church that is truly Christian is part of the whole, part of 
something bigger - the universal church of Jesus Christ across all time and space. This precious 
bit of the creed reminds us we’re not a cult, or sect, or narrow special interest group, doing our 
own eccentric thing. Rather, we delight to be part of the universal, small-c catholic body of 
Christ. 

4. APOSTOLIC 
But what unites that church is that it is built on the foundation of the prophets & apostles. One 
Lord, one faith, one baptism. The Spirit was given to lead the apostles into all truth. So what the 
apostles taught = what the Bible teaches = what God says. And as we stand on that apostolic 



(biblical) foundation, we are part of the one holy, catholic church. If we or others depart from 
the apostolic faith of the Bible, then we cannot be part of the true church.  

Can you see? It’s no small thing to belong to the holy, catholic church. Not primarily an 
institution or physical building, but the global and historic spiritual building project that has 
been the gracious activity of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit. The church is one, holy, catholic 
and apostolic.  

Part 2 

It’s a high calling and privilege to belong to the one, holy, catholic and apostolic church. To be 
united to Christ as the temple of the Holy Spirit. But what difference does that make to the 
Christian life and experience day by day?  

1. We are called to BELONG to the Church 
You might hear people say “I’m spiritual but not religious” or “I love Jesus, just not the church”. 
“I prefer to find my own spiritual path” And in our individualised culture it has a sort of 
plausibility to it. And, of course, there may be various understandably reasons why organised 
religion or the institutionalised church has been a real cause of pain or trauma for some of us.  

However, to be a Christian is to be called to belong to the Church. To be joined to Jesus Christ is 
to be part of his body. There’s no such thing as ‘solo Christianity' according to the Bible. We’re 
called to belong in our local church family, but also called to be part of the global church family. 
In an individualistic world, we are called to belong (be part of something): Jesus’s church.  

If we say we believe in the holy, catholic church, then what does it look like actually to love and 
belong to the church? It’s so easy for our Christian life to be fundamentally self-determined 
and self-seeking. We might attend church, or use the church to get whatever we want, but 
what does it look like to belong to the church?  

In a divided world…  
2. We are called to UNITY in the church 
“Make every effort to maintain the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace” (Eph 4:3). If the 
church is one, then we are called to live as one. In so many of the NT letters it’s an explicit 
focus: be united, live in peace, forgive one another, bear with one another, be slow to anger. If 
the church united under Christ is a powerful witness to the heavenly realms (Eph 3:10), then 
living out that unity is a key priority.  

And isn’t this what our world cries out for? A diverse group of people from all kinds of 
backgrounds, humanly speaking nothing to unite them — but the supernatural work of the Holy 
Spirit, creating the holy, catholic church — creates a spiritual unity. And actually it’s our unity 
and love that shows all people that we are Jesus’ disciples (John 13).  

In an ungodly world… 
3. We are called to HOLINESS in the church 
Holiness can sound sterile and lifeless and dull. Yet if holiness describes God in the perfection 
of Trinitarian love then it is the most blessed and glorious reality in the universe. It’s what 
abundant life and goodness looks like. To be like the Holy Trinity, bearing the fruit of the Holy 
Spirit to be confirmed to the image of Jesus Christ, the Holy One of God. It isn’t the preserve of 
the super-spiritual or zealous few, it is our birthright as believers brought into the life of the 



Holy God. That’s why we take sin seriously, why holiness isn’t a private personal concern only 
but affects whole congregations, as sin and impurity can spread like gangrene. It’s why loving 
and biblical church discipline is sometimes unavoidable for any healthy church. But positively it 
is what means we can ‘shine like stars’, ‘let your light shine’. We can live such good, gentle, 
patient, forgiving, merciful lives - that people say “You lot are different. I can’t quite explain it. 
You seem to have something - a deep hope and confidence and joy - that the rest of us don’t 
have. What is it?!?”  

Wouldn’t it be a glorious place to belong? A united, holy (Christlike) church. Wouldn’t it stand 
out in an individualistic, divided and ungodly world? Let’s consider together how we can be — 
more and more — what we are. United, holy, belonging to Jesus’s one, holy, catholic and 
apostolic church. 


