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Overture RSE 2024 1 
 2 
The overture was presented by the Ancaster CanRC to Classis Ontario West September 3 
2024. 4 
It was then presented by COW September 2024 to Regional Synod East 2024. 5 
It is now being presented by RSE 2024 to General Synod 2025. 6 
 7 
Proposal to Append an Explanatory Footnote to “He Descended into Hell” in 8 

the Apostles’ Creed 9 
 10 
Introduction 11 
 It is no secret that the clause “he descended into hell” as found in the Apostles’ Creed has 12 
a long history of disputed interpretation. Also unclear is how and when this clause found its way 13 
into the Creed for it was not found in the earliest renditions of the Creed. Further, the precise 14 
meaning of this line as it was understood by the church at the time of its initial acceptance into 15 
the Creed has also been called into question.  All of this was brought forward to the Canadian 16 
Reformed Churches by way of the reports of the Committee on Translation and Revision 17 
Confessional and Liturgical Forms to General Synod 1980 (see Appendix 1 and 2). It was also 18 
elaborated upon by Dr. Jelle Faber, member of this committee and the Professor of Dogmatics at 19 
the federation seminary at that time, in a series of articles in Clarion (see Appendix 3, the third 20 
article in particular). The Committee even proposed to change the translation of this line in the 21 
Apostles’ Creed (to: “he descended into the realm of the dead”) in part to help avoid the natural 22 
misunderstanding that Christ, after his death, descended into the physical place call hell. 23 
However, GS 1980 did not see fit to accept this change (Acts, Art. 107 as found in Appendix 4).  24 

 We recognize that, in light of such a long history of dispute over this line in our most 25 
ancient ecumenical creed, a proposal to change the wording would be a very difficult path to 26 
travel. Instead, our concern at present is to help bring clarity to all members of our churches (and 27 
visitors) who can and do easily misunderstand the recitation or singing of this line to mean that 28 
the Lord Jesus Christ after he died immediately descended into the place of torment called hell. 29 
The word “hell” both in today’s common parlance and in our most widely used of the 30 
recommended English translations of Scripture refers not to the general realm of the dead but to 31 
the physical place where God’s wrath is poured out against all rebellious humans and angels (e.g. 32 
ESV, NIV84, and NASB of Matt 5:22, 29, 30; 10:28; 18:9; 23:33 [and parallels]; 2 Peter 2:4; 33 
only the NKJV uses the word “hell” at times for the realm of the dead, e.g. Ps 55:15, Ps 139:8). 34 
Since as churches we confess our faith using the Apostles’ Creed in its prose or song form 35 
(Hymn 1) nearly every Sunday, the issue of its interpretation regularly faces all members and 36 
visitors.   37 

Members of our congregation have brought this to the attention of our consistory and we 38 
share their concern that misunderstanding should be avoided as much as feasible. The concern is 39 
that a natural, simple reading of the Apostles’ Creed leads one to understand the line “he 40 
descended into hell” to mean in context that the Lord Jesus Christ, immediately after he died, 41 
went down into the place of eternal punishment called hell. For the average confessor of the 42 
Apostles’ Creed, that line is easily understood as the next in a chronological sequence, just as 43 
every other line in Section 2 of the Creed concerning God the Son is in chronological sequence 44 
(i.e. conception, birth, suffering, crucifixion, death, burial; and after the line in question also 45 
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resurrection, ascension, session, and return). That this cannot be the case is known to all who 1 
study Scripture (see Luke 23:43 & 46) and who keep in mind what we confess about these very 2 
words in the Heidelberg Catechism, Lord’s Day 16.44. However, to our young people, visitors in 3 
the pew, new believers, or to those who simply have not made the connection to the explanation 4 
of this line in the Creed as found in Lord’s Day 16.44, they are left to think that Christ actually 5 
did descend into the physical place of eternal torment for some unspecified purpose. This is not 6 
only erroneous but it creates unnecessary confusion in the minds of many who instinctively 7 
wonder: why did Jesus Christ go into hell and what did he do there for three days?   8 
 We believe that we as churches can help all church members and visitors avoid such error 9 
and confusion by placing an explanatory footnote attached to this line both wherever the 10 
churches publish the Apostles’ Creed (in print or electronically) and its’ musical rendition in 11 
Hymn 1 where this same line occurs verbatim. We hope the following particulars will make our 12 
case clear: 13 
 14 
Observations      15 

1. The Apostles’ Creed is an ecumenical creed accepted and confessed by Christians and 16 
churches the world over. The last line of Article 4 of the Apostles’ Creed, “he descended 17 
into hell,” has a long history of both disputed origin and disputed interpretation. These 18 
disputes have been presented to and acknowledged by the Canadian Reformed Churches 19 
at GS 1980 (see Appendices 1–3).   20 

2. GS 1980 stated that a change to the wording of this disputed line constitutes “a major 21 
change, which also affects the text of the Heidelberg Catechism, and should be adopted 22 
only if the reasons given prove fully sufficient” (Appendix 4). No change to this line was 23 
made then or since.  24 

3. Part two of the Apostles’ Creed concerning God the Son (i.e. Articles 2–7) is indisputably 25 
laid out in chronological sequence prior to the line in question as well as after it. It is thus 26 
natural to understand “he descended into hell” as another action of the Lord’s within that 27 
chronological sequence.  28 

4. The word “hell” as used in both today’s common parlance and in the most widely used 29 
recommended Bible translations within our federation of churches (ESV, NIV84, NASB) 30 
refers to the place of eternal punishment where rebellious angels and humans endure the 31 
wrath of God forever.  32 

5. The Apostles’ Creed is read, recited, or sung virtually every Sunday in every 33 
congregation. 34 

6. The Canadian Reformed Churches confess an understanding of “he descended into hell” 35 
in Heidelberg Catechism Lord’s Day 16.44 that is fully biblical.     36 

 37 
Considerations  38 

1. Out of respect for the history of Christ’s church gathering work of all times and places, it 39 
is fitting to be very cautious about changing the wording of an ancient ecumenical creed. 40 
At the same time, the clarity of confessing biblical truth must override concern for 41 
traditional statements of confession where those statements are lacking in either clarity or 42 
in biblical truth. At the very least, if there is perennial misunderstanding over the meaning 43 
of a point of confession, something should be done to clarify the matter.  44 

2. In conjunction with the long-standing dispute over the interpretation of the line, “he 45 
descended into hell,” the context of this line in the midst of what is otherwise a series of 46 
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statements about Jesus Christ laid out in chronological sequence, creates for many 1 
readers, singers (Hy 1), and confessors of the Apostles’ Creed the erroneous impression 2 
that immediately after Jesus Christ died, he went into the physical place of eternal 3 
torment known in the Bible as hell. Most of the recommended and widely used Bible 4 
translations within our churches ( ESV, NIV84, and NASB) restrict the usage of the word 5 
“hell” to refer to this physical place of punishment. Since the Apostles’ Creed is used so 6 
frequently, the churches ought to act in order to prevent misunderstanding and to promote 7 
the truth.  8 

3. While a change in wording to the line “he descended into hell” may still be fairly 9 
considered by the churches in the future, there is nothing preventing the churches from 10 
immediately adopting an explanatory statement of clarification to be placed in a footnote 11 
beneath the Apostles’ Creed both in its prose format  and in its musical rendition (Hy 1), 12 
wherever such are published by the churches.  13 

4. If such a statement pointedly denies the error which the natural reading leads people to 14 
assume, as well as points to what the church already confesses about these words in 15 
Heidelberg Catechism Lord’s Day 16.44, this would go a long way to dispelling both 16 
error and confusion among members and visitors alike while also promoting clear biblical 17 
teaching.  18 

 19 
Recommendation 20 
 That General Synod 2025 decide to place the following explanatory footnote beneath the 21 
Apostles’ Creed and Hymn 1 in future versions of the Book of Praise and on the federation 22 
website. Beyond this the churches can use the footnote in their own materials as they find it 23 
necessary and helpful. 24 
 25 

“These words are not to be understood as if Christ, upon entering death, went to the 26 
place of eternal torment called hell. See Heidelberg Catechism Lord’s Day 16, Q/A 27 
44.” 28 



Introductory Remarks

THE APOSTLES' CREED 
{Revised Report)

1. The Comnittee took as basis for a new translation the socalled Latin Textus
Receptus, published by J.N.D. Kelly, Early Christian Creeds 2nd ed. 1960,
р. 369.
We compared the new Dutch texts, the text of the Committee - Dr. W.F. . 
Dankbaar - a committee of "De Nederlandse Hervormde Kerk", "De Gereformeerde
Kerken'" (Syn) and "De Christelyke Gereformeerde Kerken" - and the text
provisionally adopted by the Synod of Groningen-Zuid 1978 of our sister
churches in the Netherlands. Both texts are published in the Acts of this
Synod, pp.214, 270. Also the very modern translation by Dr. L. Wierenga in
De Heidelbergse Katechismus in het Nederlands Van Nu (Groningen: De Vuurbaak,
1978) has been taken into consideration.
After we had sent our provisional report to the churches in June 1979, we
obtained the text prepared by the International Consultation on English Text'
translation of the Apostles' Creed. This text has been recommended by the
Synod 1980 of the Reformed Church in America as an alternative text. We give
it in an Appendix.
In this revised report we first of all took into consideration the remarks
made by Canadian Reformed Churches.

2. The Committee is aware of the value of maintaining the present English text
of an ecumenical creed as much as possible and of following the International
Consultation' Translation as closely as possible. We also considered the
changes in the translation of the Apostles' Creed will cause changes in the
text of the Heidelberg Catechism (L.D. 7-22) and of Hymn 45.

We propose the following changes:
a. "Creator" instead of "Maker" in agreement with the Textus Receptus (TR)

and with the International Consultation Text.
b. "I believe" repeated in the second part in agreement with the International

Consultation Text, in order to underline the trinitarian structure of the
creed.

с. "only" instead of "only begotten" according to TR ("unicus", not 
"unigenitus"). This is also in agreement with newer Bible translations 
of John 1:14, 1:18, 3:16 a.o. (RSV "only", NIV "one and only"), and with 
the International Consultation Text.

d. "descended into Hades". The Committee originally followed the proposal 
already made by Ph.Schaff, The Creeds of Christendom, Vol.II, p.46, and 
translated by the Committee-Dankbaar by "het rijk van de dood". Some 
congregations had objections against the Greek word "Hades", although it 
is used in newer Bible translations of Matth.11:23, 16:18, Acts 2:31, Rev. 
1:18. Because of this objection we now changed "Hades" into the English 
words "the realm of death". This translation is close to the text of 
the Consnittee-Dankbaar "het rijk van de dood" and the International 
Consultation Text ("He descended to the dead", in which translation the 
reading "ad inferor" must have been followed instead of "ad inferna").
The Committee is convinced, that the early Christian Church here thought 
of Scriptural notions of Sheol or Hades or "the realm of death". The 
translation "hell" is open for misunderstanding; as explanation of "hell" 
as "hellish agony" breaks the chronological order in the Apostles' Creed 
and obscures the connection with the immediately following article

Appendix 1 Overture re  "He Descended into Hell"
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("On the third day He arose from the dead"). The translation "He descended 
into the realm of death" brings out that the catholic church confesses 
that the Son of man was three days and three nights in the heart of the 
earth (Matth.12s40), in the grave, and among the dead, but now has the 
keys of Death and Hades, and will bring those who are His own out of their 
graves and into the new earth.
This translation, however, should not be recommended to the churches for 
tentative use before we have informed the sister churches abroad with whom 
the Canadian Reformed Churches live in correspondence.

e. In the clause "I believe the holy catholic church" the Committee maintained 
the verb "to believe" of the present English text in order to prevent 
confusion with faith in the Holy Spirit. We trust in the Holy Spirit and 
we believe that God gathers His church.

f. The definite article "the" was chosen because it expresses the unicity of 
the church of Christ. It is in agreement with the International Consulta-
tion Text.

g. In its first proposal the Committee had returned to the translation "flesh" 
which was used before 1543, in agreement with 1543. Originally the term 
"flesh" had probably an Anti Gnostic tendency (Heid.Cat. - "ook dit mijn 
vlees").
In this revised report we propose to return to the term "body" in agreement 
with the International Consultation on English Text' Translation of the 
Apostles' Creed.

h. Other changes are stylistic.

For the Committee,
J. Faber, Reporter.

Appendices: I. International Consultation on English Text' Translation of
the Apostles' Creed.

II. Revised Committee Proposal.
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APPENDIX I: INTERNATIONAL CONSULTATION ON ENGLISH TEXT' TRANSLATION OF THE
APOSTLES1 CREED

1. I believe in God the Father Almighty,

2. Creator of heaven and earth.

3. I believe in Jesus Christ, his only Son, our Lord.

4. He was conceived by the power of the Holy Spirit,

5. and born of the virgin Mary.

6. He suffered under Pontius Pilate,

7. was crucified, died and was buried.

8. He descended to the dead.

9. On the third day He arose again.

10. He ascended into heaven,

11. and is seated at the right hand of the Father.

12. He will come again to judge the living and the dead.

13. I believe in the Holy Spirit,

14. the holy catholic Church,

15. the communion of saints,

16. the forgiveness of sins,

17. the resurrection of the body,

18. and the life everlasting. Amen.

(This text has been recommended by the Synod of the Reformed Church in America 
as an alternative text to the churches. If two third of the classes agrees, 
the text will have been accepted as such.) Courtesy Rev. Peter J. Yff, Hamilton.



APPENDIX II: REVISED COMMITTEE PROPOSAL

Apostles1 Creed

I. I believe in God the Father almighty, 

creator of heaven and earth.

II. I believe in Jesus Christ,

His only Son, our Lord.

He was conceived by the Holy Spirit, 

and b o m  of the virgin Mary.

He suffered under Pontius Pilate,

was crucified, died, and was buried;

He descended into the realm of death.

On the third day He arose from the dead;

He ascended into heaven,

and sits at the right hand of God the Father almighty;

from there He will come to judge the living and the dead

III. I believe in the Holy Spirit;

I believe the holy catholic church, 

the communion of saints, 

the forgiveness of sins, 

the resurrection of the body.

and the life everlasting.



COMMITTEE ON TRANSLATION HEIDELBERG CATECHISM

To the General Synod of the 
Canadian Reformed Churches 
to be held at Smithville, Ont., 
1980 .

Hamilton, June 27, 1979

C  - (/<j<Pc
6  j u t )

Esteemed Brethren:

1. The Committee on Translation Heidelberg Catechism received the following
mandate:

a) to revise the second draft translation, taking into account the
comments received, including those of the Advisory Committee for
this Synod, and to use the following guidelines:
I. to adhere closely to the original German text (third edition,

1563)I
II. replace difficult and archaic words and expressions if

proper equivalents are available in today's English;
I I I . restructure sentences which are too complicated into positive,

separate sentences which directly answer the question;
IV. provide reasons when deviation from the German text is

necessary on theological grounds.

b) to submit this revised draft together with reference notes to the
Churches and to invite comments to be submitted to the Committee
by January 1980;

c) to submit their report with recommendations to the Synod I9 8O;
d) to arrange for publication of this revised draft without comments

in booklet form for use in the Churches on a trial basis by
November 1978;

e) to establish what the original proof texts are and to see whether
the selection of Scripture references can Joe improved by replacing,
deleting and/or adding to the original ones and to include them in
the publication, if possible;

f) to provide an index to cross-reference the Three Forms of Unity.

2. The Committee is in the sad situation that it has to report that it
was unable to fulfil its mandate.
In order to explain this situation, we relate the history of our
Committee. Two members had been involved with the preparation of the
first draft, presented to Synod Toronto, 197 h, one member had occupied
himself with the second draft, prepared for Synod Coaldale 1977. The
work method of the two drafts had been different, especially in two
respects:

a) the basis for the new English translation;
b) the restructuring of complicated sentences into positive and

independent (or separate) sentences which directly answer the
question.

ad a. Synod Coaldale 1977 did not make an informed and well argued
choice for the one or the other method, although it may be argued that, 
as far as the basis for the translation is concerned, it built on the 
second draft translation. Our mandate was "to revise the second draft 
translation" and " (to) provide reasons when deviation from the German 
text is necessary on theological grounds."

Appendix 2 Report to GS 1980 re Heidelberg Catechism
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did not make a clear and well argued choice between the two work
methods.

Because our Committee did not want to do nothing, we accepted the
following work method: We started from the Second Draft, compared it
to the First Draft and to the present English text and tried to reach
a compromise on the basis of the German and Latin texts of 15^3 and
the Dutch text of 1611 (1 6 1 9). It means more deviation from the
German text than is necessary on theological grounds. Therefore we 
decided not to finish this attempt, but give a proof of the result and 
to ask for a clearer mandate that can be carried out with good conscience 
by all Committee members.

The Committee would like to draw your attention to the following 
details j
When the text of the Apostles' Creed, proposed by the Committee on 
Translation and Revision Confessional and Liturgical Forms, is 
accepted by Synod, it will have consequences for the text of the
Heidelberg Catechism, L.D, 7-22. The most important material change 
will be the acceptance of ::Hades,f instead of "hell" (L.D. l6) . In
order to maintain the Scriptural content of A. 44 the churches could 
add a question to Lord's Day 15:

New Ques t ion 40:
What further comfort do you derive from Christ's crucifixion?
A. : In my greatest sorrox\rs and temptations

I may be assured and comforted 
that my Lord Jesus Christ, 
by His unspeakable anguish, 
pain, terror, and agony,
which He endured
throughout all His sufferings, 
but especially on the cross, 
has delivered me from the anguish 
and torment of hell.

A new question 42 could read as follows:
What do you confess when you say, He was buried and 
He descended into Hades?
A.: Christ had really died,

and He continued in the state of the dead,
under the power of death till the third day.
So He became the Victor of death and Hades,
in order that He might lead us through the grave
to the new earth.

The old Questions 40, 42, and 43 would become Questions 4l, 43, and 44.
In this manner the historical meaning of the clause of the Apostles'
Creed "He descended into Hades" i honoured, while the Scriptural
content of Answer 44 is kept and transferred to the place where it
belongs.

The Committee on Translation 
Heidelberg Catechism

J. Faber, Convener 
W. Helder 
W. Huizinga
F. G. Oosterhoff
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MORNING SESSION — THURSDAY, NOVEMBER 27, 1980 

ARTICLE 103

Re-opening — Acts
The Chairman calls on the brothers to sing Hymn 21:1. He reads Isaiah 53:1-6 

and leads in prayer.
The Acts, Artic les 96-102, are read and adopted.

ARTICLE 104

Adjournment
Synod adjourns and the Advisory Committees meet.

EVENING SESSION -  THURSDAY, NOVEMBER 27, 1980 

ARTICLE 105

Re-opening — Letter of Acceptance from Rev. C. Van Dam
Roll call is held.
The letter of acceptance from the Rev. C. Van Dam is read.

ARTICLE 106
Request — Committee I

Committee I requests advice in the matter of giving the floor to members of 
the Book of Pra ise (Psalm and Hymn Section) Committee.This request is granted 
by means of an adopted motion.

ARTICLE 107
The Apostles’ Creed

Committee II presents:
A. Material — Agenda VIII, B, 8 — Report from the Committee, June 1979, June

1980.
B, 9 — Addit ional Report with corrections.
B, 10 — Letter from the Church at Carman re: The 

Apostles’ Creed.
B, 11 — Letter from the Church at Barrhead re: The 

Apostles' Creed.
B, 12 — Letter from the Church at Watford re: The 

Apostles’ Creed.
B, 13 — Letter from the Church at Cloverdale re: The 

Apostles’ Creed.
B, 14 — Letter from the Church at London re: The 

Apostles' Creed.

B. Observations:
I .T he  Committee has presented General Synod with a proposed Revised 

edit ion of the Apostles’ Creed on the basis of the mandate received from 
Synod Coaldale 1977, Acts, Article 60.
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2. a) In its submission to Synod, October 30,1980, the Committee proposes
the following changes in the Apostles’ Creed as it appears in our 
present Book of Praise:
“ Creator”  instead of “ Maker” ;
“ I believe”  instead of “ and (in Jesus . .
“ only” instead of “ only begotten” ;
“ d ied" instead of “ dead";
“ into the realm of death” instead of “ into he l l ” ;
“ arose” instead of “ rose aga in” ;
“ there” instead of “ thence” ;
“ the”  instead of “ a (holy catholic church)”

b) It is to be noted that the numbering (l-XII) has been changed to I, II, III 
(Trinitarian Division).

3. a) Several of the churches submitted proposals which now agree with
the Committee's Revised Proposal.

b) The Church at Cloverdale proposes a comma after “ God, (the Father),” 
but provides no reason.

c) The Church at Watford prefers “ only begotten” or “ only born” to the 
suggested “only Son.”

d) The Church at Barrhead proposes, “ He suffered, was crucif ied under 
Pontius Pilate, dead and buried."

e) The Churches at London and Watford prefer "heH” to “ hades.”
f) The Church at Carman proposes “ realm of the dead.”  The Church at 

Cloverdale expla ins why the word " he l l ”  should be discarded in favour 
of “ the place of death.”

The Church at Cloverdale seems to prefer “ rose” instead of 
“ arose” and “ I believe in a holy catholic church” instead of the 
proposed “ I believe the holy, catholic church.”

g) The Church at Watford prefers “ a” instead of “ the” (church), and also 
prefers “ f lesh” to “ body."

C. Considerations:
1. The Committee has not provided Synod with adequate reasons for all  the

proposed changes:
a) The change from the version “ descended into he l l ”  to “ descended into 

the realm of death” is a major change, which also affects the text of 
the Heidelberg Catechism, and should be adopted only if the reasons 
given prove fully sufficient. The Committee is “ convinced” but does 
not provide proof that the early Christ ian Church understood the word 
“ Hades” only in terms of “ the realm of death.” There are Scripture 
passages which use the word “ Hades" in the sense of " h e l l ”  (e.g. Luke 
10:15; Luke 16:23).

Although the “ Reformed” explanation of the term “ Hades” may 
perhaps be histor ically doubtful (taking it as a summary of Christ's 
suffering rather than a chronological occurrence), the explanation of 
th is article as found in the Heidelberg Catechism is B ib l ica l ly  sound.

Synod sees no reason to incorporate this change. If the version 
“ realm of death” is not adopted, the word “ d ied ” is better rendered as 
previously “ dead and buried.”

b) The defin ite article “ the” (with respect to the church) may be in the 
International Consultation Text, but is not found in the or ig ina l manu
scripts. It is not clear how the addit ion of the word “ the . . . church" 
would more express the unic ity of the Church.

Synod sees no reason to incorporate th is change.

73



2. A change which may very well be adopted is the version “ only Son” in 
accordance with the or ig ina l Latin text (unicus) and various Scripture 
passages (e.g. John 1:14).

This change does not alter but gives even more emphasis to the 
explanation of Lord’s Day 13, Question 33, ‘ ‘Why is He called God's only 
Son, since we are also children of God?”

3. The other suggested changes are not so much matters of revision but 
simply matters of translation and pose no problems for adoption.

4. The new numbering (l-lll) is suitable in the light of Lord’s Day 8 of the 
Heidelberg Catechism and may well be introduced.

5. a) The Church at Barrhead suggests placing a comma after “ suffered.”
According to Barrhead, the “ fact that Jesus suffered under Pontius 
Pilate . . .  is corrected more or less in Answer 37 of the Catechism."

However, Barrhead overlooks the fact that, although Question 37 
deals with the meaning of Chr ist ’s suffering, Question 38 deals specif
ical ly with His suffering under Pontius Pilate.

b) The Church at Cloverdale overlooks the fact that “ to believe in ” 
implies “ to trust upon,” which trust may only be in God (Jeremiah 17:5, 
7).

c) The Church at Watford proposes to accept " f lesh” instead of “ body,” 
whereas, Cloverdale proposes to retain “ body” in the place of “ f lesh.” 
S ince the reasons given are not decisive either way, it is best to retain 
the exist ing version which is also in keeping with the International 
Consultation Text.

D. Recommendations:
Synod decide:

1. To adopt the “ Revised Committee Proposal”  of the Apostles' Creed as 
emended by Synod.

2. To accept the numbering I, l i, i l l .  ADOPTED
The adopted revision of the Apostles’ Creed reads as follows:

I. I believe in God the Father almighty,
creator of heaven and earth.

II. I believe in Jesus Christ,
His only Son, our Lord.

He was conceived by the Holy Spirit, 
and born of the virgin Mary.

He suffered under Pontius Pilate, 
was crucif ied, dead and buried;

He descended into hell.
On the th ird day He arose from the dead;

He ascended into heaven,
and sits at the right hand of God the Father almighty; 
from there He w ill  come to judge the liv ing and the dead.

III. I believe in the Holy Spirit;
I believe a holy catholic church, 
the communion of saints, 
the forgiveness of sins, 
the resurrection of the body, 
and the life everlasting.
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