God in Three Persons
A sernon preached by the Revd. Theodore S, Atkinson at the Dxford Presbyterian Church on Trinity
Sundagﬁ,“Mag 25,1986 Soripture Lessons: Proverbs §:22-Z1; Psalm 8; Romans 5:1-5 ; Sobn
. In the Mame of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.

Taday is Trinity Sunday, the first Sunday after Pentecost. t's also
evangelism Sunday in the Presbyterian Church. | car't think of snything
less evangelistic or more likely to put s person to sleep than a serman
trying to explain the Trinity. Whet in the world do evangelism and the
doctrine of the Trinity heve to do with one snother?

The Trinity is a complicated doctrine. Some would say it's an
incornprehensible doctrine, sormething that the theclogisns have added to
the siple gospel to make things & little more difficult and which has

nothing to do with life or ethics. Evangelism, on the other hand, has to do
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wrth the good news of Jesus Christ.

But what is the good news? The good news s that through Jesus Christ
we have peace with God. The good news is that Jesus has given us the hope
of sharing in the glory of God's final.-and total triumph over this world
with a1l its oppression, violence, sin and injustice. The good news is that
in the light of that final victory we can rejoice in our sufferings knowing
that our hope wan't disappoint us. The good news is that God's lave has 3
been poured into our hearts through the Holy Spirit whom Jesus has given |
to us to lead us into all truth.
But wait & second. I've been talking shout the Trinity when I've been
alking sbout the Gospel. Christians hav‘e always found it impossible to
evangelize without speaking of God the Father, God the Soh, and God the
Holy Spirit. As Karl Barth once said, Christians can't say a1l that needs to
be said about God unless they speak of Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.

But how did the Trinity ever entered into the vocsbulary of Christians?
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The word isn't found enyplece in the Bible. The Trinity was first of ol
experienced by the early Christisns snd anly later explained. Sa instead of
trying to explain the doctrine of the Trinity let me try to show how
Christians came to believe that God is & Trinity of Father, Son and Haly
Spirit. ’

First, people knew God as atave an6 bayand They worshipped God as
creator, & being wholly other from this world, mysterious, to be feared,
and held in ewe. They knew God through the wender of creation, through
his hand in nature, snd through his mighty scts in history, when he
delivered them out of stavery in Egypt end brought thern to the Promised
Land. From the fire and thick smoke of Sinai he gave thern laws. Laler he

sent thern prophets to guide and correct them and priests to affer

sacrifices for their sins. This God was really Toved and (rusted a5 one

loves and stands in awe of a distant, powerful parent. And yet despite this
relationship of love and trust there remained a longing, & desire for & more
intirmate relationship with God. So in that lang advent seasan before the
coming of Jesus the unspoken prayer of men and women who kiew this Gad
was, "0 come, 0 come Emmanuel.”

Une day that Tonging was fulfilled and they came to know God, nat anty
8s God elayve smd beyana but as God, Sere 640 pew This is how it
happened. There came ane hamed Jesus, He lived in obscurity for thirty
years and then began to preach, teach, hesl and cal) disciples ta himself,
He told stories about God. God, he said, is & Father waiting for his prodigal
son to come home. God is 8 mother wha longs to have her children safely
beneath her wings. God is & shepherd who goes out in search of his lost
sheeap.

ANl sorte of sinful men and wormen were attracted to him. In his




presence, they felt thet God really loved therm. Through Jesus they
experienced God's forgiveness. They came to feel that they, sinful as they
were, had as much asccess to God's grace a5 the scribes and pharisees.
They listened to Jesus and trusted hir and felt at peace with God.

The religious establishement found &ll this quite unnerving. The
popularity of Jesus threstened their sutharity. Eventuslly Jesus brought
their wrath upon himself and he was executed as s commaon critningl. It
looked like the days of Camelot were over. But several deys after his
death Jesus appeared ta them more glive than ever and for forty days he
continued to teach thern. From that time on it was imposasible for them to
think about God or to spproach God in worship except through their

experiences with Jesus. They addressed Jesus in prayer as they waould

in ane God. Never do they give the impression that they're worshipping two
Gods.

Then they came Lo experience God in & third way, as &ed everymwhere
ard &7 waps 1t happened this wey. Jesus left thern on Ascension day.
They were standing on the Mt of Olives and saw him disappesat before their
very eyes in a cloud. They were bereft of his phyzicel presence. They
cantinued to meet in secret for fear of the Jews and to lament their loss
of Christ. But fifty days after Easter and ten days after the Ascension the
Holy Spirit care upan them suddenly like the sound of & mighty rushing
wind. The Spirit gave them power snd courage and filled them with the
sense of adventure and gave them a vision of gaing into all the world with
the message of Jesus.

In the days of his earthiy ministry Jesus could be only in one place st &

time. But now they sensed that Jesus was still with them through this

addregs God; as Cord—And yet-never-did-th ey-abandon-theirresolute-belief. . ——
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Spirit everywhere and alweys. They relied on the Spirit as ance they'd
relied an the historicel Jesus. No longer was Christ there in the flesh to
tell therm what to say and do. No longer could they return ta him from
their missionary journeys and discuss with him what had happened. Yet
they continued to feel that Christ was guiding thern and lesding ther in
the momentous decisions they had to make in the early church. When they
encountered new situations they remembered the words of Jesus, "l have
yet many things to say to you, but you cannat best them now. When the
Spirit of truth comes, he will quide you inte all the truth”. So the gathered
church sought the guidance of the Spirit of Jesus and then scted boldly,
trusting thet Jesus was really leading them. They prayed to the Spirit as

they once talked to Christ. Yet they warshipped not two gods ar three, but

one-God-whaorm they.had.experienced ss Father, Son, and Holy Ghost.
So Christians experienced God in three weys; as God atave and
teyand, the creator and sustainer of the universe, as God nere anag na,
in the historical Jesus, and as God everywhere aud 671weys, in the Holy
Spirit. Over the years theologians tried to explain this strange,
raysterious and uniquely Christian experience. After over four hundred
years they worked out the classic statement of the doctrine in the
Athanasian Creed, "the Catholic Faith is this: That we worship one God in
Trinity, snd Trinity in Unity, neither confounding the Persons, nor dividing
the Substance. Far there is one Persan of the Father, ancther of the Son,
gnd another af the Holy Ghost. But the Godhesd of the Father, of the San,
and of the Holy Ghost, is all ane, the Glory equsl, the Majesty co-eternal.
Such as the Father is, such is the Son, and such is the Haly Ghost. The
Father uncreate(d), the Son uncreateld), end the Holy Bhost uncreate(d).

The Father incamprehensible, the Son incomprehensible, snd the Holy Ghost
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incomprehensible.” And some would add, “The whole thing
incomprehensible.”

But ever if the doctrine sounds incamprehensible Christians simply
can't get away from experiencing the Trinity. we instinclively feel that to
sgl simply, "I believe in God" is not adequate. "Tell e sbout this God you
believe in?" we're asked. And when we attempt an snswer we find
ourselves talking sbout the Gad eleyve srd beyane whi created the
universe; and God Aere énd naw, who appeared in space and time and
history in the person of Jesus; and God everywhere 61md 6/weys, who
pours God's love into our hearts,

fou dan't come to experience God's love, however, through a study of the

doctrine of the Trinity. You can believe the doctrine and not know God,
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knowing or trusting him. On the other hand you mey not understand the
doctrine and yet still love God, just as I've never been able ta fully
understand my wife but | still love her. How, then, do we come to know
God's love? | answer, not dogmatically, but only from persansl experience.
The more | trust Christ as | read about hir in the Bible and worship him in
the church the more | experience Gad's love poured into my heart by the
Holy Spirit; and the mare confident | am that the Haly Spirit will guide me

and the church in the difficult decisions the future holds for us.
Amen

Let us pray: Almighty and everlasting God, you have given to us your servanis grace, by the
confession of a true faith, to acknovwledge the glory of the eternal Trinity, and in the power of your
divine Majesty to worship the Unity : Keep us steadfast in this faith and worship, and bring us at last to
see you in gour one and eternal glory, O Father; who with the Son and the Holy Sprit live and reigr, one
God, forever and ever. Amer.
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