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July 26, 2009

“The Trinity:  God in Three Persons”

John 10:22-42

FCF:  The danger of ignoring/dismissing fundamental/important things
PROPOSITION:  (anchor) The Trinity is one of the most fundamental of Christian doctrines.
(magnet) And we need to not only affirm it but consider its implications.
SCRIPTURE INTRODUCTION:

Amelia Earhart is best known for her disappearance over the Pacific Ocean while trying to fly around the world.  She was a woman of accomplishments.  The first woman to fly across the Atlantic Ocean alone.  She set a speed record flying from Mexico City to New York City.  And in June 1937 she began a flight around the world, flying east from Miami, Florida, with Fred Noonan, her navigator. They disappeared on July 2, while en route from New Guinea to Howland Island.  There are theories.  And there are facts.  It was overcast and Noonan’s main method of tracking was celestial navigation.  There were also concerns as to Earhart’s skills with her radio equipment.  So questions linger.
Why set out on such a journey with such liabilities?  Navigation and familiarity with equipment – ignoring, dismissing such important and fundamental things?  Why?  But let’s be honest.  We do it ourselves.  Even with fundamental doctrines of our faith.

SCRIPTURE READING:  John 10:22-42

PRAYER FOR ILLUMINATION

SERMON INTRODUCTION:

A reminder of where we are in our study.  Jesus has healed a man born blind.  A confrontation ensued between Jesus and the religious leaders of the day in which Jesus explains what had happened and how the man came to believe.  He then speaks of the security of His followers and His unity with His Father (READ John 10:27-31).  Why their anger?  Jesus was claiming to be God.  Not just one in purpose but one in being as well.  And His response?  No backpedaling or retracting but pressing this even harder.
The reality of the Trinity – one God, three persons – is the greatest mystery of the Christian faith.  Jehovah’s Witnesses, Mormons, and Muslims say we are polytheists, worshipers of three gods.  It is easily misunderstood.  And hard to understand.  John Wesley said of this (READ quote), “Bring me a worm that can comprehend a man, and then I will show you a man that can comprehend the triune God.”  He had a point.
Some background.  The apostles were Jewish, brought up believing in one God.  Then they met Jesus.  As they spent time with Him, they were convinced that He was the Messiah and yet more than the Messiah.  He forgave sins and claimed to be the judge of all.  He was worthy of worship.  He was God.  But not the Father for He spoke about the Father and to the Father.  And He told them of another, the Holy Spirit, who would take His place and did just that at Pentecost.  The years went by and the early Church began to wrestle with this – the unity of God and the deity of Jesus.  Heretical views arose.  The Sabellians stressed the unity of God and claimed the three persons were but different modes, denying that Jesus and the Spirit were distinct from the Father.  The Arians came along, stressing the unity of God and the distinctiveness of Jesus, claiming He could not then have been divine.  In time, the Church boldly began to affirm the tri-unity of God, the Trinity.  Not explaining the mystery, just expressing it.  “Unity and diversity within the community of the Trinity.”  And the creeds were structured around this framework.  
This is foundational.  But how much do we think about it?  Not just the proofs, as important as they are, but also the very real implications for our lives.  What are they?
I. INSIGHT INTO ALL REALITY

Well, taking a big step back, it’s clear the Trinity gives us insight into all reality.
A) Warnings on Analogies
What do I mean by that?  First, a warning on analogies.
1. Examples

The Trinity is a concept that just begs for analogies and illustrations to help us understand it.  Augustine spoke of the relations between our memory, understanding, and will.  Patrick used the shamrock.  Gregory of Nazianzus put forth the sun and rays of light.
2. Analysis

Each with varying degrees of helpfulness but with problems as well.  For there is not a single analogy in all creation that captures this without failing in some significant way.

B) Presence of Signposts

So instead of analogies, we’re going with signposts.  The triune God is the creator of all things.  And so we can then see evidence of His triune nature in all He has made.  
1. The universe
How?  God has made a universe of an astounding variety of different things held together by elements, species, and ecosystems.  Think of cells, each with their own individuality, all coming together to form a single organism.  Such is the universe as a whole.
2. The human body

Then there is the human body.  God has given us each eyes, ears, feet.  These different organs come together to form one unified body.  And one could easily extrapolate here and add the Church as another such example of one whole made of a plurality of parts.
Now, understand I’m not saying these things correlate to the Trinity.  I’m simply saying that the complexities of the creation speak to the complexities of the Creator.
Application:

I’m reminded here of a quote by C. S. Lewis (READ Weight of Glory quote):
It is a serious thing to live in a society of possible gods and goddesses, to remember that the dullest and most uninteresting person you can talk to may one day be a creature which, if you saw it now, you would be strongly tempted to worship, or else a horror and a corruption such as you now meet, if at all, only in a nightmare…There are no ordinary people.  You have never talked to a mere mortal.
No “mere mortals.”  And no “mere creation.”  And the complexities of creation point to the complexities of our Creator.  Take a step back and take that to heart.  Let it form the grid through which you see all things, all events, all circumstances.  Back to what I said before – the Trinity is one of the most fundamental of Christian doctrines.  And we need to not only affirm it but consider its implications – including how we see reality itself.
II. APPROACH TO ONE ANOTHER

But let’s press this a bit further.  Our understanding of the Trinity affects our approach to one another as well.  Later in John’s gospel we read (READ John 17:20-22).
A) The Necessity of Relationships

1. Made like Him

Two things here.  First, the necessity of relationships.  We have been created in the image of a triune, eternally communing God.  That’s part of what it means to be human.
2. Made for one another

Which means we were made for relationships.  Made for Him and made for one another.
B) The Shape of Our Relationships

So the Trinity tells us something about the necessity of relationships.  But it also informs their shape as well.  A couple of phrases from the Athanasian Creed.  
1. Not “confounding the persons”

Regarding the Trinity, we go astray when we “confound the persons,” when we smash them together into one.  Now, think with me here.  We are to do this neither with the persons of the triune God nor those who bear His image.  No “confounding of persons.”
2. Not “dividing the substance”

Nor any “dividing the substance,” no separating out the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit into three separate deities.  Again, think with me here.  We are to do this neither with the persons of the triune God, nor those who bear His image.  No “dividing the substance.”
To do either this confounding or dividing would be to do grave damage to our understanding of not only of who He is but also then to how He has made us to live.

Application:

Now, what would that look like?  An article some years back by Gene Edward Veith in Tabletalk magazine prompted me here.  How do we “confound” persons?  Starting at a societal level – when a dictator sets out to control his citizens, eliminating their liberties, they are being smashed into one.  Or in a local high school when absolute conformity to the group is demanded, the unique individuality of persons is suppressed.  What about at the level of individual relationships?  I’ll just pick one – in a marriage, when a husband wants his wife to be exactly like him, a stress on the unity at the expense of the diversity.  Any of those is do damage people made in the image of a triune God.
But what about on the other side – not just the confounding of persons but the dividing of the substance?  Again, starting at a societal level – when a people are divided, when there is no unity, no acknowledgment of common bonds and obligations to each other.  And at the level of individual relationships?  What about when members of a family exist in their own little self-contained worlds and have nothing to do with each other?  What about when our individuality and rights are stressed over everything else?

Do we not see these things all around us all the time – either this smashing together or this tearing apart?  We can see its destructive effects.  Why?  The answer is right here.  It has to do with the very fabric of which we were made.  There is one God, three persons – unity and diversity.  We are all made in His image.  Which means that for each of us and all of us, full flourishing has to reflect that.  The Trinity is not something we can dismiss.  It is essential to who we are and how we have been created.
III. KNOWLEDGE OF GOD
One last thing.  The Trinity also guides us in our knowledge of God.  Now, what do I mean by that?  Not just what we know of Him but how we come to know it.
A) Not Utter Incomprehensibility
1. The incomprehensibility of God – what it doesn’t mean
Theologians speak of what is called the “incomprehensibility of God.”  Despite how that might sound, it’s not meant in any way to say we can know nothing for sure about Him.
2. The problem of super-spirituality 

Unfortunately, many are saying that these days.  Call it super-spirituality.  “I don’t want theology or doctrine.  I just want Jesus.”  Sadly, where that then often leads is to a blatant disobedience to God’s Word and a moral cowardice before men posturing as humility.  All rooted in pride.  It needs to be called for what it is – sin and the desire to be God.
B) But Humble Receiving

But God is not, as the super-spiritual would say, utterly incomprehensible.
1. The incomprehensibility of God – what it does mean

The incomprehensibility of God is simply meant to say this.  The finite cannot contain the infinite (READ Deuteronomy 29:29).  Our knowledge of God is partial and limited, always falling short of a total or comprehensive grasp of God and His ways.  Which is to say that, if we are to know anything about Him at all, we must then be dependent upon His Word, the Scriptures.  Which then takes me to the Trinity – the most mysterious and difficult of biblical doctrines.  Think with me here.  This is not of man.  This is of God.
2. The necessity of humbling ourselves

So as we approach Him, as we would desire to know Him, we then see the necessity of humbling ourselves.  To take our cue from Gregory of Nazianzus (READ quote):
Let us now enter upon theological questions, setting at the head thereof of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Ghost, of whom we are to treat; that the Father may be well pleased, and the Son may help us, and the Holy Spirit may inspire us; or rather that one illumination may come upon us from the one God, one in diversity, diverse in unity, wherein is a marvel.

All of which is to say we are to take up and read.  We are to love the Lord our God with all our heart, soul, mind, and strength.  It’s simply a question of how we do it.
Illustration:

The Swiss theologian Karl Barth was asked by a student during a seminar in the United States, “Dr. Barth, what is the most profound thing you have ever learned in your study of theology?”  Barth thought for a moment and replied, “Jesus loves me, this I know, for the Bible tells me so.”  The students giggled at his simplistic answer, but their laughter became nervous as they slowly realized Barth wasn’t laughing.  He was serious.
God has spoken.  But we can understand and comprehend but only so much.    

Application:

The question is asked of the Trinity, “What are we to make of this?”  And the answer is this, “We are to make nothing of it.  It is to make something of us.”  This should bring forth wonder, adoration, and praise.  And love, greater love for knowing Him better – the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.  Working in perfect unity, harmony, and cooperation that we might be saved.  The Father as the divine architect.  The Son volunteering to suffer and die as our Redeemer.  The Spirit as the evangelist – converting, awakening, giving life.  Oh, I ask you, is this not cause for wonder, adoration, and praise?
CONCLUSION:

This is the Trinity, the tri-unity.  “Unity and diversity within the community of the Trinity.”  God is as truly three as He is one.  He is tri-personal – Father, Son, Holy Spirit coequal and coeternal, uncreated and inseparable, undivided though distinguishable.   These are the basics, the fundamentals.  And we must not forget them.  The degree to which we do, varying or deviating in any way, will bring us serious trouble and harm.
Holding to the basics and letting them inform us – a simple example.  I was recently dialoguing with someone going through a period of transition.  They are between careers.  And we talked about the need to take a step back and be asking the questions, “Who is God?  And who are you?  How has He made you?”  Too basic, too fundamental?  Hardly.  They’re worth thinking through long before you check out Monster.com, assemble your references, send out the resumes, and start scheduling the interviews.  
We are ever needing to step back and ask the big questions.  For they can have huge implications for us.  And that is certainly no less true here with the Trinity, with the fundamental reality of who God is.  Dare we lose sight of that?  It affects everything – how we see reality, how we approach one another, and how we come to know Him.
PROPOSITION:  (anchor) The Trinity is one of the most fundamental of Christian doctrines.

(magnet) And we need to not only affirm it but consider its implications.

