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11 Finally, brothers and sisters, farewell. Put things in order, listen to my appeal, agree 
with one another, live in peace; and the God of love and peace will be with you.  12 Greet 
one another with a holy kiss. All the saints greet you. 13 The grace of the Lord Jesus 
Christ, the love of God, and the communion of the Holy Spirit be with all of you.  (2 Cor. 
13:11-13 NRSV) 

 
 Our lesson from Matthew comes at the conclusion of the gospel account.  Judas 
Iscariot has taken his life…so eleven disciples remain.  As the risen Lord prepares to 
ascend, he appears to the eleven to speak the following farewell and commission. 
 

16 Now the eleven disciples went to Galilee, to the mountain to which Jesus had directed 
them. 17 When they saw him, they worshiped him; but some doubted. 18 And Jesus came 
and said to them, "All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me. 19 Go 
therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and 
of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, 20 and teaching them to obey everything that I have 
commanded you. And remember, I am with you always, to the end of the age."  (Mt. 
28:16-20 NRSV) 
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 Today is known as Trinity Sunday across the Christian world…a day to focus upon 
and give thanks for God known to us in a triune way. 
 I know that for most of you this does not quicken the pulse.  In fact, I know some of 
you have little use of Trinitarian language.  I suspect this is so for at least a couple of 
reasons.  First, the word “trinity” does not appear in the scriptures even once.   
 In response, let me suggest that while the actual word “trinity” is absent from 
scripture, the notion is not.  The concept of the Trinity is an attempt to draw out the 
implications of the biblical revelation of God.  The term is not contained formally in 
scripture, but it is both an inference and a construct from the Bible.1  Consider the two 
readings for today from Matthew and 2 Corinthians.  Both texts name a single reality 
known to them as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.   
 The second reason some folks have little use of Trinitarian language is because they 
think it has nothing to do with real life.  No less than Immanuel Kant argued that the 
Trinity “has no practical relevance at all...”2   
 Interestingly enough, the notion of the Trinity evolved for precisely the opposite 
reason – i.e., because it was relevant and because it had everything to do with real life.  
Paul Fiddes of Oxford writes, 
 

When the early church fathers developed the doctrine of the Trinity they were not painting 
by numbers; they were finding concepts to express an experience.3 
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Because their experience was so compelling, the early Christians spoke of the love of the 
Father, the grace of the Lord Jesus, and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit…all the while 
knowing and never wavering from the conviction the ultimate demand on their lives came 
from one Lord. 
 Do not forget the notion of the Trinity emerged from the experience of a people 
who were stubbornly monotheistic.  They were Jews who believed to the core of their 
being there was but one God and that they were to love that one God with their whole 
heart, mind, and strength.  It would have been inconceivable for them to think of three 
gods.   
 Professor, writer, and Presbyterian pastor William Placher wrote: 
 

Christians did not start talking about the Trinity because of some fondness for the number 
three.  They did so because they found they had to in order to say what they needed to say 
about the particular God they had come to know in three particular ways.4 

 
 You see, when they were in Jesus' presence they had the sense they were in the 
presence of God.  They had the sense Jesus acted the way they believed God acts - 
welcoming outcasts and speaking words of forgiveness.   
 They also realized through Jesus God was present as a new energy and guidance 
they experienced within their community, opening up relationships beyond the accepted 
social boundaries and opening up a hope for a new future.  They could only speak of this 
reality and experience in terms of a Spirit of God…which they also associated in some way 
with the ongoing presence of Jesus Christ who had been crucified.  So, the early followers 
of Jesus had to rethink their understanding of the being of God because of their experience 
of God's acts among them.5 
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 Nevertheless, it would be wrong for us to imagine a full-blown doctrine of the 
Trinity occurred to the early church all at once.  It developed as Christian thinkers over the 
course of several centuries worked to make sense of their experience.  That is key.  Their 
theology was practical.  They were led to make sense of an experience too profound to 
ignore or explain away.   
 The earliest Christians had known Jesus.  They had walked with him, heard him 
talk, watched him heal the sick, and broken bread with him.  They were that generation 
who had the privilege of seeing him with their own eyes.  There was something about him 
that made them feel safe, accepted, cherished, forgiven, and alive.  In his presence they 
recognized truth.  When he preached they found themselves praising God.  At his side 
they found the reality of God was never more pronounced…never more genuine.  
Through Jesus they found their faith in God was not simply a matter of knowledge…but 
was best described as a relationship, a communion.  Jesus’ influence made them want to 
love and serve God more.  
 When Jesus was gone from them, they were lost, confused, frightened.  Then came 
the gift of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost…and those same followers of Jesus were surprised 
to find that relationship they had known with God through Jesus was still possible.  In a 
way they certainly could not explain, through this Holy Spirit they were still able to 
experience the love, comfort, care, and guidance they had known in Jesus’ presence. 
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 You may say…”I feel some of these very things when I’m with certain people.  Does 
that mean I should rethink my faith and my world so as to include these people in my 
pantheon of gods?” 
 It’s a good question…one the earliest Christians, indeed, Christians through the 
ages have asked.  Is every inspirational person we meet a new god…and is every 
inspirational idea we have the Holy Spirit? 
 William Placher offers guidance when he tells us the Christian faith does not 
concern just any trinity.  We are not free to fill in the blanks with any three deities we 
choose.  The three persons of the God in whom Christians believe are very specific.  They 
are:  first, the Christ who suffered on the cross…second, the one whom that Christ called 
Father whose outpouring love sends forth both the Christ and the Spirit…and third, the 
Spirit who makes communities of love and freedom.6 
 I take Placher to be saying we may have many inspiring experiences and may be 
energized by many inspiring people…BUT there was and is a qualitative difference 
between the inspiration available through the “persons” of the Trinity and anyone or 
anything else.  It was their experience of this qualitative difference that led the earliest 
Christians to wade into the menacing, murky waters of trinitarian thought.  It certainly 
was a place no monotheists would willingly go…unless they had to in order to say what 
they needed to say about the particular God they had come to know in three specific ways 
 Eugene Peterson makes what I think is an important point.  He says what is 
distinctive and therefore compelling about the biblical Trinity is that it is first and 
foremost not about us but about God.  If we are thoughtful, wise, and honest…what 
startles us and ultimately convinces us of the truth of the Trinity is that it does not involve 
fulfilling our needs as we define them.  Our needs, after all, are selfish, sinful needs – i.e., 
the need to get our own way, to be self-important, to be in control of our own lives.  
Peterson writes, 
 

The gospel Jesus brought was not first of all about us – it was about God…the God who 
created us and wills to save us; the Jesus who gave himself for us and wants us to deny 
ourselves and follow him wherever he leads us, including the cross; and the Holy Spirit 
who descends upon us in order to reproduce the resurrection in our ordinary lives.7 
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 I am convinced one of the fundamental and compelling questions we humans 
address in this life has to do with the character of God.  Who is God?  What is this God 
like?  What does this God want of us?  Trinity Sunday is an opportunity for us to reflect on 
the dynamic tension between what we know of God and our mumbling attempts to 
formulate and articulate what we know.  One danger is to imagine we do not know 
anything about God at all…as though nothing has been disclosed.  The other danger is to 
imagine we have the inscrutable character of God fully captured and domesticated in our 
familiar formulations.8 
 Our two scripture lessons for today and much of the thinking that has and 
continues to go on in terms of the Trinity suggests at least two things.  First, our God, the 
only God worthy of our trust, is not the one we would fashion for ourselves.  The God we 
would fashion for ourselves would smash all our enemies and appear at our command 
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like Aladdin’s genie to grant our every wish.  That may sound wonderful…but such a God 
would not be God.   
 The God known to us in scripture, through the experience of people of faith, and 
through our own experience is surely loving, attentive to our needs, and is with us always 
as a comfort and strength.  But the biblical God is also out ahead of us calling us to service, 
to self-sacrifice, to discipleship…in short, to forget ourselves so we remember God and one 
another.  A curious and ironic byproduct of self-forgetfulness is that we become our truest 
selves. 
 The second thing our texts and Trinitarian thinking suggest is that while 
understanding the one God in terms of Father, Son, and Holy Spirit is truly a treasured 
breakthrough in the church’s thinking…in the end, it is not our theological formulation 
but our embrace of God's gracious majesty that counts in our lives.9  In other words, 
Trinitarian thinking is meant to elucidate an experience and enlarge our praise of God.   
 Our task, it seems, as people of faith, is to endlessly struggle to know more fully the 
God both disclosed and profoundly inaccessible.10  May this become our quest…by the 
grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, the love of God, and the communion of the Holy Spirit.  
Amen. 
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