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Today is Trinity Sunday and so I guess it would be crass to preach anything other than a three part - sermon.  So here goes:
Part 1:  Our Three-sided God

The Holy Trinity must be one of the most widely known concepts of Christianity.  I say “known” as opposed to “understood”.  Even lampoonists solemnly cross themselves while reciting “In the name of the Father ….”  But what does it really mean?  Where does it come from?  Do we really understand it?  Does it matter?
Just try explaining it to someone who has never been exposed to the concept!  In fact, try writing a sermon on the subject and suddenly it becomes awfully complicated!
There have been times in history when people have taken the Trinity very seriously.  , When Ivan the Terrible finally captured Kazan, capital of the Volga Muslims in 1552, being a reasonable sort of fellow, he told the inhabitants that they could escape the sword simply by 'praising with us the Most Blessed Trinity for generation unto generation.'  
I threw that story in because I believe it is a sobering thought to ask ourselves what we would do if we were offered a choice like that.  I know that I am not proud of my answer.  110,000 people were slaughtered for their faith that day.
Today, if you Google “The doctrine of the Holy Trinity”, you will find more entries arguing against the concept than for it – and they are not all from anti-Christians.  Many of them put forward very good arguments:

· Christians are supposed to be monotheists - which goes all the way back to Father Abraham.  The very concept of the Trinity seems to fly in the face of this. 
· The Trinity per se is not mentioned anywhere in the Bible.  That one is hard to refute!

So where does the idea come from?

Worshipping the God of Abraham as per the Old Testament is rather like that feeling that we feel when we walk into one of those magnificent cathedrals overseas, or gaze up at a clear night sky - sheer awe that makes us feel that we must whisper.  It is so big and so wide and so grand that in comparison we are nothing.  It is pure and permanent and we are made to feel that we are just a temporary blot on the landscape.

I am going to assume that we would not be sitting here this morning if we were not aware that there is a God shaped hole in each of us that only God can fill.  And we need a God who is mightier than the greatest force that we can imagine.  A God who we know could create the universe and everything in it.  A God who is so righteous that there are no shadows and no possibility of grey.  There is only right - or wrong.  A God who is the same yesterday, today, tomorrow, forever.  Anything less would not be God.  
In Isaiah 44, God asks rhetorically “Is there any God besides Me?  I know of none.”  

But then, rather like the Princes William and Harry venturing out of their palace and digging dunnies at an orphanage, Jesus came among us and took on human form.  He did all of the things that we do.  He shared our hunger and our pain and joy and laughter – only He did it better.  He was Good, but He was nothing like the concept that the disciples had of God.  It is easy to see why they struggled to understand just who Jesus was.

When Philip asked Jesus in John 14: "Lord, show us the Father and that will be enough for us", Jesus replied: "Don't you know me, Philip, even after I have been among you such a long time? Anyone who has seen me has seen the Father.”  
Repeat: “Anyone who has seen me has seen the Father.”
So Jesus was very clear that He and the Father were one and the same – but oh, so different.
We can hardly begin to imagine how scared the disciples must have been when Jesus told them that He was leaving them.  It was clearly going to be a very big leap into the unknown for them.  So Jesus explained how the Holy Spirit would be sent to guide and comfort them.  How the Father would send the Spirit in Jesus’ name.  And of course we know now what a wonderful thing it is to have God all around us, available 24/7!  But hang on, this is different yet again to either the Father or the Son.  

These were a lot of new ideas here to try to absorb.  There were effectively three aspirants to the title of God and all were important and valid.  The more that you try and grasp the concept, the more complex it becomes – and believe me, as they argued about the relative status of each, they formed sects and sub-sects.  The early church was a right mess. Come to think of it, not much has changed in the last two millennia!
Then, about 200 A.D., along came a theologian who also happened to be a lawyer.  His name was Quintus Septimus Florens Tertullianus.  He put his legal mind to the problem and was the first to use the word “trinity”, arguing that these were actually three sides of the very same God.  
God bless lawyers who can distil complex arguments into understandable statements!  Of course not everybody bought into this concept straight away.
Fast forward now a few years to A.D. 312, when Constantine won control of the Roman Empire in the battle of Milvian Bridge.  He attributed his victory to the intervention of Jesus Christ - so he elevated Christianity to favoured status in the empire. His motto was "One God, one Lord, one faith, one church, one empire, one emperor".  Pretty catchy!

What he quickly discovered however, was that instead of gratefully coming on board, the Christians were more fractured than the Wellington fault-line.  They were bickering about everything, not least the respective statuses of the Father, Son and Holy Ghost.  (Or is the plural of status statii?  You see how easy it is to find differences!)  Surely a father is always senior to a son etc.

To counter a widening rift within the church, Constantine convened a council in Nicaea in A.D. 325. He got all of the bishops together, pinned their ears behind their heads and told them to agree and write down what they actually believed in.  Somehow, all of the bishops managed to agree and sign the resultant document - and we still use the Nicene Creed today (with a few tweaks here and there mainly made in 381).  We in the Presbyterian Church have adopted this creed and it clearly affirms our belief in the trinity.  

If you are not familiar with it, do read it.  We used to recite it in the preparation for Holy Communion but we seldom do today and that is our loss.  It is an excellent and pithy statement of what we believe.
 
So let’s tick the boxes:

Is an all powerful, all righteous God Biblical?  One whom we can worship as our Creator and who will tell us what is right and what is wrong?  Indeed yes, and this is The Father.
Is a loving, caring God Biblical?  One who knows first hand what it is like to be hungry and thirsty and tired and who has experienced the same joys and pains as we do?  Of course yes, and this is The Son.

Is an invisible God Biblical?  One who works unseen amongst us, comforts us and guides us?  Absolutely yes, and this is the Holy Spirit.

These are the three faces of the one God whom we worship.  
Someone asked “So to whom do we pray then?”  The answer is that the Trinity is one God, so whichever name you prefer, that’s cool.
Part 2:  Our three-part service
As you are aware, while our service of worship here on a Sunday morning rolls into one, it actually has three distinct parts.  I would like to compare these visiting someone in their home.  After all, this is the House of God.
Etiquette is a funny old thing and we follow it even if we don’t always realise it.  When we first arrive at the house of a friend we are welcomed at the door – or if there is one, in the entrance hall.  There is a bit of formal greeting and conversation that generally involves saying something positive to the host (“My but you are looking so well” or “Wow, just look at that spread!”) followed by something self deprecating (“Gee, I’ve been meaning to get out to see you but the canary broke its leg and ….” or “If I’d known you were going to so much trouble I’d have brought a better wine.”

Once we are inside, the real visit begins with the relaxed conversation, learning what others have been doing etc.  Then usually, when it is about time to go, somebody puts the jug on and perhaps we even use other facilities such as the bathroom.  We do not ask for the circuit diagrams or plumbing plans.  Unless we are specifically told otherwise we assume that when we flick a switch, the power will come on.  When we flush ….. well, you get my point.
And of course then it is “Good-bye”.

In church we start the service with a song or too of praise followed by a prayer that has two distinct parts.  We praise and worship Almighty God and then we confess our sins and shortcomings. This is the God the Father part.

Then there is the main service where we share and learn and ask.  This is the Jesus bit.

And at the end, we ask the Holy Spirit go out with us.  We cannot see it or touch it, but we can feel it and we know it is there.

It is these three things together that make our service of worship complete and meaningful.
Part 3:  The Three-legged Christian

One of those inventions that is brilliant in its simplicity is the milking stool.  One leg and you would spend all of your time trying to keep your balance.  Two legs and you still have a problem.  Four legs and you need a perfectly flat floor.  But three legs and you can plant the stool on pretty well any reasonable surface.

I am not even going to try to be subtle here.  To lead a balanced Christian life we need three legs.
· The personal side.  We need to spend time studying our faith.  Bible Study, coming to church, discussion.  It is important to know what we believe and why.  We need to constantly question and to learn from the deliberations of those who have gone before.  As a friend of mine puts it, “Our faith needs taking out and dusting off more often and needs to be thought about and shined up”.  This is the serious God the Father side.
· The public side.  We need to serve others.  We need to tell people about Jesus by our words and our actions.  If you need ideas here, chat to any of the church elders.  This is the Jesus side.
· The spiritual side.  Prayer and meditation.  This is not just a “before you go to bed” exercise.  Try it when you are gardening – you are already on your knees anyway.  Tramping, cleaning the house.  Any time, any place.  This is the elixir of our faith and is the Holy Spirit side.
Neglect any of those three and - you just won’t have a leg to stand on.  Practise all three and you can put your faith down on any surface and it will be stable.
So, to conclude: 
· There you have the three sides of God; The Father, the Son, the Holy Ghost. 
· Then you have the three sides of our church service: The praise to God the Father, the prayer for insight from God the Son, and the final blessing where we ask God the Spirit to go with us. 
· Finally you have the three sides of our lives as Christians: time spent in Bible study listening to God the Father, time spent in service with God the Son, and time spent in prayer with God the Holy Spirit. 

And so, in the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit, 

Amen

PAGE  
1

