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I said last week that good theology is almost always like a good 
conversation; there is a sense of back and forth, question and 
response. After last week’s sermon, I received a number of questions 
by email and I want to encourage you to keep them coming. We 
won’t be able to address every question during this series, but these 
interactions does help to frame our teaching. 

Case in point, last week as I described what theology is, and one of 
the descriptors I used was the word “systematic”. Someone wrote to 
ask a clarifying question: How much we can know about God? If He 
is beyond us—infinite and eternal—doesn’t systematic theology put 
God in a box? 

By using the word systematic, theologians do not mean 
comprehensive. Our knowledge of God is not comprehensive, it is 
limited and incomplete. Our knowledge is limited to what God wants 
us to know, and, by what we are capable of knowing about an 
infinite, eternal, God. 

In 1 Corinthians 13:4-8, Paul offers a description of perfect love, but 
he goes on to say something, in vs. 12, that has broad application. Let 
me read a translation of this verse that brings out some of the 
intended nuances: 

“For now, we can only see a dim and blurry picture of things, as 
when we stare into polished metal. I realize that everything I know is 
only part of the big picture. But one day, when Jesus arrives, we will 

see clearly, face-to-face. In that day, I will fully know just as I have 
been wholly known by God.”  1

In the days of antiquity, the city of Corinth produced some of the 
world’s finest bronze mirrors; Paul drew upon this analogy as he 
wrote. His emphasis was not on the quality of what one sees, but 
rather, on the indirect nature of looking into a mirror. Looking into a 
bronze mirror is different than seeing face-to-face. Gordon Fee 
writes, “in our present existence one ‘sees’ God, only indirectly. It is 
not a distorted image that we have in Christ through the Spirit; but it 
is as yet indirect, not complete.”   2

We can speak systematically about God but not comprehensively. We 
can describe God because He has made Himself known, but in spite 
of what we can confidently say about God, He will always be more 
than we can know. And so, theology requires a spirit of humility; 
even as we describe Him, we understand that He is, in one sense, 
beyond description. 

As I begin this morning’s sermon, I want to invite you to engage in a 
thinking exercise. I want you all to think back to your last birthday: 
Where were you, and what were you doing? Now, let’s think back a 
little further, to your 5th birthday; for some of us, that’s a shorter trip 
than for others. Can you remember where you were and what you 
were doing? In 1978, I was living with my parents and brothers, in 
Surrey, at 15131 Raven Place; I probably had a birthday party but the 
memory is gone. 

 The Voice translation.1

 Gordon D. Fee, New International Commentary on the New Testament: The First Epistle To The Corinthians, 647-648.2
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If you will indulge me a little further, think back, with the help of 
history, to the time of the Roman Empire; this was the world of the 
early Church. But let’s think back even further, to Daniel in Babylon, 
to Moses in Egypt, and to Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden. 
Have you got a picture in your mind? 

Here’s the question: What was before that? What was before Adam 
and Eve, before the Garden, before the universe? It’s difficult to wrap 
our heads around it. Before there was something, there was nothing, 
but even when there was nothing, there was Someone. Before Adam 
and Eve, before the Garden, before the universe, there was God. 
We cannot escape the reach of God’s influence because He stands 
before and behind every reality we know. He is the Author, the 
Creator, the Source, of all that is. 

We rely on memory to describe our own personal lives, we rely on 
history to describe the world that existed before we were born, and 
when it comes to God, we rely on His own description of Himself. 
We need God in order to describe God. And when it comes to a 
description of God, the most fundamental thing we can say is that 
God is One and yet Three; the One God has revealed Himself as 
Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. 

This Sunday I am going to describe God as He is in Himself, and 
next Sunday I will describe God as He is in His activity; theologians 
refer to these two realities, respectively, as the Immanent Trinity and 
the Economic Trinity.  

Preaching to a camera robs the preacher of certain benefits, for  

example, when I mention the word Trinity I have no way of knowing 
whether you yawned, grabbed a muffin, or reached for the remote to 
shut off the video feed. Very few people hear the word “Trinity” and 
find themselves on the edge of their seat. Some detractors ask, “Why 
do we need to make God more complex than He already is? The word 
“trinity” isn’t even in the Bible?” Others ask, “Isn’t the Trinity a 
logical contradiction? Even if God is One, and yet Three, why does it 
matter? 

The final question gets to the heart of the matter—does it matter that 
God is Trinity? Here’s how I think about it. The only God worth 
knowing is God as He is, as He presents Himself to us. A caricature 
of God is just that, a caricature, a simplistic picture that doesn’t exist 
in reality, and cannot sustain us, or guide us, in the moments that 
matter. 

Good theology addresses the grand themes of creation, redemption, 
and restoration, and all of this, Fred Sanders writes, “comes from the 
Trinity, happens through the Trinity, and brings us home to the 
Trinity.”  3

Understanding who God is, allows us to understand who He has 
promised to be for us. All knowledge of God—rightly understood— 
is invitational in nature; to know God is to participate in His life. And 
as I think about my own life, that’s the primary goal: to know God, to 
participate in His life, and to such a degree that it affects everything
—how I love my wife and children, the way I enter into friendship, 
or do my work, the way I deal with my insecurities, fears, and 
wounds… 

 Fred Sanders, The Deep Things Of God: How The Trinity Changes Everything, 10.3
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God, as He is in Himself—Trinity—is the overarching reality in 
which we all live; nothing could be more important than 
understanding God and participating in His life. Nothing.  

I can promise you this: what I say this week and next about God’s 
triune nature will not come close to exhausting the knowledge of 
Him. My words will barely scratch the surface, but, I trust they will 
encourage you in a lifelong pursuit of Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. 
He is supremely worthy of being known. 

So let’s get to it. It’s only fitting that in a sermon on the Trinity I 
make three points; here’s the first: 

1. We describe God as One and yet Three, because the One God 
has revealed Himself as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. It’s true of 
course, that the word “trinity” is not found in the Bible, but 
theologians chose this word because it makes explicit what is already 
implicit in the Bible. 

Let’s begin with what the Bible has to say about God’s Oneness. 
Orthodox Jews throughout history have cherished the declaration of 
Deuteronomy 6:4, “Hear, O Israel: The Lord our God, the Lord is 
one.” This has come to be known as the Shema. “Shema” is the 
Hebrew word for “hear,” and taken in context, it’s a call to “pay 
attention;” it combines the idea of listening and acting in alignment 
with what has been heard. 

And so, this call to listen, to apprehend the truth that Yahweh is One, 
that He alone is God, is then followed by a call to worship. “Hear, O 
Israel: The Lord our God, the Lord is one. Love the Lord your God 
with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your strength.” 

Keep in mind that what I’ve just read was utterly unique in the 
ancient world. Moses and the people of Israel had just come out of 
Egypt, a nation that worshipped many gods: Ra—the sun god; Anat
—the goddess of fertility; Osiris—god of the dead, etc. The 
Babylonians worshipped Marduk and Tiammat, in fact, most 
Babylonian cities had a patron god that they worshipped. The Greeks 
worshipped Zeus, Poseidon, Ares, and Athena.  

In one respect we might think that many are better than one. If one 
god is busy, perhaps another is available. If one says, “no,” perhaps a 
different god is willing to help. The truth is that in the ancient world, 
the gods were feared, and served, but they were rarely loved. The 
gods were seen as manipulative and unstable, always on edge, never 
satisfied. 

It’s into this world that God spoke about His oneness, and it was 
good news indeed. Israel had one God to attend to, not many. And 
unlike the pantheon of gods, He didn’t need anything from them, He 
wasn’t on edge or unstable; in an ever-changing world, God 
remained constant. Yes, He called them to love Him, but it was a 
fitting response to the love He had shown them, rescuing them from 
slavery in Egypt.  

In Isaiah 43:10-11 God says, "Before me no god was formed, nor 
will there be one after me. I, even I, am the Lord, and apart from me 
there is no Saviour.” The Scriptures teaching is clear, Israel was to 
worship one God, because there is no God but Him. 

So far so good: There is one God, God is one. And Muslims want to 
keep Christian feet to the fire, so to speak, on this issue. “Hear, O 
Israel: The Lord our God, the Lord is one, not three” The question is 
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why did devoted, Jewish, disciples who believed in the oneness of 
God begin to suddenly describe Him in terms of His threeness? 

It was their experience of Jesus. Jesus changed everything. What He 
said, did, and was, changed the way these disciples thought about 
God. Peter, James, John, and a host of others saw Jesus do things, 
that could only be done by the power of God: He healed the sick, 
raised the dead, and walked on water. They heard Jesus claim the 
right to forgive sins and to judge the world.  

But Jesus made one claim that stood out as particularly offensive and 
earth-shattering; in John 10:30 Jesus said, “I and the Father are one.” 
Those who heard Jesus knew immediately what He was claiming and 
they picked up stones to kill Him. "Jesus said to them, ‘I have shown 
you many good works from the Father. For which of these do you 
stone me?’ 33 ‘We are not stoning you for any good work,’ they 
replied, ‘but for blasphemy, because you, a mere man, claim to be 
God.’” 

But Jesus is claiming something more, isn’t He? Notice that He 
doesn’t say, ‘I am the Father,’ instead, He claims that He and the 
Father are one. Jesus is God, but He isn’t the Father, He is the Son of 
the Father. A few chapters later, in John 14 and 16, Jesus spoke at 
length about the coming of the Holy Spirit. The Spirit will be sent 
from the Father, and He will reveal the Son; the Holy Spirit who is 
perfectly in tune with both the Father and the Son, will carries on the 
work of the Father and the Son. 

It was these kinds of statements that caused the disciples to wrestle 
with their understanding of God’s oneness. In a span of three years, 
Jesus went—in their minds—from Rabbi, to crucified criminal, to 

Risen Saviour, and finally, Ascended Lord. Jesus radically reshaped 
their experience of God and so too did the coming of the Holy Spirit. 

Within 20 years of Christ’s ascension, the apostle Paul began to write 
to churches scattered throughout the Roman Empire, and implicit in 
his writing is a trinitarian theology. Listen to what he writes, in 1 
Corinthians 12:4-6, “4 There are different kinds of gifts, but the same 
Spirit distributes them. 5 There are different kinds of service, but the 
same Lord. 6 There are different kinds of working, but in all of them 
and in everyone it is the same God at work.” 

And once again in 2 Corinthians 13:14, “May the grace of the Lord 
Jesus Christ, and the love of God, and the fellowship of the Holy 
Spirit be with you all.”  

After years of careful theological reflection, the word “trinity” was 
adopted to express the truth that God had revealed through the Old 
Testament, through the coming of Jesus, and, in the ongoing work of 
the Holy Spirit. And so, Christians throughout the centuries have 
confessed that there is only one God, and that this One God exists 
eternally in three persons: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.  

2. My second point will address the question arising from this very 
confession: What does it mean to say that God is One and yet 
Three? 

It’s usually at this point that an illustration is employed to make sense 
of God’s oneness and threeness. You may have heard the following: 
an apple is made up of its core, its peel, and its flesh; similarly, God 
is made up of Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Here’s another: just as 
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one egg has three parts (the shell, egg-white, and yolk), the one God 
is Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. 

One author writes, these illustrations “do a mediocre job of 
illustrating oneness and threeness, but they do a terrible job of 
illustrating God.”  God, unlike an apple or an egg, is not the sum of 4

His parts, in fact, God is not composed of parts; God is a 
Communion of Persons. 

Let’s take a few moments to explore the inner life of God, beginning 
with whether His oneness precludes His threeness. Let’s return to 
Deuteronomy 6:4. “Hear, O Israel: The Lord our God, the Lord is 
one.” British theologian, Michael Reeves, explains, “Deuteronomy 6 
is about God's people having the Lord as the one object of their 
affections: he is the only one worthy of them, and they are to love 
him alone…In fact, the word for ‘one’ in Deuteronomy 6:4 doesn't 
convey ‘mathematical singularity’…The Word is also used, for 
example, in Genesis 2:24, where Adam and Eve—two persons—are 
said to be one.”  5

In the context of Adam and Eve, oneness isn’t a mathematical word, 
it’s a relational word. The Christian church has always confessed that 
God is one in terms of His being, essence, character, and will; God is 
not dividable in any way. He doesn’t have three natures, three wills, 
and He is certainly not three different beings. God is utterly unified 
in all that He is and does, the only sense in which God can be 
described as three is with respect to personhood.  

When we use the word “person” to refer to ourselves, or to others, 
we have a pretty good idea of what it means. I’m a person, you’re a 
person, but no, I’m sorry to say, that your beloved cat (or dog) is not  
a person. When we use the word “person” to describe God, it means 
something different than when we use it to describe ourselves; let me 
explain. 

My wife, Naomi, is a person. Though she and I may be as close as 
two human persons can be, there is a significant degree of separation 
between us. For example, we don’t share the same genetic code, we 
don’t share the same brain, or heart. I don’t think her thoughts, and 
she doesn’t think mine; her emotions are hers, not mine; her will is 
hers, not mine. The two of us share a relationship, we choose to live 
with and for one another, but there will always be a space between 
us.  

Personhood works very differently in God. The Father is 
distinguishable from the Son, and the Spirit, but not in terms of 
thought, will, emotion, or being. The Holy Spirit doesn’t think one 
thing, and the Father another, leaving Jesus to mediate between the 
two. Jesus never wonders what the Holy Spirit is feeling. There is 
complete and utter unity between the Persons of the Trinity. 

In what way, then, is God three? As I’ve already said, God is a 
Communion of Persons—Father, Son, and Spirit. They enjoy a 
relationship unlike anything we have ever known, and for which 
every analogy falls woefully short. There is in God a perfect unity of 

  http://thinkingthroughfaith.com/2017/04/11/trinity-tuesdays-why-the-trinity-is-not-like-an-egg-or-an-apple-or-god-is-way-awesomer-than-us/4

 Michael Reeves, Delighting In The Trinity, 13. 5
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being, purpose, will, thought, emotion, and activity. There is in God 
perfect understanding, perfect trust, perfect delight, other-
centeredness, and love. In God there is not even the smallest hint of 
disagreement, jealousy, or separation.  

But how does it all work? How is God one and yet three?  

illus: I am reminded of one of my favourite Calvin and Hobbes 
cartoon strips. In it, the ever-inquisitive Calvin asks his dad a 
question that the dad clearly doesn’t know the answer to. This one’s 
for you Mark Steunenberg. 

Calvin: How do they know the load limit on bridges, Dad? 
Calvin’s Dad: They drive bigger and bigger trucks over the bridge 
until it breaks. Then they weigh the last truck and rebuild the bridge.  
Calvin: Oh. I should have guessed. 
Calvin’s Mom: Dear, if you don’t know the answer just tell him! 

How is God one and yet three? The short answer is, I don’t know, but 
we wrongly assume that we need to “make sense” of the Trinity. All 
of us have experienced things in this world that leave us feeling small 
and insignificant: the roar of a mighty waterfall, the wonder of a 
newborn child, the beauty of love. How much more when it comes to 
God? 

St. Gregory of Nanzianzus wrote about the Trinity in the 4th century, 
and for my money, few theologians—before or after—have been able 
maintain the tension between exploration and worship like he did. 
I’m looking forward to meeting him someday. He writes,  

“No sooner do I consider the One than I am enlightened by the 
radiance of the Three; no sooner do I distinguish them than I am 
carried back to the One. When I bring any One of the Three before 
my mind I think of him as a Whole, and my vision is filled, and the 
most of the Whole escapes me. I cannot grasp the greatness of that 
One in such a way as to attribute more greatness to the rest. When I 
contemplate the Three together, I see but one Torch, and cannot 
divide or measure out the undivided Light.”  6

Good theology is thoroughly humble; it recognizes that God is 
unlimited, and our comprehension of Him is limited. Good theology 
always leads to doxology; there comes a time to stop explaining the 
mystery and simply to bow before a God far more wonderful than 
our words. 

3. Third, how does understanding God as Trinity change 
anything? I can only assume that if you are still listening to this 
sermon, someone is making you watch, or, you really want to know 
God. And not so that you can “solve” God, like a jigsaw puzzle, but 
because you want to encounter Him as He is.  

I stand by what I said earlier, all knowledge of God is invitational in 
nature; to know Him is to participate in His life. Let me share one 
brief example. 

We long for God to remove our guilt and shame, to redeem what 
we’ve lost, and to heal what’s been broken. That’s why we keep 
coming back, keep tuning in, keep looking to God. The love of God, 
the love that we long for, is predicated upon God’s threeness. Think 

 Gregory Nanzianzen, Orations.6
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about it…how could God be described as Love if He were not a 
Community of Persons? How could God be love, in eternity past, if 
He were a solitary Person? 

God didn’t create humanity because He was lonely, if He had, we 
might be left to wonder if God wasn’t using us in order to fill some 
need in Himself. It’s not too hard to imagine, is it? All of us have 
been in relationships where we feel used instead of loved. But 
because God has existed eternally as a Communion of Persons, 
giving and receiving perfect love, what He offers to us is freely 
given.  

illus: When we receive an unexpected gift, something that surprises 
and delights, we might respond saying, “you didn’t have to do that!” 
Only a gift that is given freely, without compulsion, without strings 
attached, can be truly enjoyed.  

Creating you, saving you, choosing you wasn’t forced upon God 
from the outside. The love that God has shared eternally, in the 
Communion of Persons, among Father, Son, and Spirit, is so large 
and overflowing that there is room for you to be included. In fact, I 
feel quite confident in saying, the more the merrier! 

God is worth being known for His own sake, but, a knowledge of 
God, as He is, in Himself, changes everything, for we discover that 
this very God is in fact for us. Next week, we are going to hear 
more. 

Communion: I stand in front of a table that contains both bread and 
cup, a reminder of the last meal Jesus shared with His disciples. This 
meal is predominately spoken of in terms of remembering Jesus’ 

death on the cross. I want to remind you this morning that there is 
more going on in this holy meal. For just a moment, think of this 
meal in terms of its trinitarian shape, using the analogy of a banquet. 

The Father has invited you to this meal—He is the Host. A place has 
been set at His table, with your name on it. The invitation is about 
more than food, it’s about relationship; to eat this meal is to 
commune with Him—to know and receive His love. Don’t think for 
a moment that you’ve received His invitation by mistake; the 
invitation is for you. 

The Son arranges the transport, we all live far from the Father, but 
Jesus makes a makes a way for us to attend. After all, we’ve been 
invited because we are a friend of the Son. He’s seen the worst in us 
but still believes the best about us; nothing could change His opinion
—He’s devoted and fiercely loyal in His love for you. On the day of 
the banquet, you realize—with great embarrassment—that you don’t 
have anything to wear, nothing presentable, but the Son clothes you 
in His righteousness; you shine with the glory that belongs to Him. 

And upon arrival, the Holy Spirit welcomes you with the embrace 
you have been waiting for your entire life. Guilt and shame are gone, 
all that remains is joy and delight. 

The Father inviting, the Son saving, cleansing, the Spirit welcoming; 
this is the table of the Lord—all who look to Jesus are welcome at 
this table. 

At this time I want to invite the band to come and join me on stage; 
as they begin to play, let me encourage you to participate in the 
eating of the bread, and the drinking of the cup. If you are by 
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yourself this morning, remember that Father, Son, and Spirit are with 
you; if you have gathered among family, or friends, take this 
opportunity to serve one another. 

The Body of Christ was broken for us; the blood of Christ was shed 
for us.  

Worship 

Prayer Ministry Announcement: As our service comes to a close, I 
want to remind you that in a few minutes we will be opening our 
virtual foyer…it’s a time to gather virtually to chat with other folks 
from our church. 

I also want to remind you that if you would like to receive prayer this 
morning, members from our prayer ministry team with be waiting in 
a virtual prayer room, waiting to pray for you. If you would like to be 
prayed for, please send an email to prayerlink@nsac.bc.ca; it will 
generate an automatic link to the prayer room. 

Benediction: “May the grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, and the love 
of God, and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit be with you all.”  
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