June 19th , 2011, Sermon:  “The TRIUNE God is Love!”
( Texts:  Romans 5:1-5;  1st John 4:10-21;  Matthew 28:16-20 )

************************************************************************
     Today is Trinity Sunday.  Now, some people worry that on Trinity Sunday they may have to endure a long, dry, academic lecture on the nature of the Holy Trinity, filled with philosophical terminology they don’t understand.  

     For example, some congregations today will recite the Athanasian Creed during their Services.  Allow me to read a few words from that Creed:  “…we worship one God in three persons and three persons in one God, neither confusing the persons nor dividing the substance.  For there is one person of the Father, another of the Son, and another of the Holy Spirit.  But the Godhead of the Father, of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit is all one:  the glory equal, the majesty coeternal.  Such as the Father is, such is the Son, and such is the Holy Spirit.  The Father uncreated, the Son uncreated, and the Holy Spirit uncreated.  The Father incomprehensible, the Son incomprehensible and the Holy Spirit incomprehensible.”  Now, at this point many people throw up their hands and say:  “Oh, Lord have mercy!  This whole Trinity thing is incomprehensible!”
     My friends, by God’s grace I will try to help you see that the teaching known as “The Trinity,” although incomprehensible, is very relevant and important for us today.  The Athanasian Creed was written so that people would continue to trust in the One God who is Father, Son and Holy Spirit – apart from Whom there is no salvation.  In fact, without the Trinity we don’t have God’s love. And what would our lives be without God’s love?  That’s why my sermon title is:  “The TRIUNE God is Love!”

     Of course, you’re probably more familiar with the short version of that statement – the words: “God is love!”  In fact, those 3 words “God is love” are taken directly from Holy Scripture – from 1st John chapter 4, to be exact.  But even though many people quote those words “God is love,” not many people understand what they mean.  

     For example, some people reject the doctrine of the Trinity, and yet they think they can still talk about a God of love.  But this is not possible, because if one wants to love, then one must have an object for one’s love.  However, if the One God is not Father, Son and Holy Spirit, then He would need us in order to be a God of love.  But God IS love in Himself.  Even before the Creation of the world, love existed between the Father, Son and Holy Spirit.  Our Creation is an extension of God’s life-giving love that has existed from all eternity.  

     In Genesis chapter 1 we read these words of God:  “’Let us make man in our image,…’ So God created man in his own image, in the image of God he created him; male and female he created them.”  The love we have for one another flows from the love that exists between the Father, Son and Holy Spirit.  In our Gospel reading Jesus tells us to Baptize in the Name of the Father, and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  In Baptism the love of the Triune God captures us and makes us His own.  

     We learn more about God and His love in our second reading from 1st John.  Let me read some of that text again:  “This is love:  not that we loved God, but that he loved us and sent his Son as an atoning sacrifice for our sins … We know that we live in him and he in us, because he as given us of His Spirit.  And we have seen and testify that the Father has sent the Son to be the Savior of the world … God is love.”  Now, what is God teaching us here?
     First, the One God exists as 3 persons – Father, Son and Holy Spirit.  Of course, our limited reason cannot comprehend how 1 God can exist as 3 persons and still be only one God.  But we don’t teach and believe the Trinity because it makes sense to us.  Instead, we teach and believe the Trinity because this is how God has revealed Himself to us in His Word.

     However, there are many throughout history who have rejected the teaching known as the Trinity, and they do this because they trust their reason more than God’s Word.  This is sad.  You see, if you reject the teaching known as “The Trinity” then you may end up believing in false gods of your own making – false gods who can’t save you; false gods who can’t love you.  Allow me to mention just two types of false teaching found among those who deny the Trinity.
     One type of false teaching is believed by those who reject what Scripture says about there being only ONE God.  This false teaching is known as POLYTHESIM – which comes from the Greek language, and means “many gods.”  One example of polytheism is found in the ancient Eqyptian and Greek religious systems.  They believed in multiple gods who were always in competition with each other.  In our modern world we can find polytheism among the Hindus of India, various tribal religions in Africa and also in America with the group known as the Mormons.  Simply put, what all these false religions have in common is that they believe in many gods who compete with one another and who can hopefully be manipulated by our attempts to bribe them with our worship.  

     Now, the second type of false teaching is believed by those who acknowledge that there is only ONE God, but they deny that He exists as 3 persons and that each person is fully God.  Therefore, such people refuse to believe that Jesus is God because, for them, both the Father and the Son can’t be God.  
     For example, non-Christian Jews and Muslims deny that Jesus is God’s Son.  In addition, Jehovah’s Witnesses deny the Trinity and therefore teach that Jehovah is God but that Jesus was only a man – nothing more!  However, if Jesus were only a man or if He were something less than God, then His death on the cross is not sufficient for our salvation.

     Now do you understand why the early Christians wrote the Creeds?  Now do you understand why the Trinity is relevant for us today?  If one rejects the Trinity, one not only ends up trusting in a false god made up in one’s own mind.  Worse yet, if you deny the Trinity you end up denying the salvation that is ours because of the work of Jesus, God’s Son.  You see, if Jesus is not the One God, then He can’t be our Savior.  No wonder those who deny that Jesus is God also insist that you must earn your salvation by your own works.

     However, another problem results when one rejects the Trinity.  Simply put, apart from faith in the Triune God we can’t know what love truly is.  During the 1960’s some people talked about “free love.”  But love is never free!  Love costs something!  Love means denying yourself and serving others.  Love means giving of yourself so that someone else might benefit.  But we don’t see much love like that in the world today.
     For example, marriages fall apart because one or both spouses choose not to love one another.  Families are in turmoil because parents and children don’t love each other as they should.  Our world is full of examples of selfishness and hatred.  We have terrorism, racism, sexism, abortion and euthanasia.  Even in some Christian congregations there are people who go to the Lord’s Supper together but won’t speak to each other afterwards.

     My fellow Christians, we can’t utter pious words about our love for God if there is hatred in our hearts.  Listen again to these words from 1st John ch. 4:  “If anyone says, ‘I love God,’ yet hates his brother, he is a liar.  For anyone who does not love his brother, whom he has seen, cannot love God, who he has not seen.”

     So, what is our hope?  Many people reject what God’s Word clearly teaches about Himself, which is why we have so many false religions in the world who teach that we must do something save ourselves.  Even we Christians who do have the Truth – we are often guilty of mocking God’s love by our selfishness and by our hatred of others.  So, once again, I ask:  “What is our hope?”  Our hope is that God’s love for us is not based on our love for Him or our love for each other.  God knew what love is before the creation of the world!  God IS love.  God teaches us what love really is.  As we heard in our reading from 1st John:  “This is love:  not that we loved God, but that he loved us and sent his Son as an atoning sacrifice for our sins.”
     Just think of it!  God loved us through His Son while we were nothing but unlovable and unloving sinners.  In fact, that’s what Paul is teaching us in our first reading from Romans.  Paul says that we are at peace with God because of Jesus.  So, what did God’s Son do for us so that we could have peace with God?
     God’s one and only Son took the sin of our unloving desires, words and deeds – He took that sin and put it on Himself when He went to the cross where He suffered God’s wrath against sin in our place.

     You see, even though God is love, He also hates sin because He is holy and just.  God’s hatred of evil is real and just!  But God’s love is greater than His hatred.  How so?  God damned His own Son in our place so that we might be saved.  Now that’s love!

     Just think about what God did for you and me.  Imagine a convicted murderer on death row about to be executed in the electric chair.  Just before they throw the switch the judge from this criminal’s trial runs in and says:  “Wait!  Stop!  Let him go free!”  But the executioner says:  “I can’t!  He’s guilty!  His crime deserves death.  Someone has to pay the price!”  Then the judge says:  “Let him go free, I say.  Here’s my dear little son, whom I love.  Put my son in the electric chair, and let that guilty man go free.”
     Now, am I capable of that kind of love?  No way.  There’s no way I’d put one of my dear children in the electric chair just so a guilty murderer could go free.  But then I’m not God, am I?  God is love – PURE LOVE!  That’s why He gave His Son for us!

     The Father sent His Son to die for us.  The Son willingly went to the cross for us, and then He also conquered death for us and now lives as our Lord and Savior.  The Holy Spirit works through God’s Word to convict us of sin and give us faith in Jesus so that might receive His salvation and experience God’s love for all eternity.  As Paul wrote in our reading from Romans:  “…God has poured out His love into our hearts by the Holy Spirit, whom He has given us.”
     The Holy Spirit brings us the love of Christ which transforms our hearts and minds.  We can now trust God and rejoice in His love – even during our times of trial and suffering, which the Father allows to strengthen our faith in His Son.  When we suffer, all we have to do is remember Christ’s suffering for us and we will then know that God does indeed love us in spite of our circumstances.

     In fact, God’s love will gradually conquer our hatred.  As the Spirit moves us to come to Christ with our sinful hatred we will be healed by God’s mercy.  That’s why John wrote these words at the beginning of his first Epistle:  “If we confess our sins God is faithful and just and will forgive our sin and cleanse us from all unrighteousness … if anyone does sin we have one who speaks to the Father in our defense – Jesus Christ, the Righteous One.  He is the atoning sacrifice for our sins, and not only for our but also for the sins of the whole world.”
     Did you hear that?  The Father’s love for us in His Son is the beginning and end of our salvation.  As we heard in our reading from 1st John:  “We love because He first loved us.”  Our hope is always and only the love that the Father has for us through His Son whose love is poured into our hearts by the Holy Spirit.  

     God’s love for us is what moves us to love others.  So, focus on God’s love for you and your love for others will begin to blossom.  In fact, just remember Trinity Sunday.  The Father who made you and takes care of your earthly needs, this same Heavenly Father sent His Son to the cross to save you from the punishment your sins deserve.  And God’s Son did not complain.  God’s Son willingly gave His life for you because He loves you.  God’s Spirit pours Christ’s love into your lives through Baptism, through the preaching and teaching of God’s Word, and through your reception of Christ’s Body and Blood in the Lord’s Supper.
     There’s no doubt about it, my friends!  The TRIUNE God is love!  The Triune God loves YOU.  The Father, Son and Holy Spirit love YOU.  Live in His love, and love one another in His Name!  Amen!
