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The Sketch on the Box
A couple of months ago, I bought a piece of furniture from Menards.  It was one of those do-it-yourself things, in a box, on clearance.  There was no floor model, and except for a basic sketch on the box, I didn’t have a very good idea what it would look like.  

From the sketch on the box and the size of the box I knew it would be a small bench, it was wooden, and required assembly.  But I didn’t get much detail from the sketch.  How would it go together?  What’s the quality of the wood?  What color would it be?  What about some of the finer details?  There was only so much I could know by looking at the box.

What if we had to use a similar method to figure out who God is and what He’s like?  Can a person get to know God by looking at him indirectly, by looking at the box – so to speak?  People have been trying to do this for thousands of years, and when we observe the universe in its vast beauty and infinite complexity, all but the most hardboiled atheists conclude 1) the universe must have a creator, 2) He must be strong, big, and smart.  There has got to more to know about God.  Does He have a personality?  What’s his relationship with people?  Does he love us or hate us?  Could he become one of us?  We instinctively long to see more than just the sketch on the box – so to speak.  How can we know what’s really true?
To find the truth about God, some people use an approach called modernism.  Modernism, which is actually an old idea (it’s been around since the 1700s) believes that all human reason will eventually figure out all there is to be known, and that human progress is inevitable.    Modernism is foundational for TV shows like Star Trek and the CSI series, and it has had an enormous influence on the western sciences.  Modernism helped us find a cure for polio.  But, after centuries of looking for God, modernists have concluded: God doesn’t exist!  If he did, we would have found Him by now with a telescope or microscope.
Other people try to get past the sketch on the box through an approach called post-modernism.  Post-modernism by and large replaced modernism after 2 world wars destroyed the idea of inevitable human progress and limitless knowledge.   Today, postmodernism is by far the most prevalent mind-set driving 21st century North Americans.  Postmodernism believes in no universal truth or objective reason.  Everything is subjective and we can never know what’s true.  The best anyone can do is find one’s own personal truth by throwing off the chains of organized religion and government and reach deep into one’s own heart.
The TV show Grey’s Anatomy is one of the purest representations of post-modernism.  The show teaches us that if I keep digging deeper into my heart, I’ll find a personalized truth and my own definition of God.  Post-modernism has left us with lonely isolated people with self-assembled god’s as worthless, pitiful, and sad as the hearts from which they were pulled.

Following the Instructions 
With that piece of furniture I bought, imagine if there were no instructions, only some comments that said something like, “To properly assemble this furniture look deep into your heart and you will find your own version of a wooden bench”?  Or what if it said, “There currently are no solutions, but given human progress and reason it is only a matter of time”?  What a joke!  We don’t even approach furniture this way, but this is how self-deluded people think they are going to find God!

With that piece of furniture I bought, I knew I’d have more help than the picture on the box.  Inside the box there were these amazing things called instructions.  Those are the things most guys throw away, and then fish out of the trash to figure out what went wrong.  It took a little time to decipher, but in 5 minutes I was assembling my very own wooden bench.  Because the information was revealed to me, I didn’t have to fumble around and guess how to assemble the bench.

In the same way, God gives us an easy to reach instruction manual about himself, so we don’t have to guess what He’s like.  Proverbs 8, our OT reading for today, says that Wisdom and understanding raises her voice and calls out to all mankind.  In Deuteronomy 30, God says, “My words are very near you…”  And they are!  They’re right here.  

God Correctly Assembled
We learn in his word that he is triune; 3 in 1; Father, Son and Holy Spirit.  From the very opening verses of the Bible, Genesis 1:1-2, it says God created the Heavens and the earth, and that the Spirit of God was also there having an active part in it.  Genesis 1:26, God says let us make mankind in our image.  Even the word “God” in Hebrew, (Elohim) is a plural noun.

This is all in the first chapter of the Bible.  By the time we get to the New Testament, this 3-in-1 is clearly identified as Father-Son-Holy Spirit.  Jesus talked about all three plainly to his disciples and to the crowds.  In our reading today, John 1:18, Jesus is called God the One and Only, and is then distinguished from God the Father.  Later in John 8:49, Jesus distinguishes himself from the Father when he says, “I honor my Father.”  Then in Chapter 10:30, he says, “I and the Father are one.”
In John 14, Jesus talks about a Spirit will come to teach us all things and remind us of Jesus’ teaching.  This Spirit is sent by the Father in Jesus’ name, and is worshipped together with the Father and the Son as the ONE true God.  In Matthew 28, Jesus tells us to baptize people in the name of – you guessed it – Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.  It is no accident that every Sunday when we confess out faith in the words of the apostles Creed, we confess the Trinity.

We first proclaim: I believe in God the Father Almighty, maker of heaven and earth.  Heaven and earth is just the OT way of saying “everything.”  It means God made everything, including me.  To know God the Father as creator means I know where I came from.  If I know where I came from I have meaning and purpose in life, and I know where I am going.  I am not the product of a bolt of lightning that struck a puddle of slime that mutated into a Neanderthal and then into a human.  I was created with purpose, by a God who does nothing by accident.  And to know Him as Father, means I have someone who watches over me, protects me, and acts in my best interest.

Next, we proclaim: I believe in Jesus Christ, His only Son, our Lord.  There was a popular song in the 1990’s that cynically asked, “What if God was one of us?”  Well, knowing God as Son answers that question.  God did become one of us, walked in our shoes sinlessly, and then took on a death penalty that should have been ours.  God demonstrated his love for us in the Son, while we were still sinners, Jesus died for us.

I believe in the Holy Spirit.  The Holy Spirit reveals truth by speaking to us through the Bible.  He lives with us and in us through baptism.  He creates in us saving faith, keeps us in the faith, teaches us all truth and reminds us of the things Jesus said.

God revealing himself as Father, Son, Holy Spirit the Trinity is one of the most basic and essential parts of the Christian faith.  It’s a great mystery of faith that we don’t come to by reason; we didn’t discover this with a microscope, and we don’t find it buried in our hearts.  We know this truth because God revealed it to us.  

The Bible’s teaching about the Trinity is not an obscure footnote in Scripture.  God goes to great lengths all throughout Scripture to emphasize his triune nature.  So important is the doctrine of the Holy Trinity that our church – along the majority of Christians in the world – confesses that one cannot reject the Bible’s teaching about the Trinity and still be saved.

Why Does it Matter?
Why is this so important?  What is the big deal about the Trinity?  Isn’t it enough just to know that God loves me without all this Trinity stuff?  I say, NO!  Knowing the Trinity helps us see exactly who God is and how God loves us.  When someone asks me, “How do you know God loves you?” I can say, “I know he loves me because the Father created me, the Son died and rose for me, and the Holy Spirit sustains me.”  

We can walk around and tell all our friends, “God loves you!” all we want, but if they never get to know him as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, they do not know God, they are without the truth, and it’s impossible to tell them exactly who God is and how God loves them.  That’s why the doctrine of the Trinity is more than just dry, boring doctrine.

Even with that bench I put together, the instruction manual was more than a bunch of factoids.  They helped me take random boards and screws in a box and come away with something that has real life application.  It’s a nice bench that my family actually uses, and I didn’t have to call the psychic hotline to figure it out.
In a similar way, the doctrine of the Trinity is more than a bunch of God trivia.  This doctrine has real life application.  God wants us to apply this knowledge in very specific ways.  He wants us to Believe it – Proclaim it – Celebrate it.
Believe it, Proclaim it, Celebrate it
To Believe it, means I know it, and then use it to answer an important question:  How do I know God loves me?  I believe the Father created me, the Son died and rose for me, and the Spirit sustains me.  Whether you are pounded by sin, grief, loss, or persecution – believing in the Trinity brings us true peace and comfort and a solid assurance of everlasting life.

The doctrine of the Holy Spirit is not just for you.  God wants you to share it with others.  That’s why we proclaim it.  Proclaiming the Trinity is at the heart of what it means to speak the truth in love.  As a missionary to the Chinese in the Twin Cities, I have one of the best jobs in the world.  I get to spend lots of time sharing my faith with our Chinese friends.  As I share that faith, even early on, that message is framed by the doctrine of the Trinity.  

Most people I talk to aren’t asking, “Is there a God?”  Many are asking, “Who is God, and does God love me?”  Krista and I met a woman last year at a picnic who wanted to know more about God.  She had heard many times that God loves her, but she had not heard how God loves her.  Shortly after that picnic, we began to study the Bible together, and as we did so, I made an intentional effort to introduce what God did for her as Father, Son, and Spirit.  The Father made you, the Son died for you, and the Spirit sustains you.

Knowing God as Triune helped her see how God loves her, and within a few months she came to faith and so did a friend of hers whom she had brought along to the Bible study.

For so many people searching high and low for meaning in life, and a relationship with someone bigger and better than what science, government and wealth can offer, introducing God as Father, Son and Holy Spirit is the beginning of true understanding that can lead to a saving relationship with God.

I have proclaimed this message simply and truthfully, and I have seen God keep his promise that his word will not return empty.  Glory be to God, one by one I get to see people believing this good news, watching their lives change as God fills them with joy and peace, and getting baptized into the faith.  That’s why we also Celebrate the Trinity.  

Celebrate what God – Father, Son, and Holy Spirit – has done in your life.  Celebrate what God – Father, Son, and Holy Spirit – is doing in the lives of others as you proclaim Him.  And look forward to a day when all believers will see God face to face and celebrate God’s salvation. 
Glory be to the Father, and to the Son, and to the Holy Spirit.  As it was in the beginning, is now and will be forever.  Amen.
