
THE FESTIVAL OF THE HOLY TRINITY, June 11, 2017 
Prince of Peace Lutheran Church, Honolulu, HI 

THE LESSONS 
Genesis 1:1-2.4a 
Psalm 8 
2 Corinthians 13:11-13 
Matthew 28:16-20 

THE SERMON: “Theological Math… 1 + 1 + 1 =  1?” 

The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, the love of God, and the communion of the Holy Spirit be 
with you all. Amen. 

Introduction 
This is the Festival of the Holy Trinity and, as I discovered a few years ago, I’ve been a heretic 
because I explained this concept by saying that I’m one person who is a husband, a pastor, a 
father, and a grandfather - one person with four personalities. In the Fifth Century the Coptic 
Church in Egypt was excommunicated from the Orthodox Church for teaching something 
similar. They said that God was like a person who is a father and a son and a brother yet is not 
separate beings. That, my friends, is the heresy of “modalism”. So, some theologians end up 
saying that we can’t explain the Trinity in human terms because you and I live in a three-
dimensional world but God is spirit and lives beyond the limits of our three-dimensional 
universe. It’s sort of like arithmetic; when we add 1+1+1 we get three but, when we multiply 
1x1x1, we get one. In other words, when we talk about the Holy Trinity, we are dealing with 
theological multiplication, not addition. It’s just not possible to explain the Trinity in normal 
terms; that’s probably why the Roman Catholics just call it a “mystery” and why, in the first 
volume of his “Institutes,” the Reformed theologian, John Calvin said, “I wish, indeed, that such 
names (like the Trinity) were buried (if only all would agree (to bury it))… For I observe, that the 
writers of the ancient Church, while they uniformly spoke with great reverence on these 
matters, neither agreed with each other, nor were always consistent with themselves.” In other 
words, Calvin is basically saying that we can’t explain the Trinity and so we just end up arguing 
over something that can’t be explained. But, if we don’t think about it sometimes, even 
Christians will begin to separate God into three separate Gods; in fact, some Christians do 
only pray to the Father God; others, a Spirit God; and the most dangerous error, Jesus as a 
lesser God because he is a Son and slightly below the Father God. The Trinity is indeed a 
mystery and I’m willing to admit that I’m just not smart enough to figure it out so I will let the 
theologians debate it and remain a heretic thinking that God is Father, Son, and Holy Spirit like 
I’m one person who is a father, a son, and a grandfather. 

Psalm 8 
Which God came to mind when we sang Psalm 8 this morning? The Father, Son, or Holy 
Spirit? I think most of us would say “The Creator Father.” But, how did we know this was the 
“Creator-Father?” Martin Luther said in his Small Catechism that we cannot even believe 
without the Spirit; so, at least the Father and the Spirit were in this Psalm. I love this psalm 
because it reminds me that, when I was in high school looking up at the stars, I thought, “How 
did all of that come to be?” and realized it could only be God. It wasn’t until years later that I 
read Psalm 8, “When I look at your heavens, the work of your fingers, the moon and the stars 



that you have established; what are human beings that you are mindful of them, mortals that 
you care for them?” Why does God even care about me? Oh, some of my intellectual friends 
question that and ask, “How can you be so egotistical that you think that an infinite God cares 
about you when there are millions of other people in the world?” I don’t know; I just know that 
God has the capacity to love even insignificant me. And, when the psalmist says, “… You have 
given them dominion over the works of your hands; you have put all things under their feet…,” 
this makes me realize that you and I are responsible for taking care of this planet. Even though 
some people don’t think that God’s Creation is groaning from our abuse of God’s resources, 
how is it that we have so much pollution… plastic from our six packs of beer choking wildlife, 
floating islands of trash in our oceans, unbreathable air in cities, undrinkable water in Flint, 
Michigan…? Maybe we Christians shouldn’t just think about our salvation; maybe we should 
seriously realize that God has made us the stewards (caretakers) of Creation and has given us 
dominion (responsibility) for it. Until Creation is redeemed, we’re just spouting words if we sing, 
“O Lord, our Sovereign, how majestic is your name in all the earth!” We are called to take care 
of God’s Creation. 

Genesis 1:1-2:4a 
That focus is emphasized by our first lesson on Creation. As some of you know from other 
sermons, there are two Creation stories in Genesis. Our first lesson is the priestly version of 
Creation whereas the rest of chapter two is the so-called Yahwist version. Most scholars agree 
that today’s reading is very similar to other Mideastern creation stories but the thing that 
distinguishes both accounts from all others is that the Hebrew God, Elohim and/or Yahweh, is 
the Creator. But, aside from the fact that God is the Creator, I think we read this as a lesson for 
Trinity Sunday because of verse 26. Notice that in all the creation events: light and dark, night 
and day, heaven and earth, water and dry land, sun and moon, plants and animals - (all of 
these events) were created when only God said, “Let there be” and concluded with “And God 
saw that it was good.” But, in verse 26 God says, "Let us make humankind in our image, 
according to our likeness…” How is that different than the other events of Creation? And, 
because you already know this from other Trinity sermons, it’s because it’s very clear that the 
priestly tradition saw God as being plural… “Let us make humankind…” Maybe that’s why we 
Lutherans sing, “Beautiful Savior, King of Creation…” Like the early Church we believe that the 
Christ was present in the creative process along with the Father and the Holy Spirit. And, after 
the Resurrection, the Holy Christian Church became an expression of the Holy Spirit, as we 
proclaim in our Creed, and so the church participates in the ongoing “new creation” in Christ 
because God - Father, Son, and Spirit - said, "Be fruitful and multiply, and fill the earth and 
subdue it; and have dominion… over every living thing that moves upon the earth.” But, that 
begs the question, “Has humankind been a faithful steward of what God has assigned to us?” 

Matthew 28:16-20 
Stewardship over Creation isn’t all that God has assigned to us. Our lesson in Matthew adds 
another dimension to our stewardship when Jesus said, “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, and 
teaching them to obey everything that I have commanded you.” All nations? I haven’t even 
reached the majority of the people who live in this neighborhood. Look at all of the people out 
on the street right now that this church hasn’t touched. As Dr. David Platt asserts in his book, 
“Follow Me,” if we don’t care enough for people who don’t know the love of God in Christ, then 
our lack of love is the “epitome of hate.” Do we “hate” the people out there that don’t know 
Christ because we won’t share the good news we know? Well, we can excuse ourselves and 



say, “Well, ‘hate’ is pretty strong; I don’t hate them.” But, do you love them? Do you love them 
enough to tell them God loves them as much as God loves you? I don’t. And, I don’t think 
today’s church does either. What other reason is there for the fact that the percentage of 
“churched Christians” compared to the “unchurched” is steadily declining. We can rationalize 
and intellectualize and theorize all we want but that doesn’t change a thing. Christians just 
aren’t doing the job that Jesus commanded us to do. But, what does that have to do with 
Trinity Sunday? Every week we confess, “I believe in God the Father… Creator… I believe in 
Jesus Christ… crucified, died, and was buried… rose again on the third day… I believe in the 
Holy Spirit, the holy catholic church…” The “holy Christian church” is an expression of the Holy 
Spirit. In that sense we are a part of the Trinity. If the Holy Spirit isn’t working in us, then how 
can we exist? If it’s by our own reason or strength, then we’re doomed to fail. When the Spirit 
is working in us, then, because we really love and not “hate” people who don’t know Christ, we 
want them to know the grace and mercy of our Lord Jesus Christ, the love of God, and the 
communion of the Holy Spirit. If we don’t love them to tell them, is that the “epitome of hate?” 

2 Corinthians 13:11-13 
In his two letters to the Corinthian church, Paul was trying to tell them that what they were 
doing didn’t show that love. In many respects they looked good on the outside but Paul was 
concerned because they were so divided. They put more emphasis on prophecy and healing 
and speaking in tongues than about God’s basic message: God loved them; God forgave 
them; God let His own Son die on the Cross to prove it. God chose the Corinthians to proclaim 
that simple message but they complicated things by emphasizing outward expressions and 
forgot to reach those who needed to hear about God’s love and mercy and grace. That’s why 
Paul ended his letter to them with, “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…” 

The Call and the Challenge 
Paul reminds us that haggling over theological or spiritual points serve no purpose if they 
divide the church. But, when he says to agree with each other, I don’t think he means to 
compromise just to agree. We can still hold to our positions but we are to respect and listen to 
the other perspective because maybe we can gain a deeper understanding. So, it is with the 
Trinity. As John Calvin said, “I wish, indeed, that such names (like the Trinity) were buried…” 
because he saw the debate as divisive. But, he did not deny the Trinity because he knew it 
was important that Christians believed in God who is Father and Creator, who is Savior and 
Redeemer, and who is Counselor and Advocate. We have seen God in Creation and in Love; 
we have seen God in the Cross and the Open Tomb; we have seen God in the Word and in the 
Sacraments. Because we have seen God in those ways, we know God is Father, Son, and 
Spirit; so, for us that God is our God… The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, the love of God, 
and the communion of the Holy Spirit be with all of you…”


