
 
  
  
 The earliest hint of what would become the church’s doctrine of the Trinity, which 
we focus on and celebrate this Sunday every year, comes in Paul’s letters, where he 
blesses his readers with these words: “The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, the love of 
God, and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit…” 
 

The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ. You know one of the times that grace takes 
center stage in worship; it happened just a few moments ago in this service. The worship 
leader is standing at the font, where so many key liturgical moments occur each Sunday. 
She leads us in telling the truth about ourselves and the world in which we live. No 
doubt, part of that truth is the ways we ignore God’s word, set up other idolatrous objects 
of worship, lie or cheat or steal or otherwise do not love our neighbors as ourselves. We 
tell it all, first in unison and then in silence. 
 
 I have occasionally had people tell me after the service that they didn’t say a 
portion of the Prayer of Confession because they didn’t do that particular thing, forgetting 
that we confess not just for ourselves, but on behalf of the world of which we are a part, 
systems of injustice and violence from which we benefit, part of a humanity of whom 
Paul said, “there is none righteous, no not one.” And one of those sins we surely should 
confess, I almost say to the person telling me they did not sin, is the sin of thinking we 
are not sinners in need of forgiveness. 
 
 So there we all are, confessing our sin at the waters of baptism. And then we hear 
those words of the grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, words that remind us yet again that our 
sins do not separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus, that in the name of Christ, 
we are all forgiven. 
 

We are then invited to stand up and move around, extending mercy to our 
neighbors in the pews, the peace of Christ, which is the forgiveness of sins and the path 
to reconciliation. The act is concrete – we really are shaking hands or hugging or flashing 
the peace sign or holding our hands over our hearts to real people there with us – but also 
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a sign of a larger calling to be agents of peace and reconciliation in all our relationships, 
near and far.  

 
We are bathed in grace, the grace of the Lord Jesus Christ. And that’s when things 

take a liturgical turn. 
 
We read the Law, the Ten Commandments. It seems at first like an odd choice. 

Why, after experiencing all this grace and forgiveness and reconciliation would we turn 
to what is popularly thought of as a list of “thou shalt nots?”  

 
We read them because the One who gives them is full of love for us. We read the 

Law not because it is a drudgery, or a list designed to make life less fun and believers 
more guilty. Rather, as Eugenia Gamble says, the Commandments are “words of love.” If 
confession and forgiveness and peace reveal to us the grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, then 
the Reading of the Law reveals the love of God. 

 
God declares, right there at the beginning, the basis for all the words, all the 

commandments – “I am the Lord your God.” “I am” recalls the name of God given to 
Moses at the burning bush, “I Am Who I Am.” And who is this “I Am?” I am your God.” 

 
We know that this is the God who is love because God announces that God is the 

one who brought you out of the land of Egypt. This God is the one who has rescued us, 
this God is the one who frees the people from oppression. When God gives the Law to 
Moses the people have escaped Egypt, but now they face uncertainty. There in the 
wilderness will be many temptations to turn around. But these ten words are meant to 
order their life together, to remind them that they are a rescued people, that they are a free 
people. The commandments are not a bondage. They are a liberation. Why? Because they 
come from the love of God.  

 
As Gamble says, “Nothing about the Ten Words will be ultimately transformative 

until we understand that it begins with love, ends with love, and is framed with love.” 
 
I remember sitting in my office many years ago now with a young adult who was 

struggling with addiction. I had agreed to be a religious conversation partner when his 
therapist called to ask me because, as the therapist said, many of the young man’s 
problems came from poor self-worth, and his poor self-worth came from religion. It turns 
out his parents had thrown him out of the house after he turned eighteen. That was the 
culmination of years of believing that he was a disappointment to his parents, and, even 
more so to God.  

 



It took a long time and lots of conversation and tears for this young man to be able 
to hear that God is a God of love, and that God was his God, and that God loved him and 
claimed him in the waters of baptism. It took a long time for him let go of the belief that 
the only person who hated him more than he hated himself was God.  

 
I thought of him when I read Gamble’s question: “When presented with God 

reaching into the muck and mess of human life and offering love and freedom, how is it 
that we so often choose to focus on God as fierce and disappointed with us instead? 
Why?” 

 
Indeed, it is impossible to parse out the first commandment’s prohibition of having 

other God’s before me from the description of God as “I am your God, who brought you 
out of the land of Egypt, out of slavery.” I am the God who loves you. I am the God who 
is love, as John will say later. Don’t go chasing after any others, including the ones you 
project out of your own pain or others project onto you as vindictive, hateful, and 
murderous.  

 
It is this language of love as the core identity of the God of the Commandments 

that leads us to speaking of God as Trinity. We come to believe in God as Father, Son, 
and Holy Spirit not because we deduce it rationally, not because of some philosophical 
musings, but because of the great love revealed in Jesus Christ.  

 
For far too long I tried to work out the Trinity. I would come up with children’s 

sermons where I held up a triangle to the lone little boy who comes up on the first Sunday 
of summer vacation. “See,” I say, “God is three and yet one, just like this triangle. We 
can imagine that this side is God the Father, this one is God the Son, and this one is God 
the Holy Spirit, and yet it is always just one triangle.” When I see that little three year old 
Billy is not quite getting it, I pull out my next prop, a glass of water.  

 
“What is this?”  
 
“Water.”  
 
“Good, Billy. Really Good.” 
 
Having regained his attention, I explain that water can be three things: liquid, ice, 

or steam. God is ice, Jesus is water, and the Holy Spirit is steam. We just solved 
millennia of Divine mystery in one children’s sermon. “So congratulations, Billy and off 
you go to children’s worship.” 

 



The Trinity cannot be reduced to a math problem or a science project or a 
philosophical parlor game. The mystery of love is too deep and profound for that. What 
little Billy needs to know – or better yet, experience – is the deep love that greets him at 
this font, that says, “You are my beloved child.” From that profound love and belonging, 
he needs to know that the One who loves him longs to receive his love in return – heart, 
soul, mind, and strength; and calls him to love his neighbors, near and far, as he loves 
himself. These words of love we call the Ten Commandments are that pathway, and it is 
a path of life and integrity and wholeness for Billy, and for us all. 

 
But here’s the thing. Billy cannot do it alone. You and I cannot walk this path 

alone either. One of the reasons we confess our sins together Sunday after Sunday is the 
recognition that we are all of us in need of God’s grace, and one of the reasons we pass 
Christ’s peace is the acknowledgement that we need each other. We need what the Bible 
calls by the Greek word koinonia – fellowship. We need the kind of togetherness that 
comes from mutual love of God and neighbor in community. We need the Advocate that 
Jesus said would come, the Holy Spirit, who binds us together and builds us into the 
Church. 

 
Little Billy will grow up. He will come to know the joys and sorrows that attend 

every life. He will need us. And we will need him. He might end up in some pastor’s 
office somewhere at a crossroads where his pain threatens to overwhelm. He may need to 
be reminded of his baptism, of the grace of Christ that calls him to the way of the ten 
words and that binds him in the fellowship, in the family, created and held together by the 
Holy Spirit. 

 
The young man I was able to work with eventually moved back to Colorado and 

continued the long road of recovery from his addictions and reconciliation with his 
parents. Several months later I got a package from him, a framed photo of a stream 
running down a rocky creek bed in the mountains of Colorado. He said the photo 
reminded him of his baptism, which always brought him back to the center of who he is 
in the eyes of God. He thought it might do the same for me. It sits in my office, a daily 
reminder. 

 
A daily reminder of the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, the love of God, and the 

fellowship of the Holy Spirit. Let us all leave this place having no other God than this 
one, whose love is more than enough for the living of these days. Amen. 


