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“Blessed Trinity”

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

In one of the classic episodes of The Honeymooners, Ralph Kramden is chosen as a contestant on “The $99,000
Answer” and selects as his category popular songs.  In order to prepare him for the show, his friend Ed Norton
offers to play the piano so that Ralph can prepare to “name that tune.”  In keeping with his quirky nature, Ed
begins every song with the first line of “Swannee River” before beginning the actual tune.  This habit becomes
so familiar to Ralph that he doesn’t even notice it as he correctly names song after song, gaining great
confidence that he will succeed in going all the way to the $99,000 grand prize.  But on the day of his
appearance on the show, Ralph is stumped when the first song is played – none other than “Swannee River.”  
Ralph’s downfall serves as a reminder of how we can become so familiar with a song or a phrase that its
meaning becomes lost on us:

· “How are you?”
· “Have a nice day.”
· “Sleep tight; don’t let the bedbugs bite.”

In these instances, familiarity may not breed contempt, but it may result in our forgetting the meaning of
something that has become a familiar part of our everyday lives.  One of the challenges for Lutherans and
other churches that practice liturgical worship is that parts of our worship service can become so familiar that
their meaning becomes lost on us as well:

· The Lord’s Prayer; few of us need to look at the book as we recite the familiar words of the prayer we
first learned as children.

· As a pastor, I have recited the Words of Institution so frequently that I rarely need to look at the text
that reminds us that “on the night in which he was betrayed our Lord Jesus took bread …”

· The Apostolic Greeting that begins our worship service is also a very familiar phrase that begins
worship with “the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, the love of God, and the communion of the Holy Spirit
be with you all.”  At this point, you are probably resisting the urge to respond “and also with you”!

Today’s Second Lesson reminds us that this greeting – and indeed, most of the words in our liturgy – come
from Holy Scripture, in this case from the conclusion of Paul’s Second Letter to the Corinthians.  Second
Corinthians was a very difficult letter for Paul to write; not only had the people of Corinth failed to heed his
instructions from his first letter, but had begun to believe Paul’s opponents and were spreading rumors and
false accusations that had been very hurtful to the apostle.  But even though Paul has been hurt by what is
being said of him in Corinth, a city where he has spent some time and had grown to love the church and its
people, he remains steadfast in his role as “an apostle of Christ Jesus by the will of God” (2 Corinthians 1:1).  To
a church that had been torn by factions and divisions, Paul begins his final greetings by appealing to them to
“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.” (13:11).  In urging the Corinthians to “agree with one another,” Paul is not issuing an appeal
for uniformity; indeed, in his first letter he had recognized and applauded the diversity of the congregation
(“For just as the body is one and has many members, and all the members of the body, though many, are one
body, so it is with Christ.” – 1 Corinthians 12:12).  This appeal is similar to his instructions to the Romans to “live
in harmony with one another, in accordance with Christ Jesus” (Romans 15:5) and his teaching in Philippians for
God’s people to be “of the same mind, having the same love, being in full accord and of one mind.” (Philippians
2:2).  



· “This addresses the division in the church.  It is not about everyone agreeing on everything but finding
the common basis which makes fellowship possible.  Stop the power plays! … The presence of the God
of love and peace is noted where people face up to things honestly and give their attention to
relationships.  Not much of the presence of God is visible when Christians are making themselves gods
and engaging in power struggles.” – William Loader.

None of this is possible, however, without the presence of the “God of love and peace,” the empowering
presence of God that is “the power of work within us [that] is able to accomplish abundantly far more than all
we can ask or imagine” (Ephesians 3:20).  It is for this reason that Paul concludes the letter with a blessing that
is more than a formulaic conclusion to a letter but words that speak to the heart of the faith that will empower
God’s people to fulfill our Lord’s expectations for his Church: “The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, the love of
God, and the communion of the Holy Spirit be with all of you.” (13:13).  It should not be surprising that Paul
would being the blessing with “grace” (charis), the word that opens and closes every undisputed Pauline letter,
as grace encompasses the life of faith of all believers (“For this reason it depends on faith, in order that the
promise may rest on grace and be guaranteed to all his descendants…” – Romans 4:16).  The life of faith is
totally dependent from beginning to end on God’s unmerited, freely bestowed gift that is ours in “the grace of
the Lord Jesus Christ.”  In Paul’s letters, charis is not just a quality in God but its actualization in the Cross and
its proclamation it the gospel.  We are saved by grace alone: “For we hold that a person is justified by faith
apart from works prescribed by the law.” (Romans 3:28).

· “Man is not only unable to gain merit before God in fact, but he is also unable to do so in principle.  In
every case, he is dependent on God’s unspeakable mercy for his salvation.” – Paul Althaus, The
Theology of Martin Luther.

Paul’s letters typically close by affirming the grace of Christ, which is understood to be present in each believer
who is addressed in this letter.  This grace grows out of the love that God proves in the Cross of Christ: “But
God proves his love for us in that while we still were sinners Christ died for us.” (Romans 5:8).  This “love”
(agape) is distinguished from human aspects of love (eros, philia) in that it is unconditional, unmerited,
unlimited, and everlasting.  It bears similarities to the Hebrew teaching of hesed, the love of God that is the
basis of hope for the people of Israel even in the darkest moments of lamentation and despair:

· “The thought of my affliction and my homelessness is wormwood and gall!  My soul continually thinks
of it and is bowed down within me.  But this I call to mind, and therefore I have hope: The steadfast
love of the LORD never ceases, his mercies never come to an end; they are new every morning; great is
your faithfulness.” – Lamentations 3:19-23.

Living in the confidence of the grace of the Lord Jesus Christ that is an expression of God’s steadfast love,
Christians live in confidence that “neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor rulers, nor things present, nor things to
come, nor powers, nor height, nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the
love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord.” (Romans 8:38-39).

The grace of Christ and the love of God abide with God’s people through “the communion of the Holy Spirit.”
The word koinonia can also be translated “fellowship, association” and refers to the close relationship of each
believer with the Holy Spirit as well as the fellowship among believers that is fostered by the Spirit that
produces all the spiritual gifts bestowed upon the Church to enrich the common good of the community:

· “Now there are varieties of gifts, but the same Spirit; and there are varieties of services, but the same
Lord; and there are varieties of activities, but it is the same God who activates all of them in everyone. 
To each is given the manifestation of the Spirit for the common good.” – 1 Corinthians 12:4-7.



· “… the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity, faithfulness, gentleness, and
self-control.” – Galatians 5:22.

Paul often uses koinonia to refer to the association of believers that in other places is called ekklesia, “church.”
(“God is faithful; by him you were called into the fellowship of his Son, Jesus Christ our Lord.” – 1 Corinthians
1:9).  The Holy Spirit that empowered the apostles to begin their ministry of being witnesses to the gospel of
Jesus Christ at Pentecost (Acts 2:1-4) is the same Spirit who brings people into relationship to God in Christ: “it
is that very Spirit bearing witness with our spirit that we are children of God, and if children, then heirs, heirs of
God and joint heirs with Christ – if, in fact, we suffer with him so that we may also be glorified with him.”
(Romans 8:16-17).  The presence of joy and peace that “will be with you” are the indicators of the Holy Spirit’s
work in revealing God’s kingdom: “For the kingdom of God is not food and drink but righteousness and peace
and joy in the Holy Spirit.” 

· “This final appeal for the presence of God’s grace, God’s love, and the Spirit’s fellowship bears witness
to the divine power that has created and sustained both the Corinthians church and the church today. 
God is the very source of our life in Christ Jesus, and in Christ we are a new creation … Paul’s closing in
2 Corinthians is not simply an appeal for the church to get along, it is an exhortation for the Corinthians
to be the new creation that the Spirit is equipping them to be.” – Carla Works.

The blessings of grace, love, and communion/fellowships are gifts that are bestowed on us by our God who has
been revealed to us in “three persons, blessed Trinity.”  On this Sunday of the Holy Trinity, we are reminded
that the Christian faith is a Trinitarian faith, a faith in the God who we know as “God the Father Almighty,
creator of heaven and earth … Jesus Christ, God’s only Son, our Lord … [and] the Holy Spirit, the Lord, the giver
of life.”  We begin and end worship “in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit,” and in
today’s Gospel lesson we hear Jesus commanding his followers to “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” (Matthew 28:19).  Each
of the three historic creeds of the Church affirm our belief in the Holy Trinity; the third and least-known of
these statements of faith, the Athanasian Creed, states that “we worship one God in trinity and the Trinity in
unity, neither confusing the persons nor dividing the divine being,” and concludes with a warning that “one
cannot be saved without believing this firmly and faithfully.”  While the word “trinity” is not found in the Bible,
there are references to God the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit throughout the Scriptures.  While this doctrine has
been a great source of controversy and confusion over the years, at its heart the Holy Trinity is the means
through which God has revealed aspects of God’s nature that bless us with assurance of God’s eternal
presence and God’s steadfast grace, love, and fellowship with us so that we might have “strength for today and
bright hope for tomorrow.”

· “All these are names of God and are comprehended in the words ‘your name’ in the Lord’s Prayer, for
the names of all virtues are also names given to God.  And since we are baptized into these names and
are consecrated and hallowed by them, and since they have thus become our names, it follows that
God’s children should be called and also be gentle, merciful, chaste, just, truthful, guileless, friendly,
peaceful, and kindly disposed toward all, even toward our enemies.  For the name of God, in which we
were baptized, works all this in us.” – Martin Luther, Exposition of the Lord’s Prayer, 1519.

When we begin worship by hearing Paul’s greeting that “the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, the love of God, and
the communion of the Holy Spirit be with you all,” it is a reminder that this is a gathering unlike any other,
because in this assembly we have the assurance that God is present among us, bestowing the gifts of grace,
love, and fellowship that allow us to experience the reality of the Holy Trinity in our common life.  It is a
greeting shared by both pastor and people who are partners in this apostolic work of making “disciples of all
nations … and teaching them to obey everything that I have commanded you.” (Matthew 28:19-20), a greeting
through which we recommit ourselves to the mission and purpose that is ours as the Church of Jesus Christ.



· “In God’s mercy, the words convey the very grace, love, and communion of which they speak.  In this
mutual greeting, with apostolic authority, the presider and the assembly are established and held in
the triune life of God.  This assembly is to be the communion of the Holy Spirit around the grace of
Jesus Christ and the love of God, spoken and given in word and sacrament… This moment of mutuality
in the living word of God constitutes one of the seminal moments in all Christian liturgy.  With it the
Gathering comes to clear expression and the service clearly beings.” – Lorraine S. Brugh and Gordon W.
Lathrop, The Sunday Assembly.

Ralph Kramden’s downfall on “The $99,000 Answer” came as a result of the tune Ed Norton played over and
over again became so familiar that it lost all meaning to him.  As we gather for worship in which we hear the
familiar words of the Lutheran liturgy, we need to take care lest the words of worship lose their meaning to us
as God’s people.  The apostolic greeting that once again began our service today is far more than another
overly-familiar salutation; it is an expression of our faith in the Trinity and the manner in which God in three
persons becomes a blessed Trinity, our Lord God Almighty whose “works shall praise thy name in earth and sky
and sea.”  We not only confess our faith as Lutherans in “the Triune God – Father, Son, and Holy Spirit – as the
one true God” (Constitution and Bylaws, Article II, Section 1), but we also believe that “in this mystery lie our
only comfort, life, and salvation.” (Formula of Concord).

· “It is the unity of the whole Church which makes each member what he is and the fellowship what it is,
just as it is Christ and his Body which make the Church what it is.  Here we encounter the office and
work of the Holy Spirit.  It is the Spirit who brings Christ to each member, who builds up the Church by
gathering the individual members together, although the whole building is already complete in Christ. 
He creates the fellowship of the members of the Body.  The Lord is the Spirit.  The Church of Christ is
the presence of Christ through the Holy Spirit.  In this way the life of the Body of Christ becomes his
own life.  In Christ we no longer live our own lives, be he lives his life in us.  The life of the faithful in the
Church is indeed the Life of Christ in them.” – Dietrich Bonhoeffer, The Cost of Discipleship.

While our overuse of certain phrases may put us at risk of saying them without considering what they mean,
when we “say what we mean and mean what we say” they can become expressions of caring and concern. 
When we both say and mean “how are you?” we are fulfilling Paul’s command to “bear one another’s burdens,
and in this way you will fulfill the law of Christ.” (Galatians 6:2).  When we both say and mean “have a nice
day,” we are offering our prayer that the person from whose presence we are departing may know of Christ’s
promise to “remember, I am with you always, to the end of the age.” (Matthew 28:20).  And as we once again
greet one another with “the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, the love of God, and the communion of the Holy
Spirit be with you all; and also with you,” we are sharing with each other the blessings that strengthen and
empower us to be a blessing to others as we have been blessed by “God in three persons, blessed Trinity.”
Amen.


