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Behind the Story We’ve Told 
Genesis 1:1-5, 26-28 
Matthew 28:16-20 

 

 
So I grew up in a little CRC community in the suburbs of Toronto. Went to the Christian school tucked 
behind our red brick steeple church… As I was growing up, worship in that church shifted from organ 
leadership and hymns (with the little wooden hymn numbers at the front) to a more “seeker” oriented 
praise band – with overhead projector and transparencies.  This was, after all, the 90s. And having been 
welcomed to the piano bench as a kid, I ended up playing through most of those changes before 
graduating high school and coming to Trinity….  
 
And as a college freshman, I stumbled upon Hope Church.  
 

I’d had a female pastor back home, and I wanted a church that embraced women in 
leadership…. I remember asking other students which was the most progressive CRC in the 
area… A guy in a cowboy hat suggested I try Palos…. it took a while to find my way to you… 

 
And when I did, there was lots that seemed strange. But in a good way.  
 
 Your preacher sometimes wore a robe. 

There were liturgical seasons and colors  
and something called a lectionary.  

 You did Ash Wednesday. Like with real ashes.  
 
It was at Hope that I was introduced to a whole new way of marking time.  And I’ve been hooked ever 
since.  
 
Because I can think of no better way to live into the story of Scripture – to live into that reality – than to 
let it, not the culture at large, shape even our sense of time. 
 
We live with two calendars.  
An American one – we’re especially mindful of that this weekend.  
And the church calendar – with dates and seasons that invite us, every year, to retell and relive the Story 
of Scripture. To let it sink in. To let it shape us.  
 



Part of the way this space, this time of worship, is kept sacred is by keeping the church calendar primary 
here.  
 

Two weeks ago, out there, it was Mother’s Day.  But that’s not what we emphasized here (and I 
imagine that came as a profound relief to some). Here, it was Ascension Day, celebrating Jesus’ 
return into heaven.  
  
Last week, with our friends from Roseland, we celebrated Pentecost and imagined—relived—
together what the Spirit’s coming might mean in our context, with our history.  

 
Today, while out there it’s all about summer and BBQs and memorial observances, here in this space, it 
is Trinity Sunday.  
 
Trinity Sunday. A final punctuation point in the church calendar before a long season of “Sundays after 
Pentecost” – or what’s called “ordinary time.”  
 
We have followed the calendar in telling the story of salvation—from Advent and Christmas and 
Epiphany to Lent and Palm Sunday, Good Friday and Easter, Ascension and Pentecost.  
 
And we’ve completed another preaching cycle in the narrative lectionary, reflecting on the whole sweep 
of Scripture from creation to the calling and mission of the church.  
 
Today is an invitation to pause…  look back on that story… and reflect on the God behind it all. Because 
the God of this story is – stunningly, surprisingly – one God, revealed in three persons. The Trinity.  
 
Today celebrates, not an event in salvation history, but… a doctrine.  
 

(There’s a word that has the systematic theologians on the edge of their seats… rest of us 
settling in for a nap…) 
 

Thankfully, we don’t have to understand the doctrine of the Trinity to affirm it. It’s okay that it’s 
intellectually confusing, and mathematically impossible. And frankly, I have no interest in spending this 
time trying to sort it out… trying to explain God by way of analogies of three things that are the same, 
but different…. analogies that are perhaps helpful in some respects, but of course inevitably break 
down, because there is no adequate analogy to GOD.  
 
Instead, I’d like to get at the doctrine of the Trinity this way – by reflecting on the story we’ve told this 
year. I’m hoping this helps the Trinity become a little less abstract, a little more personal… a little more 
livable.  
 
Because if this is the story we live into, then we are likewise called to live into the ultimate reality behind 
the story. 

 
The reality of the Trinity:  



One God who is—in himself—eternal love and communion.  
Three persons who, each in their own way, are for us, and with us.  

 
The story of salvation is the story of this God, these three, making space for us –  
that we too might be enfolded in love.  
 
That we might never be alone.  
 
The scriptures we just read are one way to bookend this story, one starting place for talking about the 
Trinity. 
 

(If you were at a chapel at Trinity—the college—last November, some of this may sound 
familiar...) 

 
The story of Scripture begins with the litany of creation in Genesis 1. So much could be said about this 
dramatic opening of scripture, but here on Trinity Sunday, it is worth pausing at the first four words:  
 

“In the beginning, God.”  
 
In the beginning, God. Before anything was created: God was there. God, who was already Three in One. 
One in Three.  
 

I think we sometimes fall into thinking, “in the beginning, God” – the God of the Old Testament, 
one person, who would later, in the New Testament, have a Son and a Spirit.  That’s sort of how 
it’s revealed in Scripture over time, but the surprising and wonderful revelation of the New 
Testament is that Son and Spirit had been there all along!  
 
The whole of scripture, the whole gospel, is Trinitarian. Because it’s the story of God. And the 
God of the Bible is one God, revealed in three persons.  
 

In the beginning is God—who is already Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.  
 

He is already Spirit: 
The wind over the waters. The breath of life. The wisdom and holiness and goodness of 
God, proceeding from the Father and the Son. 

 
 He is already Son: 

The Word who was with God. The Word who was God. Who was with God in the 
beginning, through whom all things were made. The Word that breaks the silence and 
darkness and says  “Let there be light.” 

 
And, in the beginning, he is already Father: 

Not our father—that will come later. 
And not creation’s Father, as if every kind of creature were his child.  



The first person of the Trinity is called “Father” first and foremost because he has a Son. 
An eternally begotten Son. God didn’t become a Father when Jesus was born. In the 
Trinity, from the beginning, the Father is and always has been ever begetting, ever 
fathering the Son, and the Son is eternally from the Father, in dynamic union and 
relationship. 

 
“In the beginning, God” was three persons in one being: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.  
 
That means that even when God is alone, he’s not alone. Or they’re not alone.    God didn’t create out of 
loneliness or power or need or greed.  The ultimate reality in the universe that transcends all we see and 
all we know, that precedes creation itself, is NOT emptiness and darkness and silence and a distant, 
impersonal God…   
 
Here on Trinity Sunday, we look back on the whole story and remind ourselves that the ultimate reality 
in the universe is eternal love and communion. Mutuality. Selflessness. Care. Companionship.  
 
Even if the world had never been created, there would still be love.  
 

Because God is love. 
 

And all the ways we long for love, for mutuality, for companionship, for friendship and family 
and belonging are a testimony to his image in us. He has made us for communion. He who lives 
in perfect communion and delight has created us to desire and enjoy the same.   

 
The story of Scripture is the story of how, despite our persistent woeful failures to love God and love 
neighbor, God has not abandoned us. He, who is love, has given himself for us.  

The Father has given the Son.  
The Son has given his life. 
And the Spirit has given the power and gifts of God to sustain and strengthen us  
for the work of love.   

 
Which brings us to the other text we read this morning: “The Great Commission” in Matthew 28. 
 
It’s after the resurrection, and before Jesus ascends into heaven, he tells his followers to “Go and make 
disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.” 
Matthew lands his gospel with a clear Trinitarian statement, which the Church has kept alive in baptisms 
and prayers these two thousand years. 
 
But notice what Jesus says after that. “I am with you always—to the very end of the age.” 
 
It’s kind of ironic. This is Matthew’s ascension scene. Jesus is about to leave. Maybe his feet are already 
off the ground. I imagine there had to have been at least one cynic among the disciples who hears that 
promise, watches the ascension, and asks, “How?” 
 



The answer comes at Pentecost. God is with us in Jesus, Immanuel. And Jesus is with us always, through 
the power and presence of his Holy Spirit.  

 
This is why Trinity Sunday follows right on the heels of Ascension and Pentecost.  
 
We would not know the Trinity, if it weren’t for the life of Christ on earth, culminating in his 
Ascension. And we would not know the Trinity, if it weren’t for the coming of the Spirit on the 
Church at Pentecost.  

  
We only know the Trinity because the Son became “God with us,” and because the Spirit has 
come to dwell in us.  
 

The story of Scripture is the story of how this God, these three, are always with us.   
 
“Always.”  
 
I love that between here and the Genesis reading, we have the full span of time. From “in the beginning” 
all the way “to the very end of the age.” Just as God himself is never alone, we who are baptized in the 
name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit are now immersed in the same ultimate reality 
as the Trinity. We are brought into that eternal communion. We get to live the entire span of our lives 
knowing that we are never alone. God—Father, Son, and Spirit—is always with us.  
 
 

Our kids are three and five. At this age, whenever they talk about God, they’re a delightful mix 
of humorous heresies and profound theological questions—like, Where is Jesus? Why can’t I see 
him? How can he be with us if he’s in heaven?  
 
My kids connect with Jesus—especially the baby part.  
They know a bit about God the Father.  
They hardly talk about the Holy Spirit…  

 
J.I. Packer, when asked once how he’d explain the Trinity to children, said this:   
 

“When they can begin to understand this at age two or three, start telling them about three 
friends who, in a wonderful way they can’t understand—and Dad and Mom can’t understand 
and nobody can understand, yet it’s true—are one Being. Teach them to think of what the 
Father does for us. Teach them to think of the Lord Jesus as the friend who sticks closer than a 
brother—the friend who has saved you and is saving you, taking you along the path that leads to 
a heavenly home. And teach them to think about the Holy Spirit, the helper inside. Here they 
are: your three friends, your one God.” 
 

“Three friends. One God.” 
 



I think it’s a wonderful approach for adults too. We know that, generally speaking, focusing too much on 
God as “friend” can easily make him too familiar, when he is also rightly worthy of awe and reverence 
and worship. But, when it comes to relating to God as three persons, I wonder if Packer’s “three friends” 
idea can help us—and our children!—live more deeply into our Trinitarian reality.  
 
Because there is a sense in which we are already familiar with these three friends.  
 

It is as Aslan says to Frank the Cabbie in The Magician’s Nephew:  
 

“You know me better than you think you know, and you shall come to know me better yet.”  
 

We don’t come to knowledge of the Trinity through studying Athanasius or taking a catechism class. We 
come to know the Trinity because somewhere along the way, we met Jesus as Lord and Savior, and 
because somewhere along the way, we started recognizing the Spirit working in our inner life, and 
because somewhere along the way, we learned to trust in the good plans and provision of the Father.  
 
We already know these friends.  
At every moment, they are with you. God is with you.  
Turned toward you, available to help you, enfolding you in love.  
You are never alone. The Three in One is with you. 
 

There’s a book by Brother Lawrence called “practicing the presence of God.” Full disclosure: I’ve 
never read it. But I like the premise. The idea is to experience communion with God in everyday 
life—like washing dishes, changing diapers, going to meetings, commuting, getting groceries, 
taking a vacation. God is there! We are never alone! So why not mentally take him along?  
 
Except that, for me, “God-the-singular” is somehow always distant and impersonal, and difficult 
to “be with.” Maybe that’s just me.  
 
I’ve found it easier, in a way, to “practice the presence” of three friends. Three persons that I 
already know. That I have feelings for, and memories with. Friends whose story is intertwined 
with mine.  

 
The Cross and the Switchblade tells the story of Nicky Cruz. Cruz grew up in Puerto Rico. It was not a 
happy childhood, and at 15 he found himself gangbanging on the streets of New York. He was quickly 
dubbed the gang’s Warlord—and he would have been a statistic, just another hard-hearted teen looking 
for trouble and longing to belong. But then he was met by a street evangelist who told him the gospel 
story and invited him to be part of it. This was the 1950s. Nicky Cruz handed in his weapons to the police 
and went on to become a preacher, an evangelist, and a writer.  
 
In his book, the Magnificent Three, Nicky writes of his experience with the Trinity: 
 

“I remember when I saw the real Jesus for the first time. Suddenly I saw You as You really were. I 
saw that you were human, just like me… I saw that You had courage, You had guts. You had 



something I couldn’t describe, something I had never seen before, something incredibly strong 
and tender all at the same time. I saw that You had power to squash me like a bug, and instead 
You poured out Your blood to save me, to love me, to heal my aching heart.” 

 
He writes passionately of his adoption by God the Father. 

 
And then he says this:  

 
“God is a magnificent Father. God is a magnificent Savior, Jesus Christ. But if it were not for the 
magnificent Holy Spirit, I would still be a wretched, hateful sinner! Jesus saved me; the Father 
forgave me. But the Holy Spirit convicted me, brought me to my knees, showed me God… He 
showed me Jesus Christ, and I was gripped by His strong, sweet love. And then He shoved Me 
toward God, and I gladly fell into the arms of my loving Father.” 

 
When Nicky Cruz tells his story, it is steeped in the reality of the Trinity – one God, revealed in three 
persons. Each of whom is ever present to us. Each of whom is personally invested in drawing us to the 
others and enfolding us in their love. 
 

 
There’s plenty of comfort there for our moments of loneliness and hurt and hard-heartedness 
and lack of love…  
 

 
But the Trinity – and the story of Scripture that reveals the Trinity – is not just about you and your 
personal relationship with God. Because God is three-in-one. And the inner life of the Trinity is all about 
self-giving and love.  
 
The closer we get to God—the closer we get to the Trinity—the more we are compelled to likewise love 
and give ourselves for others.  
 Like Jesus did. 
 Through the power of the Spirit.  
 To the glory of God the Father.  
 
From creation to mission—to the coming return of Christ—the center of our story is love and 
communion and service.  
 We were made for this.  
 We were saved for this.  
 We are baptized into this.  

We are called to this. 
 We are practicing this—together.  
 
And we live in hope of a day when the ultimate reality of love eclipses all that is unloving and lonely and 
selfish and sad—in me, in you, and in the world.  
 



Until then, to borrow Paul’s closing benediction from 2 Corinthians: 
 
“May the grace of the Lord Jesus Christ,  
the love of God,  
and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit be with you all.” 


