The Gospel According to St. Patrick #1

“God the Father”

selected Scriptures

When it comes to symbols, few things are as recognizable or as beloved as the shamrock. The green three-leaf clover is the symbol of Ireland and especially of St. Patrick’s Day, celebrated on March 17. It appears on everything from Hallmark cards to bars to sports teams’ logos to apparel…including neckties. During this time of year you can even enjoy a “Shamrock Shake” at McDonald’s (one of my favorites). 

 “It’s a national emblem,” says Mike Cronin, a historian and professor at Boston College’s program in Dublin. Around the 17th century, Cronin says, the shamrock’s importance began to converge with religious celebration of the saint’s feast day: Those living in poverty still wanted to look nice at church, and luckily for them, an appropriate adornment was growing on the ground outside their homes. Eventually, the tradition of wearing the shamrock continued to catch on more widely.

When a wave of Irish immigrants came to the U.S. in the 18th century, there were no shamrocks growing in New York or Boston or San Francisco. So, while they celebrated their heritage with parties and parades, they substituted the color green and images of the shamrock for the plant itself.

The first St. Patrick’s Day parade in the U.S. was celebrated in Boston in the 1760s, according to Hallmark. The company actually started with postcards of shamrocks in 1910-1915, before making official cards for the holiday itself, she says. St. Patrick’s Day is the 9th-largest card-sending holiday, with approximately 7 million cards sent.

So how did the shamrock become so famously connected to Ireland in general and St. Patrick’s Day in particular? St. Patrick was a real person (much like St. Nicholas), and he was, in the words of F. F. Bruce, “the apostle of Ireland.”
  Patrick wasn’t Irish but came to Celtic Ireland as a British missionary. He so loved the Irish, though, by the end of his life, he often made himself one, saying, “We have been born in Ireland.”

Patrick is remembered today as the saint who drove the snakes out of Ireland—probably a legend, as snakes are not native to Ireland. What is less well known is that Patrick was a humble missionary who regularly referred to himself as “a sinner” and of enormous courage. When he evangelized Ireland, he set in motion a series of events that impacted all of Europe.

He is also famous for using the shamrock as an illustration of the Trinity—one God existing eternally as three persons, the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Some today doubt the historicity of this, but I believe the legend (if indeed it is a legend) must have come from some fact. And the doctrine of the Trinity is vital to our Christian faith.

The Meaning of the Trinity

The doctrine of the Trinity is one of the most important doctrines of the Christian faith. To study the Bible’s teachings on the Trinity gives us great insight into the question that is at the center of all of our seeking after God: What is God like in Himself? Here we learn that in Himself, in His very being, God exists in the persons of Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, yet He is one God.

Please understand: the doctrine of the Trinity was not invented by unpractical theologians who had nothing to do but speculate about the being of God. On the contrary, the doctrine of the Trinity was a gradually unfolding historical revelation, and it arose from the facts of history and the facts of the first Christians historical experience.
 Though the word “trinity” is nowhere used in the Bible, the doctrine is certainly there, hidden in the Old Testament and revealed in the New Testament.
 This is called “progressive revelation,” and it means that God has not said everything He wants to say about a topic in just one passage. It also means that as history progresses, earlier revelation is amplified and clarified by later revelation. This is especially true with the doctrine of the Trinity. The truths that form the foundation of the doctrine are most clearly presented in the New Testament.
 

What does the word “trinity” mean? “Trinity” is a combination of the terms “tri” meaning three and “unity” meaning one. Some prefer the word “triunity” to express this. (I’ve often thought a good visual would be 3-in-1 oil, but that hasn’t seemed to catch on.) 

We may define the doctrine of the Trinity as follows: “There is one God who eternally exists as three persons, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, and each person is fully God.” 
 This doesn’t mean that one God manifests Himself in three different forms, or that there are three gods; it means that one God exists in three Persons who are equal in their attributes and yet individual and distinct in their offices and ministries.
 They are coequal, coeternal, and coexistent.
 This diagram helps us to visualize this truth:
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The threefold use of the name of the Lord suggests that our God is a Trinity of persons: God the Father, God the Son, and God the Holy Spirit. The Father is the Lord (Psalm 110:1), and so is the Son (Romans 10:9), and so is the Spirit (2 Corinthians 3:17). You see the Trinity in Matthew 3:16–17; 28:19–20; John 3:34–35; and 2 Corinthians 13:14. Ephesians 1:3–14 is actually a hymn to the Trinity: Father (vv. 3–6), Son (vv. 7–12), and Spirit (vv. 13–14),
 as is Isaiah 63, as verses 1-8 refer to the Son; verses 9-14 to the Spirit; and verses 15-19 to the Father. 

While the Bible does not explicitly teach the trinitarian view of God, the teachings that God is one and that three persons are God clearly imply this view. While we may never fully comprehend this difficult doctrine, there are analogies—such as the use of the shamrock—that can help us to understand it more fully.

One verse often used to support the Trinity is 1 John 5:6-8 as it appears in the King James Version: 

This is he that came by water and blood, even Jesus Christ; not by water only, but by water and blood. And it is the Spirit that beareth witness, because the Spirit is truth. For there are three that bear record in heaven, the Father, the Word, and the Holy Ghost: and these three are one. And there are three that bear witness in earth, the spirit, and the water, and the blood: and these three agree in one.

Verse 7 seems to be clearly Trinitarian, right? However, according to scholar Dave O’Brien, of the approximately 5,000 Greek manuscripts of the New Testament, only eight contain the words “testify in heaven: the Father, the Word and the Holy Spirit, and these three are one. And there are three that testify on earth.” Of those eight manuscripts, only four contain the passage in the text itself. The other four show it as a note in the margin. What’s more, none of these can be dated earlier than ad 1500. This passage was a late addition to the text. Probably written originally as a meditation on the text of 1 John 5:7–8, it found its way into the margins of Old Latin manuscripts and eventually into the text itself.

The text used in the translation of the King James Version was one influenced by this line of Old Latin texts. More recent translations, aware of the history of the phrase, have either left it out altogether or made a note of it in the margin. I think that’s appropriate. What began as a devotional commentary on the puzzling statement about the Spirit, the water, and the blood, has been returned to its rightful place in the margin.

The Mystery of the Trinity

This leads us to the mystery of the Trinity. While critics complain that it is a blatant contradiction to say that there is one God and yet call three divine, we answer this doctrine is a paradox, a mystery, but not a contradiction.

The doctrine of the Trinity wasn’t clearly revealed in the Old Testament, because the emphasis in the Old Testament is that the God of Israel is one God, uncreated and unique, the only true God. Worshiping the false gods of their neighbors was the great temptation and repeated sin of Israel, so Moses and the prophets hammered away on the unity and uniqueness of Israel’s God. Even today, the faithful Jewish worshiper recites “The Shema” each day: “Hear, O Israel, the Lord our God, the Lord is one! You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, with all your soul, and with all your might” (Deut. 6:4–5). The God revealed in Scripture has no peers and no rivals.

But the Old Testament does give glimpses and hints of the wonderful truth of the Trinity, a truth that would later be clearly revealed in the New Testament by Christ and the apostles. The “let us” statements in Genesis (Gen. 1:26; 3:22; 11:7; see also Isa. 6:8) suggest that the Persons of the Godhead worked together in conference. The Messiah (God the Son) speaks about Himself, the Spirit, and the Lord (Father) in Isaiah 48:16–17 and 61:1–3; and Psalm 2:7 states that God has a Son. Jesus applied this verse to Himself when He challenged His enemies who did not accept Him as the Son of God (Matt. 22:41–46). In Genesis 1:2 and 6:3, the Spirit of God is distinguished from the Lord (Father), and this same distinction is found in Numbers 27:18; Psalm 51:11; Isaiah 40:13; 48:16; and Haggai 2:4–5.

At various places in the Old Testament God emphatically reiterates that He is the only God and there is no other. Deuteronomy repeatedly makes this point. Deuteronomy 4:35, 39; and 32:39 strongly makes the point that there is no other. Isaiah also emphasizes this in Isaiah 43:10; 44:6; 45:5–6, 14, 18, and 21–22. Finally, in Isaiah 46:9, God says, “I am God, and there is no other; I am God, and there is none like me.”
The New Testament repeats this in various ways. In Mark 12:29–30 Jesus was asked which of the commandments He thought most important. In reply He quoted from Deuteronomy 6:4, “The Lord our God, the Lord is one,” before identifying the greatest commandment as, “Love the Lord your God with all your heart, soul, mind, and strength.” On another occasion, as Jesus prays to the Father, He says in John 17:3, “Now this is eternal life: that they may know you, the only true God, and Jesus Christ, whom you have sent.” 

Much of this remains a profound mystery. Don’t lose sleep if you cannot unravel this truth.
 The Trinity is incomprehensible. We cannot fully understand the mystery of the Trinity. When someday we see God, we shall see him as he is, and understand him better than we do now. Yet even then we will not totally comprehend him.
 Moses said it best in Deuteronomy 29:29, “The secret things belong to the Lord our God, but the things which are revealed belong to us and to our children forever, that we may do all the words of this law.” The important thing is not knowing all that God knows but doing all God tells us to do.

The Manifestation of the Trinity (part 1)

I conclude with the manifestation of the Trinity, though I should probably add, “part 1.” Over the next three weeks I want to consider each of the three persons of the Godhead, beginning this morning with God the Father.

God the Father is clearly God. This is evident from the first verse of the Bible, where God created the heaven and the earth. It is evident through the Old and New Testaments, where God the Father is clearly viewed as sovereign Lord over all and where Jesus prays to His Father in heaven.

Jesus taught more about God the Father than any other subject. In Matthew 6:25–34 Jesus instructs his disciples not to worry about where they will get their food and clothing. Jesus reminds them that the heavenly Father feeds the birds of the air, and he cares about our needs as well (v. 26). As to clothing, Jesus reminds them that God arrays the lilies and grass of the field in great beauty, and he will see that his disciples’ needs are also met (vv. 28–30). Throughout this passage Jesus uses the terms “God” and “Heavenly Father” interchangeably, sometimes attributing the sustaining of us and our needs to God, and sometimes to the heavenly Father. For Jesus these are not two distinct persons; God is our heavenly Father. Hence, the Father is divine.

Later Luke records some of Jesus’ last words from the cross. In Luke 23:34 He says, “Father, forgive them, for they do not know what they are doing.” Later, in Luke 23:44 He prays, “Father, into your hands I commit my spirit.”
Paul’s letters also affirm that the Father is God. In Romans 1:7 he prays for the blessing of God the Father upon his readers. In Galatians 1:1 Paul says that he is an apostle sent by God the Father, and in verse 3 he wishes his readers grace and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. But beyond these opening salutations, Paul affirms that the Father is God. In 1 Corinthians 8:6 we read, “Yet for us there is but one God, the Father, from whom are all things, and we exist for Him.” In 1 Timothy 2:5-6, Paul writes about salvation and says that there is one God and one mediator between God and man, namely, Christ Jesus. From this we can see that the mediator between God and man is a distinct person, but Paul makes it clear that the mediator is Christ. So the reference to God must be to another member of the Godhead (since it would make little sense to say that Jesus, as mediator, mediates between himself [God] and man). It is more natural to think that He mediates between the human race and God the Father (though, of course, His sacrifice also reconciles Himself and the Holy Spirit to us).

Then, there is 1 Peter 1:2, where Peter describes Christians as those “who have been chosen according to the foreknowledge of God the Father, through the sanctifying work of the Spirit, for obedience to Jesus Christ and sprinkling by his blood.” Here all three members of the Godhead are identified as participating in our salvation.

An important truth is found in 1 Corinthians 15:27-28,
For he “has put everything under his feet.”  Now when it says that “everything” has been put under him, it is clear that this does not include God himself, who put everything under Christ. When he has done this, then the Son himself will be made subject to him who put everything under him, so that God may be all in all.
Here we see that the Son will be made subject to the Father in the sense that administratively, after He subjects all things to his power, He will then turn it all over to God the Father, the administrative head. This is not to suggest that the Son is in any way inferior to the Father. All three persons of the Trinity are equal in deity and in dignity. The subordination referred to is one of function. The Father is supreme in the Trinity; the Son carries out the Father’s will; the Holy Spirit is sent by the Father and the Son to vitalize life, communicate God’s truth, apply his salvation to people and enable them to obey God’s will (or word).

The position we take on the Trinity will answer several questions of a practical nature. Whom are we to worship—the Father only, the Son, the Holy Spirit, or the Triune God? To whom are we to pray? Is the work of each to be considered in isolation from the work of the others, or may we think of the atoning death of Jesus as somehow the work of the Father as well? Should the Son be thought of as the Father’s equal in essence, or should He be relegated to a somewhat lesser status?

Addressing the first question, I believe we worship the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Each person is God and, as such, is worthy of our worship. Regarding the second, John Stott writes, “You know, every time you worship and prayer, you experience the Trinity. Paul puts it beautifully in Ephesians 2:18, when he says we have access to the Father through the Son, by the one Spirit, and through the mediation of the Son who died for us, by the one indwelling Spirit who as it were, introduces us. We come into the Father’s presence and pray to the Father through the Son, by the Spirit. Every Christian who prays is a trinitarian Christian. You can’t pray without being a trinitarian Christian. Prayer at the very foundation of prayer is the experience of the Trinity.”

As to the third question, we acknowledge that the Son subjects Himself to the Father—“Not my will but yours be done”—and the Holy Spirit acts upon the direction of the Son, yet each Person in the Godhead is equally divine. Three persons, one essence. 

The doctrine of the Trinity is crucial for Christianity. It is concerned with who God is, what he is like, how he works, and how he is to be approached. The position we take on the Trinity will have profound bearing on our Christology. It may be impossible to comprehend but it is important to believe it. As someone has said of this doctrine: “Try to explain it, and you’ll lose your mind; but try to deny it, and you’ll lose your soul.”
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