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“A Trinitarian Sermon” 
Oct. 6, based on 2 Timothy 1:2, 6-7
This will be a challenging subject. To a large extent, this sermon will be an experiment. I want to see if I can explore certain ideas and say something really useful for all of us, even though my concepts may need lots of revising. I will be importing ideas that come from many centuries of Christian thought and a few years of my own thought, about the Trinity and about Trinitarian nature of spiritual life and values. There is some Trinitarianism in this passage, but I will be taking that like a handoff and running with it. 

That is not to say that this will be a highly theoretical sermon. Actually it is going to be very practical, focused on what spiritual power and worth can we get from this. What is useful here for our living?

I look at the first triad of values, in verse 2, “Grace, mercy, and peace,” and it is not really linked with the Trinity in the text. In fact it says that these come “from God the Father and Christ Jesus our Lord.” So it emphasizes the Father and the Son, as much of the New Testament does. I want to see if it is helpful to think about grace, mercy, and peace as a triad reflecting the Triune God, a phrase John Wesley used. Here, I don’t see a need to link each quality with one of the three persons of the Trinity. Rather, I want to consider the qualities in their own right. What does “grace” summon up? Generosity, kindness, free giving. Mercy suggests something similar, but it is often a counterpart to judgment; so mercy is generosity and patience in matters of judgment, including divine judgment. “Peace,” then, speaks of social tranquility and functionality. Peace might be the logical social result of the human exercise of grace and mercy, balanced with justice, although justice is not actually mentioned here. The emphasis is on mercy, and it is linked with the Father and the Son.

I am skipping the biographical, or pseudo-biographical verses that follow. Most critical scholars do not consider this to be an authentic letter of Paul, but of the conservative wing of Paul’s followers. This is not important for purposes of this sermon. Verse 6 is relevant because it is the first reference to the Spirit. The author speaks of “the gift of God that is within you through the laying on of my hands.” The gift that is received is probably the Holy Spirit.

The author points out that the gift does not convey cowardice, but power and other good qualities. There is a notion here that the spiritual life is a struggle and requires courage and perseverance. This was a very common theme in moral writings of that time, both Jewish and Gentile. 

The triad of qualities that the gift communicates supplies us with the most food for Trinitarian thought. When I read about “a spirit of power and of love and of self-discipline” I immediately link the first two qualities with the Father and the Son, and I find that the Spirit could be connected either with the third quality or with all three. We can certainly link power with God the First Person of the Trinity, the Creator of all things, from neutrinos to galaxies to apple trees to human beings. We could think of this as life-designing and life-giving power. When I hear of love, I think of Jesus, the one who made love central to his teaching and his living. He loved even Caiaphas and Annas, the high priest and the recently retired high priest, who railroaded him unto his death. 

He was able to get more results from his love for other people, such as for Peter, who denied him three times. After this, Jesus “turned and looked at Peter,” it says in Luke (22:61), and Peter went away and wept bitterly (Luke 22:62; Matt 22:75). If only we could have seen the look that Jesus gave him. I think it must have been full of compassion more than reproach, for it prompted Peter’s deep sorrow, and his later courageous preaching, on the day of Pentecost, after the Spirit had been poured into his heart. Perhaps that is “the spirit of power and of love and of self-discipline.” I have spoken about power and love, linking them with the Father and the Son, but it could be that the Third Person, the Spirit, communicates all three qualities. I don’t want to say that only the Father has power, or only the Son has love, or only the Spirit gives self-control. That would be very bad theology. We can speak of Christianity as monotheistic because we believe that the persons of the Trinity are fully harmonious with each other, and that they share the same qualities. They work in full unity with each other. It is probably true that each person reveals some particular qualities most fully, but each of them has all the qualities, we believe. 

As regards human understanding of the persons of the Trinity, many Christians have listened to the great thinker Gregory of Nazianzus, who said there were three ages of revelation, saying that the Old Testament revealed “the Father openly, and the Son more obscurely. The New [Testament] manifested the Son, and suggested the Deity of the Holy Spirit. Now the Spirit Himself dwells among us. . . . For it was not safe,” he wrote, “when the Godhead of the Father was not yet acknowledged, plainly to proclaim the Son; nor when that of the Son was not yet received to burden us . . . with the Holy Ghost . . . [B]y gradual additions . . . and progress from glory to glory, the Light of the Trinity might shine upon the more illuminated” among the believers, he wrote (Fifth Theological Oration: “On the Holy Spirit” 26).

We might cautiously say that the Spirit is the third and fullest revelation. It doesn’t mean that the Spirit is greater than the Father and Son; just that the Spirit comes third, and can sum up all of what went before. 

Let’s look now at the third quality listed, the spirit of self-discipline. The word signifies self-control but also balance, restraint, discretion, sobriety. It has both a moral and a common sense quality. It probably includes what we now call emotional intelligence, the ability to read other’s non-verbal signals. Is this a quality that is particularly characteristic of the Holy Spirit? Actually, I don’t think so. It is a wisdom quality, something talked about in ancient cultures. In a Christian text, it just becomes part of the mixture of good qualities, but not one that didn’t exist on earth before the Day of Pentecost. Scholars debate whether this

When Gregory of Nazianzus talks about self-control, he is usually talking about the need to reform the priesthood; he lamented that clerical promotions were going to those with powerful patrons rather than to the most virtuous (Gregory of Nazianzus on the Trinity and the Knowledge of God, Christopher A. Beeley, pp. 252–53). Self-discipline was an essential part of honest character.
Building on Gregory, I see the Spirit as summing up the qualities and values that were taught in previous ages, drawing together the moral character that comes from the Old Testament age, the particular emphasis on love that comes from the life of Jesus, and the enhanced focus on community values that is meant to come through in the age of the Spirit. I say “meant to come through” because the church has not always embodied these new values, or new forms of values, that result from the reappraisal of human personality that comes from the revelation of Jesus. We saw in a recent sermon that a slave was supposed to be valued as “a beloved brother” (Philemon 16), and set free for that reason (Philemon 13-20). There was a new community rule, because there was a new concept of the dignity of the human person. So also, self-discipline takes on a new meaning in light of Jesus’ emphasis on love. 

I think that Christian piety got it wrong for many centuries, when it repudiated the body, demonized the passions, and assumed that people could not approach God without extreme asceticism and self-mortification. This forgets Jesus’ friendliness with ordinary people, even with tax collectors, fishermen, lepers, women who had managed to get out of houses of ill repute. Jesus was not as humorless, as dour and grim, as so many religious people have been. He was not afraid of God, and wanted us to not be afraid of God. So the self-control that he encourages does have emotional intelligence, does have sensitivity to the feelings of others, but does not have this manipulative kind of spirituality that thinks it achieves holiness through fasting, abstinence, and other showy forms of self-denial. There has always been a showy kind of spirituality; holy men are often hustlers; shamans are often tricksters, priests and ministers are often hypocrites. It wasn’t just the Pharisees. It happened in India and Iran as well as Israel. And it is happening in the Christian world today. We must become discerners of spirits. We must develop a strong sense of taste.

We must see if there is real humility and respect for God’s power. We must see if love is genuine. And we must see if self-discipline is healthy and contributes to well-rounded character. 

So the Trinitarian theology that is brought to bear on this passage ultimately has a very human and practical outcome. It directs us toward healthy relationship with God, with others, and with self: respecting the power of God, loving others, and controlling oneself. We are under the power of God, with the power of others, and we have power over ourselves. This is not to say that self-control is easy, but it does become easier if we are right with God and if we pray ceaselessly for right relationships with others.


