
6th May 2013 Trinity Sunday.
Exodus 33:12-14, 17-23: 34:1,2,5,6. John I :9-I4, 16-18.

Today is Trinity Sunday, half way through the Christian year. The first half

celebrates Jesus's birth into the world and then traces his life and deeds

through His Ministry, His Passion His Resurrection and Ascension until

Whitsunday. On Whitsunday the disciples received the fulfilment of Jesus's

promise to be with them and to be in them.

So we come to today, to Trinity Sunday. But really that ought not to be in the

Christian year at all. lt is not an incident in Jesus's life. lt is an understanding

about God Himself which took Christians 400 years to reach; and it is still

work in progress. l'm going to use today to ask what made the early

Christians begin to move in the direction of understanding God in terms of

'One God : Father Son and Holy Spirit '?

Most movements come because people ask questions. The small band of a

few hundred Christians were asking. "Really, Who is Jesus? First we

struggled to grasp that He was Messiah. Then on Calvary we had to struggle

not to think that he had been a fraud. Then God raised Him to life. and on

Whitsunday, by His Spirit, God senf Jesus to be with us and in us. Who is

Jesus?"

"Who is He?" I believe that that was the basic question of those people

whose answer gave birth to further questions and so on until a defining point



was reached in the Creed. The Creed is not itself a part of the New

Testament, but it grows out of Christians' attempts down the centuries, to

understand the answers that the first generation of Christians record for us tn

the New Testament.

Last weekend the Jews throughout the world celebrated the Feast of Weeks,

or Pentecost. lt is a major feast for them, for it is a thanksgiving to God for

His having given them the Law on Mt. Sinai. That possession, and God's

promises made to them then, mark them out as God's people. What

happened on that Mountain?

Moses was commissioned to lead the people into the promised land. He knew

he could not do it unless God was with him. Moses asked God "Show me

your Glory" To see what Moses was asking you have to step into Jewish

shoes for a moment. ln that world to show something's Glory is to express its

greatness in terms that you can see and hear and touch. We are not so far

removed. A man who has been promoted to the Board of Directors of his firm

is likely to go to Saville Row for a new suit. lt won't keep him any warmer than

the old one, but it will send a mighty message about his Glory, his new place

in the pecking order.

What, then, did God do? To show His Glory to Moses, He did two things.

First he announced his Name to Moses. lf you tell somebody your name you

bring them closer to you. That is why some of us feel uncomfortable when

someone we are not close to uses our Christian name. lt is a marker line they



should wait to be invited to pass over. Now Moses was in the presence of

God. How circumspect should he have been to make such a request of God

Himsetf? God lowered the barrier to tell His name to Moses. The Bible records

that Name. But the Hebrew scribes wrote it down in a way that deliberately

stops you and me knowing what was said. Whenever God's Name is written

in the Hebrew Bible a message is written with it: "You must only say 'The

Lord'." So in our English Bible God describes Himself as "The Lord, the Lord"

God made His name known to Moses, but not to you and me.

Here is the second thing that God did. He added a description of His own

character, so that Moses could be in no doubt about Him. God said of

Himself "The Lord, the Lord. A God merciful, gracious, slow to anger and

abounding in steadfast love and faithfulness.

Those are the two things that God did. Here is one thing that God would not

do. He would not let Moses see his face. Here once more we have to stand in

Jewish shoes to understand this. To let a stranger stare into your face was to

allow him to offer and to receive an intimacy that was not proper in decent

society. lt is the origin of the way in which men once bowed and women

curtsied (with their heads bent) before their superiors. lt may be origin of the

wearing of the headdress by Muslim women out of modesty. God was quite

specific about it, "No-one can look on me and live" he said. So God took pains

to place his hand over Moses's face so that the he could not see as God

passed before him.



Now, before we turn to the New Testament lection from John's Gospel, may I

recap on what I said about pieces of music, which by being transposed into

another key, find new things to say and to be understood in a different

fashion. I suggested to you that one of the ways in which the New Testament

makes its point is often to transpose something from the OT into a 'Christian'

key? lt is a vehicle of both change, and of continuity at the same time; it sets

up vibrations of meaning between both Testaments. We find that here. For I

am quite sure that when John penned his verses about the 'Who' and the

'Why' and the 'What' of Jesus's coming here, he was consciously taking our

Exodus passage, transposing it into a 'Christian' key, so that we can

understand something of Jesus's significance, and also understand

something more of Moses's.

When God came to Moses, he gave Moses his Law. When he went from

Moses, he left His Law behind. But here in the Gospel, there is something

new. The Spirit of God came to Mary, and when he went from her, God left

Himself behind. "For The Word became flesh, and dwelt among us".

You will recall that God acceded to two of Moses's requests.

First: He proclaimed his Name to Moses, although he kept it hidden from all

others. Yet here St.John, having spoken of God's word who was with God and

had identity with God, does not shrink from naming the human person in

whom the Eternal Word has clothed Himself and taken a human nature like

ours. He says He is Jesus, the Messiah, Jesus Christ. God, Who in time of old



held back Himserf in some part from the worrd he roves, has now decrared
himself openly to humankind. He has done this in Jesus christ. lt is on Him
that we can therefore rest with total confidence, and be at peace before our
Maker.

Here is the second request of Moses that God granted; God showed him His
nature. God said "r am a God mercifur and gracious, srow to anger, and
abounding in steadfasl love and faifftfulness,,.

Now see how John expresses the way Jesus embodies the very nature of
God. To Moses God deciares Himserf to be ,Abounding in steadfast rove
and faithfulness' and in the Gosper we read ,The word became flesh, and
dweft among us, furf of grace and truth'. Those two phrases ,,Abounding in
steadfast love and faithfulness" and "full of grace and truth,, look different.
That is because the first was written in Hebrew, and the second was written in
Greek' They only come out on the printed page a bit different from one
another because Greek words never exactfy fit the Hebrew words they are
transfating, nor do the Engfish words which we use, exacily fit either of them.
But I am quite sure that in composing this verse of his Gospel, John is quoting
this verse of Exodus, transposing it into the christian key, and setting it free to
sound an even deeper mefody of Divine purpose that Moses ever guessed at.
some fofk suppose that the ord restament has been out passed by the New
Testament and can be dispensed with. This is not the mind of the New
Testament writers themserves. They stand on the shourders of the ord
Testament not to dominate it, but to transpose what is has to say into a



different key and so reveal the deeper melody that has all the time been

hidden within it. Our debt to the O.T. as to the Jewish people is immense.

Now may I try to tie all this together. We started with the question "Who is

Jesus?" which troubled the disciples after the turmoil of the Passion, and the

outpouring of Whitsunday. We have looked at just one instance of precious

ancient truths being transposed to throw rich light onto God's action in Jesus.

Read your New Testament with care, and you will find all its writers coming

again and again to similar conclusions. Yet interestingly, they all use different

words to frame them in. This shows that they were all thinking independently,

but each of them individually coming to a common conviction that in Jesus

God has established his saving purpose for us; and that this is the widening

out of the purpose that He is still continuing with His own Jewish nation.

I have not given an answer to your difficulties with the Creed. Of course not.

Nobody can tie God down to a neat definition. But I have pointed out to you

that it is only by embracing the truth that God has established in Jesus will

your life go in the right direction. You will find that the different NT authors

have different ways of expressing their shared conviction that it is in Jesus

alone that we are confronted by God and are taken hold of by God. They do

not give us a record of how they reached these shared convictions. These

convictions have become the unquestioned assumptions which they bring to

all the questions they deal with. lf we let their assumptions be our

assumptions, we shall be in good company, and we will know the life of God

within us.
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