			TRINITARIAN DISCIPLESHIP		23RD NOVEMBER 2014
		       (2 PETER 1:3-4; JOHN 1:1-5, 14)

Today I am talking about Trinitarian discipleship and, honestly, I think that nothing I will ever speak about in Christ Church is as important as this. How we view God makes an absolutely fundamental difference as to how we live as men and women of faith. A seemingly small amount of error here leads to vast consequences down the line. In September 1983, Korean Airlines flight 007 was shot down by a Russian air force jet after a small navigation error by its pilots caused it to overfly restricted Soviet territory at a time of already heightened Cold War tensions. That tragedy is testimony to what can happen as a result of a seemingly small and imperceptible deviation from the correct course.

The most common way we view God in our Western society – even amongst Christians, who should think in Trinitarian terms – is as a solitary eternal deity. Technically this is called a “Unitarian” view of God and it affirms a kind on monotheism that sees God as having existed in solitary self-sufficiency and perfection from the beginning of time. This God is holy and all-powerful and the creator of all. In many ways “he” (and this God is often not seen as personal) looks in many ways like the God of the Bible, but there are huge and critical differences.

Firstly, because this God is solitary and eternally complete in himself, it is not in his essential nature to love. Love requires an “other”. So this God is, in essence, not a God of relational emotion because he is supremely self-contained. Secondly, this God is essentially different from us and there is an unbridgeable distance between his divine nature and our human nature. This puts further limits on any possibility of relationship and fellowship with him. Thirdly, this is a God who we can only hope to appease and serve by our performance before him. Yet because he is so high and holy, we are always conscious of falling short and earning his displeasure; which only makes us try all the harder and with greater insecurity to somehow “win” his approval.

Sadly, this is the concept of God that lurks in the hearts of many faithful church-goers. In fact in our times of failure and insecurity we all tend to fall back into this way of seeing ourselves before God – what might be called the state of condemnation. The reason for this is that we have been thoroughly discipled in it. We live in a world dominated by the Fall and the wretched fruit of the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil. Please notice it is the Tree of both Good and Evil – in other words, the endless tussle between right and wrong. This is a world hard-wired for judgement. From our earliest days we are disciple into right behaviour through the means of disapproval, censure and punishment. All through school our work is evaluated and on the basis of our performance we either “pass” or “fail”. We are admitted to the “in crowd” or excluded from it according to how we are judged as people. Such is the story of human life – performance and judgement is the name of the game. So, naturally we project the same script onto God.

The great Apostle Paul saw more clearly than anyone else in the New Testament how Jesus completely changes this storyline and shows us a radically different picture of who God really is. It forms the basis of the great contrast between law and grace that runs through so much of his writings. The clearest expression is probably that given in Galatians 3:10-14

For all who rely on the works of the law are under a curse, as it is written: ‘Cursed is everyone who does not continue to do everything written in the Book of the Law.’ Clearly no one who relies on the law is justified before God, because ‘the righteous will live by faith.’ The law is not based on faith; on the contrary, it says, ‘The person who does these things will live by them.’ Christ redeemed us from the curse of the law by becoming a curse for us, for it is written: ‘Cursed is everyone who is hung on a pole.’ He redeemed us in order that the blessing given to Abraham might come to the Gentiles through Christ Jesus, so that by faith we might receive the promise of the Spirit.

 Then there is the vivid marriage image of Romans 7:

Do you not know, brothers and sisters – for I am speaking to those who know the law – that the law has authority over someone only as long as that person lives? For example, by law a married woman is bound to her husband as long as he is alive, but if her husband dies, she is released from the law that binds her to him. So then, if she has sexual relations with another man while her husband is still alive, she is called an adulteress. But if her husband dies, she is released from that law and is not an adulteress if she marries another man.
So, my brothers and sisters, you also died to the law through the body of Christ, that you might belong to another, to him who was raised from the dead, in order that we might bear fruit for God. For when we were in the realm of the flesh, the sinful passions aroused by the law were at work in us, so that we bore fruit for death. But now, by dying to what once bound us, we have been released from the law so that we serve in the new way of the Spirit, and not in the old way of the written code. (Rom. 7:1-6)
To be “married” to legalism is a rough deal. The law is like a strict and incredibly demanding husband who gives no latitude, who claims absolute authority, who constantly points out our shortcomings, who is always absolutely in the right and who never lifts a finger to help us in our struggle to improve our performance. If that is not bad enough, this husband will never die and, just for one extra negative, he is totally impotent. How bad is that! Paul makes the telling point that our husband, the law, cannot die, but we can die to the law and enter the freedom of grace where we are “married” to Christ, who is also perfect, yet who, in every other point, is the exact opposite of the law.
Jesus shows us the true heart of God, a God who is Trinity and whose essence from the beginning is one of other-centred love. In Jesus God takes the initiative and reaches out to us in grace. Like the Prodigal Son we want to stammer out our excuses and lay out our plan to somehow make right all our failures, but he ignores all that and simply envelops us in his arms and restores us to a place of unearned dignity. This is our God, and it is vital we see him for who he is. 
Look at how Paul describes of our identity in Ephesians 2:4-7,
Because of his great love for us, God, who is rich in mercy, made us alive with Christ even when we were dead in transgressions – it is by grace you have been saved. And God raised us up with Christ and seated us with him in the heavenly realms in Christ Jesus, in order that in the coming ages he might show the incomparable riches of his grace, expressed in his kindness to us in Christ Jesus.
We are not performing before a solitary God who looks on like a strict and disapproving examiner, we are gathered up in Christ and, in him, we are brought into the relational circle of God’s eternal love. This is the essential starting point of a Trinitarian understanding of discipleship. It doesn’t begin with all the good religious activities we need to perform in order to win the approval of God, rather it begins with learning to live out who we are in Christ by grace. This is precisely what Peter the Apostle is pointing to when he says,
His divine power has given us everything we need for a godly life through our knowledge of him who called us by his own glory and goodness. Through these he has given us his very great and precious promises, so that through them you may participate in the divine nature, having escaped the corruption in the world caused by evil desires. (2 Peter 1:3-4)
That is an amazing statement! In Christ we are brought right into the heart of God so that we participate in his nature and are given all that we need for a godly life. What begins in John 1 with Jesus the eternal Word coming to make his dwelling among us ends in John 14 with Jesus’ amazing claim, “Because I live, you also will live. On that day you will realise that I am in my Father, and you are in me, and I am in you” (vss. 19b-20). 
What does all this mean? In this fallen realm under the rule of the principle of “good and evil” – law, judgement and condemnation – we are discipled into a way of life that is slavery for our souls. So any supposed form of Christian discipleship that rests on a foundation of legalism and sets of “do’s and don’ts” contains the seeds of its own failure and just becomes another guilt-inducer. It puts God “out there” on his high throne and us battling down here to meet his standards.
Jesus didn’t say “I have come so that you might have more rules” he said, “I have come so that you might have life”. Christian discipleship takes place as we learn what it is to live as citizens of heaven within the circle of the Trinity. We grow in Christian discipleship within the context of relationship as we choose to reclaim our mutual identity as “joint heirs with Christ” and as we create an atmosphere where we mutually honour the work of new creation Christ is working in each of us; rather than focus on judging the remaining elements of the old nature which has already passed under the judgement of Christ. If, however, instead of placing primary value on redeemed relationships, we focus first on conduct and behaviour, we will forever miss the mark of true Christian discipleship.
It is so vital, then, that we get our understanding of God right, because then we get our understanding of salvation right, and, from that, we get a right approach to discipleship. If we make a course error at the very outset in our understanding of God, it all slips further and further away from his true purpose and makes wreckage of our souls in the “badlands” of judgementalism, guilt and mutual antagonism. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]Trinitarian discipleship is not one style of Christian discipleship – it is the only form of Christian discipleship; rooted in our new identity as children of grace, worked out in close community with relationship always at its centre – all of it the fruit of the transforming Holy Spirit of Christ.
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