Cherish the Trinity’s Blessings – 2 Corinthians 13:14

Dear Christian friends.  There are certain moments in our life where we may get emotional.  And that’s fine.  It’s perfectly normal.  When my grandparents would come visit us in Milwaukee and then leave to go back to Arkansas I would cry.  It’s sometimes hard for me to say goodbye to my nieces and nephews.  And it was especially hard when Molly, Silas, Sophie, and Andrew were at those ages where they didn’t understand the whole concept of distances.  Maybe for you it was saying goodbye to your son or daughter on the first day of Kindergarten.  And what made you sad of course was not that you wouldn’t see them again but the fact that they were starting school.  They were starting a new phase of their lives.  One of which you wouldn’t be there the majority of the time like you were before.  Or maybe it was the fact that someone else now, besides you, is going to be responsible for your kids 7 or 8 hours a day.  Whether it’s your kids, your family, or your college-bound teenage daughter – it’s hard to say goodbye sometimes isn’t it?  

The Apostle Paul knew how to say good-bye. If you want to read a really want to read an emotional part of Scripture, read Acts 20 starting at verse 18. Or read the end of his letters. Almost every letter ends with this phrase included, “Grace be with you.” It was that grace, that undeserved love of God that had such a dramatic impact on his life. So much that it was in his thoughts when he began his letters, and again when he said good-bye.  Our message from God’s Word today is no exception. Paul wrote more to the Corinthians than to any other congregation. He closes his second and last letter to them with words that are as familiar as they are beautiful. In a wonderful way to say good-bye, Paul reminds us to Cherish the Trinity’s Blessings.  He points us to the Son’s grace, the Father’s love and the Holy Spirit’s fellowship. 

When the word for grace “charis” was used in secular Greek, it had the idea of that which brings joy and happiness. It implies kindness on the part of the doer, and thanks on the part of the person who received it. In the New Testament God used this word to express his undeserved love for sinners. It’s described as God's riches at Christ's expense, or the exact opposite of what we deserve.  Paul, in a very dramatic way, had come to learn that he was too a recipient of God's grace. He told the Corinthians in his first letter: “For I am the least of the apostles and do not even deserve to be called an apostle, because I persecuted the church of God. But by the grace of God I am what I am, and his grace to me was not without effect.”  God graciously intervened in Paul's life.  Paul would now be his chosen apostle to proclaim the message of God's grace to the unbelieving Gentiles. Paul summarized that message when he told the Corinthians: “For you know the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, that though he was rich, yet for your sakes he became poor, so that you through his poverty might become rich.” 

We too, like Paul, are objects of God's grace. Unlike Paul we have not persecuted God's church, but we too are sinners. And that sin problem starts with the heart, as Jeremiah said, “The heart is deceitful above all things and beyond cure. Who can understand it?” Jesus tells us, “For out of the heart come evil thoughts, murder, adultery, sexual immorality, theft, false testimony, slander.” So even if we manage to control our sinful actions, we still know that we have hateful and malicious thoughts, selfish and greedy thoughts, lustful and impure thoughts.  Thankfully, our Triune God gives us his gracious love for us in his Son, Jesus. Willing to give up the riches of heaven, experience the poverty of this world, even to the point of giving his own life for us. And because of that the Father declares all sins forgiven. 

We also receive the love of the Father.  The Greek language had three words for love. There was a word that referred to romantic love, and one that referred to the love of friendship, but those aren't the words Paul uses here to describe God's love. The word, agape is a love that moves a person to action.  And those actions are done despite of the imperfections of the object of that love. We see so clearly that love expressed in John 3:16, ''For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life.” 

God loved us enough to see to it that we come to know the greatness of his love for sinners expressed in the life, death, and resurrection of Christ. But even more, he demonstrates his love to us every day in the way he blesses us with life and health; with food, clothing, and shelter; with family and friends; with a free nation in which we can enjoy our religious freedom. And even more, in his love, he wants us to spend an eternity of joy with him in heaven. 

So how do we respond to such a rich and undeserved blessing of love? John tells us, “We love, because he first loved us. . . . This is love for God to obey his commands.” We reflect God's love, by loving him first, and then loving our neighbors as ourselves. In Corinthians, Paul even describes the kinds of things his kind of love will do: "Love is patient, love is kind. It does not envy, it does not boast, it is not proud. It is not rude, it is not self-seeking, it is not easily angered, it keeps no record of wrongs. Love does not delight in evil but rejoices with the truth. It always protects, always trusts, always hopes, always perseveres.” Showing this love in our lives expresses our thanks for the Father's blessing of love for us. 

On top of the blessings of grace from the Son and love from the Father, we also enjoy the blessing of the fellowship of the Holy Spirit.  The Greek word, koinonia, comes from a word that means to have a share in. That sharing, or fellowship, is something Paul explained to the Ephesians: “Make every effort to keep the unity of the Spirit through the bond of peace. There is one body and one Spirit— just as you were called to one hope when you were called— one Lord, one faith, one baptism; one God and Father of all, who is over all and through all and in all.”  Every believer shares in those blessings of having the same gracious God. We share in the same spiritual washing in Baptism. We share a faith in our Savior Jesus Christ. In his Holy Supper we are joined in communion with him and our fellow believers. We are united to him in his death, and in his resurrection as well. 
And that “fellowship” that “sharing” goes far beyond just having doughnuts and coffee together. In recognition of that fellowship, when we say, “Hi! How are you?”, we aren't just making small talk, but we are genuinely interested in how our fellow believers feels. Since we're going to spend eternity together, Paul encourages us how to treat one another while we're still in this world: “If you have any encouragement from being united with Christ, if any comfort from his love, if any fellowship with the Spirit, if any tenderness and compassion, then make my joy complete by being like-minded, having the same love, being one in spirit and purpose. Do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit, but in humility consider others better than yourselves. Each of you should look not only to your own interests, but also to the interests of others.” May the Holy Spirit bless us with the ability to live out that precious fellowship each and every day. 

Paul had to say good-bye to the Corinthians at the end of his letter, in words that still touch our hearts today: “May the grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, and the love of God, and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit be with you all.” (2 Corinthians 13:14) But these words aren't just a wishful thought on Paul's part. They are an expression of the blessings of the Trinity that we have come to know and enjoy. Nothing can compare to these blessings that our ours. May that grace, love, and fellowship fill your hearts and lives, now and always! Amen.

