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The Word of the Lord from St. John, chapter 8[:58]: Jesus said to them, "Most 

assuredly, I say to you, before Abraham was, I AM." 

 

This is the Sunday of the Holy Trinity which follows the Festival of Pentecost each 

year, and this day is perhaps best known because it is the one Sunday a year on which we 

recite the Athanasian Creed. And so we have—perhaps gamely, perhaps willingly. But 

here is my question with which to begin the sermon: would you kill because of the 

Athanasian Creed? 

 

I. Before Abraham 

The crowd around Jesus in our text was ready to kill because of one short sentence. 

True, the conversation hadn’t been going well: as soon as someone plays the “you’re-a-

demon-possessed-Samaritan” card, things are bound to go downhill. But the conversation 

continued until Jesus said, “Before Abraham was, I AM.” 

 

“I am.” Not, “I was,” which would have sounded grammatically correct. Not “I have 

been:” the text doesn’t allow for that either. Clearly, Jesus declared, “Before Abraham 

was, I AM.” 

 

So what? Think back to Moses, standing before the burning bush, asking for God’s 

name. What did God tell Moses? “I AM who I AM.” “I AM” in Hebrew is “Yahweh,” 

God’s personal name in the Old Testament. To the crowd in the temple that day, Jesus 

made it perfectly clear that He wasn’t just another man. He told them that He was God. 

 

To those listening, it was unbelievable blasphemy and they took up stones to throw at 

Him. Their reasons were many. For one, Jesus had just been talking about God the Father 

in heaven; and if the Father was in heaven and God is one, how could Jesus be God, too? 

For another, Jesus was clearly a man. He was made of flesh and blood, standing in front 

of them. Because He was man, how could He be God, too?  

 

Those were two mysteries—or were they? The crowd was convinced that they 

weren’t mysteries to ponder, but the lies of a demon-possessed Samaritan. Rather than 

believe, they took up stones to kill Him.  

 

Dear friends, those two mysteries are the mysteries of the Trinity and the Incarnation. 

They are the what the Athanasian Creed are all about; and without them, you cannot be 

saved. 

 

II. Trinity and Incarnation 

The Trinity and the Incarnation. These are two great truths of Scripture, and both are 

frustrating to speak of because we cannot really explain either one. The best we can do is 



say what the Bible says, though we cannot fully comprehend; and then we can go on to 

make clear what the Bible doesn’t say, lest we be led away from the truth. 

 

Take the Trinity. According to Scripture, we believe that there is one God: as in 

Deuteronomy 6:4, “Hear, O Israel: The LORD our God, the LORD is one!” At the same 

time, we also know that the Bible declares God the Father to be God. Jesus, the Son of 

God, is also fully human. The Holy Spirit, too, is affirmed to be God in Scripture. 

Therefore, even as we gladly confess that there is one God, we speak of Father, Son and 

Holy Spirit. One God, three persons. It’s not a contradiction for a couple of reasons: the 

word for “one” back in Deuteronomy means “one, but composed of more than one part.” 

Furthermore, we gladly acknowledge that God is bigger than we are, and it makes sense 

that we can’t fully comprehend who He is. So while we can’t get our minds around it, we 

confess the Holy Trinity: we believe in one God—Father, Son and Holy Spirit. 

 

We are also careful to make clear what the Bible doesn’t say. For instance, the Bible 

doesn’t say that there is one God with three different masks or modes—and sometimes 

He’s in “Father mode,” sometimes in “Son mode” and sometimes in “Spirit mode.” This 

has been a false teaching (modalism) in the past, and it leads to all sorts of other false 

teachings. Likewise, the Bible doesn’t say that there are three different Gods—this has 

been another false teaching (tritheism) that destroys faith. Now, here’s why these are 

tempting: they make sense. We feel like we’ve got a better grasp on God if we can see 

Him as one God changing hats, or three different Gods; so such teachings will always be 

tempting. But they’re not true—and we live by faith. We trust in one God—Father, Son 

and Spirit, even if we cannot understand how He can be. 

 

Likewise, the Incarnation—the miracle that the Son of God became flesh. This one is, 

if anything, more difficult to wrap your mind around. The always-been, all-powerful, all-

knowing, everywhere-present Son of God became man with a starting point, weakness, a 

human mind and the need to walk from one place to the next to get to where He was 

going. It leads to all sorts of questions: when Jesus was a child, did He know His abc’s 

because He was God, or did He have to learn them because He was man? (The answer is 

“yes.”) How could Mary give birth to her Creator? How could God get tired and have to 

sleep in a boat? How could a man silence the waves with a Word when the boat was 

about to capsize? How could God die? How could man rise again?  

 

These truths collide in our tiny minds and skepticism breeds. Thus, once again, we 

have to make sure that we make clear what the Bible doesn’t say. In order to make the 

mystery of Jesus understandable, it has been taught that Jesus never became man, but 

only seemed to become a human being (docetism) and was play-acting His way through 

His life, death and resurrection. This might be easier to accept, but it denies Scripture. 

Furthermore, if the man Jesus didn’t shed His blood and die for your sins, you haven’t 

been redeemed. Likewise, it’s been taught that Jesus was just a man whom God adopted 

and used for a while (adoptionism), but Jesus was never really God. This also denies 

Scripture and destroys your salvation. It’s more comprehensible, maybe, but it’s wrong. 

 



This is, by the way, why the Athanasian Creed is the way it is. It’s a serious 

confession of faith that, nail by nail, pins down who the Trinity is in the first part and 

who Jesus is in the second. It also refutes many false teachings—what the Bible doesn’t 

say. 

 

But the Trinity and the Incarnation are still mysterious, so once again we’re stuck—

and we only love a good mystery when we can solve it by the end of the evening. In the 

text, it was enough to make the crowd want to kill Jesus. In our modern day, we don’t 

pick up stones to throw at the Savior, but we tend to dismiss things that we don’t 

understand and not think about them very long. So, sadly, it’s far too common for 

Christians to say, “The Trinity? The Incarnation? Leave that stuff for the pencil-necked 

pastor types. For us, it really doesn’t matter.” We don’t seek to kill God, but we seek to 

do away with what we cannot understand. 

 

Ah, but it does matter. In our text, Jesus declares, “Most assuredly, I say to you, if 

anyone keeps My word he shall never see death.” “Keeps” as in “holds on to,” “guards,” 

“treasures.” It is from God’s Word, not our speculation, that we know who God is. By 

faith, when we treasure God’s Word, we are treasuring what God says about Himself. 

This is hugely important: if you don’t care for who God is and either dismiss His identity 

or create a different one, then pretty soon you’ll be looking to a different god to save you. 

But there is no other god who gives life—only the one true God: Father, Son and Holy 

Spirit.  

 

Therefore, dear friends, rather than try to reduce God to something understandable or 

dismiss Him, rejoice in this. The one true God—whose essence is far greater than we can 

understand—knows you by name. In love and sacrificial service to you, the Son of 

God—Himself God—became flesh and died for the sin of the world to redeem you, then 

rose again. Even now, the Father wills that you be saved. Even now, the Son sits at His 

Father’s right hand and intercedes for you. Even now, the Holy Spirit brings you 

forgiveness as He brings you into God’s presence in His means of grace. The entire Holy 

Trinity is constantly at work for your salvation. So rather than trying boil our Lord down 

into something so small and weak that we can comprehend Him, we rejoice in this Good 

News from God’s Word: 

 

You are forgiven for all of your sins—in the name of the Father and of the Son and of 

the Holy Ghost. 

 

Amen 
 


