
Majestic God

Proverbs 8:1-4, 22-31; *Psalm 8; Romans 5:1-5; John 16:12-15

It’s Trinity Sunday. It’s also Father’s Day. So come with me back to the fourth century,

and let’s listen in on a debate between Athanasius and Arius. Is Jesus the Christ really God or not?

That was at the heart of the debate. The Nicene Creed said that Jesus was indeed “begotten of the

Father, God from God, Light from Light, true God from true God, begotten, not made, of one Being

with the Father. . . .” In other words, Christ was not made out of nothing as we are, but he was

“begotten,” generated from the very substance of God. As we reflected on last week, when we look at

Jesus, we are looking at God. Jesus is as much of God as we ever hope to see because this Jew

from Nazareth is “of one Being with the Father.”

This was too much for Arius. He rejected the creed’s notion that Jesus was fully divine. “What

makes God God?” asked Arius. God is God because God can never be down on a human level.

Divinity is self-contained, fully complete within itself, needing nothing else. Arius rejected the

notion that so exalted and self-contained a being as God should be directly involved with his

creatures. To do so would be to dirty the hands of the pure, absolute God, to risk God’s being

dependent upon or connected to mere creatures.

Arius wondered, “Who wants a God who is so weak as to need us for anything? The Son,”

said Arius, “is not equal to God in any way, but is made out of nothing by God. The Father . . . is

alone God.” 

Enter Athanasius, who argued against Arius that Christ’s complete dependency upon God was

supreme validation that Jesus was indeed God. Being self-contained, superior, distant, removed from

creation is not the essential mark of divinity, said Athanasius.

Arius felt that the Nicene Creed had dangerously compromised the notion of a distant,
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absolute God with its affirmation of Jesus as God’s Son. What kind of God would lower himself to

dirty his hands in human flesh or walk the streets of Nazareth? If absolute distance, independence, is

not the decisive mark of divinity, then what is? Here’s a clue. In the Gospel of John it is said that

everything the Father has, he has given to the Son (16:15). Because the Father loves the Son, the

Father has given all things into his hand (3:35).

What is the decisive mark of God? Self-giving. Between the Father and the Son there is total

and mutual self-giving. So when we look at the Son, we are looking at the Father (12:44).

Arius’s God is a static deity who tenaciously holds onto divinity, keeping distance from the

contingent, painful world of creatures and humanity. Athanasius’s God, the God of the creed, is a

dynamic God eternally engaged in self-giving. The Father holds nothing back from the Son.

All the glory that God has got is given to the Son, who in turn gives back all glory to the Father. 

Athanasius charged Arius’s “god” with being an agonos theos, a sterile deity who doesn’t

generate, give, or reveal. The triune God is always busy relating, communicating, giving. When we

look at Jesus, we see so much of God because Jesus is totally at one with God. On the other hand,

Jesus is constantly turning us toward God because Jesus is busy giving back to God the glory that

God has given him. So a symbol for the Trinity is three interlocked circles, showing love coming from

and going back constantly. God’s great majesty and glory is in God’s closeness rather than in God’s

distance, in God’s determination to be in relationship with the world—human and animal—rather than

God’s unbridgeable distance.

So Jesus told a story about a father who had two sons. One asked for his inheritance, and his

father gave it to him. When the prodigal son had blown his inheritance, the father welcomed him and

threw a party. And when the older son pouted because he wanted a party, the father didn’t give him a

party; he gave him everything (Luke 15).
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When this God gets to self-giving, God doesn’t know when to stop. Trinity—Father, Son, and

Holy Spirit—is our experience of God’s creative, constantly connected, extravagant love. The Trinity

loves us enough to give us good things to do in the world as stewards in our care of God’s beloved

creation, for which God has complete, self-involved love.

When we think about the concept of a “Father” God that is not the image that many are

familiar with, “complete, self-involved love. Our notion of God as “Father” has been so perverted by

patriarchal images, by corrupted rulers, images that for many people using that term “Father” evokes

fear and terror rather than a sense of longing for God. 

Maybe that is why the image of God we find in Psalm 8 is so appealing. Psalm 8 opens with a

vivid depiction of a person standing alone in the evening, staring up at the starry sky in wonderment,

overcome with a question about humanity’s place in such a vast universe. Alone and outside at night,

rendered seemingly insignificant by the vast expanse of heaven, the psalmist declares, “You made

your glory higher than heaven! . . . When I look up at your skies, at what your fingers made—the

moon and the stars that you set firmly in place—what are human beings that you think about them;

what are human beings that you pay attention to them?

Have you ever felt that way? Standing on the rim of the Grand Canyon, or just looking up at

the vast skies in your own backyard on a gentle June night, you’re apt to feel small before such

majesty. “Billions upon billions of stars.” Wasn’t that how the astronomer Carl Sagan used to put it?

Billions and billions. Our big universe is only one of dozens of other universes. We look upon this

vast array and exclaim with the Psalmist, “God, our God, how majestic is your name throughout the

earth! You made your glory higher than heaven!”

 Will Willimon writes about a friend who, “every year, goes alone to Alaska to the Denali

National Park. He hikes deep into the forest for a day or so and then just sits there for a week, gazing
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up at the sky, hearing absolutely no sound of any machine, alone in the vastness of the universe.

Surely these first verses of Psalm 8 were written for people like him.

It’s a cold heart, an unimaginative person, who can sit beneath the vast canopy of stars, (even

better if the skies are enhanced by northern lights) and not cry out with the psalmist, “Lord, our Lord,

how majestic is your name throughout the earth!”

Looking up into the skies, the moon and the stars, is it any wonder that the psalmist feels

small and insignificant?

“When I look up at your skies, . . . the moon and the stars . . . what are human beings that you

think about them; what are human beings that you pay attention to them?”

The God who flung the planets in their courses, who set the stars in the sky—how could such

a majestic creator have time for the likes of us? “What are human beings that you pay attention to

them?”

Willimon continues: “My friend who goes and sits alone in the wilderness of Alaska says that

he does so to remind himself that “I’m nobody special. I’m just a little, insignificant dot in this grand

universe.”

But then the psalmist moves from looking up into the heavens to looking within, or at least

from looking up at the sky to looking down here on earth to humanity. And what the psalmist thinks is

not, “We human beings are nothing and nobody, worthy of nothing but punishment, insignificant in

God’s grand scheme of things.”

No, the psalmist talks directly to God: You’ve made [human beings] only slightly less than

divine, crowning them with glory and grandeur. You’ve let them rule over your handiwork, putting

everything under their feet—all sheep and all cattle, the wild animals too, the birds in the sky, the fish

of the ocean, everything that travels the pathways of the sea.
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The psalmist is talking about you and me. The same God who set the planets in their courses

and laid out this vast panorama that is a mid-June night sky—that God has made you and me

“slightly less than divine.” God has “crowned” us “with glory and grandeur,” made us, even us, to “rule

over [God’s] handiwork.”

Here is the source of human dignity. Here’s the reason that Christians, following Jews, believe

that each person is precious, deserving of care and protection. The creator of all that is reached

down and made humanity into royalty. Now no one can treat another human being as worthless, an

alien, or a person of no account. Nobody who refers to their fellow human beings as “scum,” as

“vermin,” or as “outsiders” is worshipping the God whom Psalm 8 praises.

But there’s more. This God not only honours and crowns humanity but summons,

commissions, calls humanity. The psalm moves from acclamation of God to vocation of humanity:

You’ve let them rule over your handiwork, putting everything under their feet—all sheep and all cattle,

the wild animals too, the birds in the sky, the fish of the ocean, everything that travels the pathways

of the sea.

God has not only crowned humanity but also called humanity. God does not choose to create

or rule alone. Just as all creation is ruled by a beneficent God, God calls humanity to rule over the

creatures. God gives us gentle, domesticated animals, sheep and cattle, to enrich human life. More

than that, God gives us the birds of the air. We can’t control them, master them, eat, or use them, but

how they enrich our lives. I have a friend who filled her back yard with bird feeders. She has to

replenish those bird feeders every day, but she doesn’t mind. She treasures the multicolored birds

who fly in and fly away.

My doctor’s office has a huge aquarium full of exotic looking fish. People come in with all sorts

of cares and health problems and marvel at those elegant, gentle fish.
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God not only honours humanity, creating us in the very image of God, but also calls us to care

for, to love, and to enjoy the rest of creation.

This, the psalmist says, is the true majesty of God. God gives us a hand in caring for and in

loving creation. The psalm ends as it began: “God, our God, how majestic is your name throughout

the earth!”

God loves us enough to give us a job to do. We are not the creators of the world; only God

can do that. We are stewards of what God has created. God has given us, even us, a job to do. We

are given “dominion,” which is a fancy Bible way of saying that God loves us enough to entrust God’s

beloved, magnificent creation to our care.

That’s our job. That’s our glory. That’s God’s majesty. God, our God, how majestic is your

name throughout the earth! Thanks be to God! Amen.
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