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May the words of my mouth and the meditations of our hearts be always acceptable in your 
sight, O Lord, our strength and our redeemer. Amen. 

It is a veritable cliché among Anglican clergy that one should, if at all possible, avoid 
preaching on Trinity Sunday – lest one unwittingly teach a heresy. I think that this received 
wisdom probably has something to do with a general shift in the last century, within 
Anglican and other mainstream denominations, away from creedal teaching towards trying 
to explain the mystery of the inner life of the Triune God by recourse to analogy. This is 
fraught with danger. Analogy is by its very nature imprecise, while the doctrine of the 
Trinity has always been by its nature a discipline characterised by linguistic and 

grammatical precision and philosophical pedantry. Believe it or not, the saying in English 
“not one iota of difference” is tied to the Trinitarian controversies of the Fourth Century, 
in that, a single letter, the Greek character “iota”, separated two positions on the Trinity – 
the homoiousians, who argued that the Son was of a similar substance (or nature) to the 

Father (also known as the semi-Arian position) and the homoousians, who argued that the 
Son and the Father were of the same substance (the Orthodox position). I think I have 
mentioned before that while writing an essay for theological college I conflated these two 
terms and had written about 1000 words of an essay before I realised my mistake, rendering 
the entire thing useless.  

The point is that we should be wary about relying upon analogy to teach the doctrine of the 
Trinity, because analogies can never adequately communicate the truth, and all too often 

actually lend themselves to heretical understandings. Many a Sunday School student and 
many a congregant have been told that the Trinity is like water – it can exist in three states, 
liquid, solid and gas (water, ice, and steam), but it remains H2O. The problem with this 
analogy is that it lends itself to the heresy of Modalism, because it suggests that God can 
exist as Father, or Son, or Spirit, but only in one mode at once. Other common analogies 

which are pressed into service to try and explain the Trinity are that it’s like an egg, which 
is comprised of the shell, the yolk, and the white; or that the Trinity is like the three stumps 
that make up a complete set of wickets; or, as is (erroneously) attributed to Saint Patrick, 
that the Trinity is like the three leaves of the Shamrock. The problem with these 
explanations is that they lend themselves either to the heresy of partialism, because they 
deny the full divinity of the persons of the Father, Son, and Spirit; or to tritheism. 
Analogies, by their very nature, either confound the Persons or divide the substance of the 

Godhead. Analogies are incapable of presenting us with the Biblical image of God – The 
Father Almighty, Uncreated, and Eternal; the Son Almighty, Uncreated, and Eternal; and 
the Spirit Almighty, Uncreated and Eternal; and yet there is one God who is Almighty, 
Uncreated and Eternal. Analogies lead to faulty ideas or conceptions of God. And the 
problem with faulty conceptions of God is that they undermine our confession and our 
entire reason for existing as the Church, which is to worship God and to make God known 
to those who do not know him. 
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The Feast of the Most Holy and Undivided Trinity comes where it does in the calendar of 
the Western Church for one very good reason – because our liturgical year, from Advent 

Sunday to Pentecost, is all about re-enacting on an annual basis the gradual unfolding and 
revelation of God to his people in history. In Advent, we hear of God’s promises to his 
ancient people Israel communicated through the prophets. At Christmas, we hear of the 
God becoming truly human for us and for our salvation. Through Epiphanytide and Lent, 
we come to understand more about God through the ministry of the incarnate Son, who is 
the very image of the invisible God. During Holy Week we come to understand just how 
great is this God’s love toward us when he goes to the cross for us. On Easter Day we learn 
just how great and sovereign is this God who raised Jesus from the dead. At Jesus’ ascension, 
we hear how Jesus Christ, perfect in manhood and perfect in divinity entered into heaven 
to intercede for us at God’s right hand. And, last Sunday, on the feast of Pentecost, we heard 
how God has sent his Spirit upon us to dwell with us always, making us son’s and daughters 
by adoption and co-heirs with his only-begotten Son.  

The point is that the doctrine of the Trinity isn’t something we arrive at by philosophical 
abstraction, and it is most certainly not something discovered by human effort or merit. On 
the contrary, the entire point of the doctrine of the Trinity, and indeed of this feast day, is 

to give expression to the fact that God has revealed himself, in concrete historical acts, to 
be precisely Father, Son, and Holy Spirit; one God in three persons, of Glory equal, and 
Majesty co-eternal. But, this being said, today’s readings don’t set out to prove the doctrine 
of the Trinity – the validity and truth of the doctrine of the Trinity will have been evident 
in the sweep of what we have heard during the course of the past six months, and if you 
want a single instance where Father, Son, and Holy Spirit can all be seen at the same time, 
look no further than the Baptism of Jesus by John.1 No, today’s readings are about what is 
known as the economic Trinity – what Saint Augustine of Hippo called the various 

“missions” of the three persons of the Godhead.2 In brief, this morning’s first reading 
presents the Father as all powerful creator and king of the universe; this morning’s second 
reading presents the Spirit as the indwelling God which makes us God’s children and co-
heirs with the only-begotten Son; and this morning’s gospel presents the Son as the Saviour 
of the World.3  

In short, today’s readings present to us God in Trinity as Creator, Redeemer, and Sanctifier. 
It is important to keep in mind, though, that the work of creation does not reside with the 
Father alone, just as the work of redemption and sanctification do not rest with the Son and 
the Spirit alone. The processions of the Son and the Spirit are revealed in God’s acting for 
our redemption and sanctification, but the scheme of Creation, Redemption, Sanctification, 
and Final Consummation remains the Sovereign act of all three persons of the Godhead. 

We know this because we know that the Father created the universe through the Son,4 and 
God’s Spirit hovered over the face of the primeval deep.5  

 
1 Matthew 3.13-17; Mark 1.9-13; Luke 3.21-22 
2 See Saint Augustine of Hippo, On the Trinity, Translated by Arthur West Haddan. From Nicene and Post-

Nicene Fathers, First Series, Vol. 3. Edited by Philip Schaff. (Buffalo, NY: Christian Literature Publishing Co., 

1887.) Revised and edited for New Advent by Kevin Knight. <http://www.newadvent.org/fathers/1301.htm>. 
3 John 3.16-17 
4 See John 1.1-3; 1 Corinthians 8.6; Colossians 1.16; Hebrews 1.2 
5 Genesis 1.1 
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We know this too because while God the Son became incarnate in the person of Jesus of 
Nazareth,6 we know that Jesus prayed to the Father throughout his earthly life7 and that he 

was strengthened throughout his life by the Spirit with which he was anointed at his 
Baptism by John in the Jordan.8 And we know this because we know that the Spirit is sent 
by Jesus from the Father,9 and because the Spirit does not speak on his own; but speaks only 
what he hears from the Son.10 

With all of this said, this feast day should now compel us to action. First, we are on the 
precipice of our long journey together through the verdant green pastures of ordinary time, 
where we follow Jesus in his earthly ministry, this year, through Mark’s Gospel. Possessing 
knowledge of God, we now begin the work of seeking to allow ourselves to be transformed 
into the image and likeness of God, to be like Christ, who is the image of the invisible God. 
Our task, going forward, is to hear, read, mark, learn and inwardly digest the scriptures week 
by week, to receive the grace of the sacrament of Christ’s body which was broken for us and 

his blood which was shed for us; and to cooperate with the prompting of the Holy Spirit 
within us. I am presenting these things as though they were easy, but we all know that they 
are not. If the imitation of Christ were easy, the Church would be a very different place. We 
will all fall in our efforts to be like Christ, but this ought not to discourage us.  

Our confession is one which acknowledges that while God has raised up a new nature in all 
who are in Christ, that the old sinful nature nevertheless remains and causes us to stumble. 
The point, though, is that if we cooperate with God, with the Spirit within, we will likely 
find that we stumble less and less. This means being intentional about our faith – not just 
being Sunday Christians; but by being intentionally prayerful and worshipful every day – 
by being engaged with the Scriptures and making time for prayer every day, by striving for 
justice for all people, and by holding ourselves to the exacting moral standard which our 

profession demands. The Second point is that it is by this transformation of ourselves into 
the image and likeness of Christ, we are to make God known to those who know him not, or 
who deny him altogether. It is through the faith which we demonstrate that we are able to 
invite others to likewise be incorporated into the body of Christ, to receive the Spirit of 
adoption and to be likewise transformed themselves. God has revealed himself to us via the 

agency of the Church, and it is now for us to make God known to the lost. This is the means 
through which the shining bounds of the kingdom of God increase. 

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 

 

 
6 John 1.1 
7 e.g. Mark 1.35; Luke 3.21; Luke 6.12; John 11.41-42; John 17; Matthew 26.42 etc. 
8 e.g. Luke 4.1, 14 
9 John 15.26 
10 John 16.13-14 


