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Today is Trinity Sunday in the calendar of the Christian Year. We don’t often hear 
sermons on the Trinity. And there a couple of reasons for that. First, the word “Trinity” 
is not found in the Bible. That is actually not that unusual because there are a number 
of theological concepts not found explicitly in the Bible that scholars, Church history, 
and tradition have validated over the past 2,000 years. But the absence of direct 
teaching from the Bible on the Trinity makes it hard to find a passage of Scripture from 
which to launch out for a sermon. The passage we read today has hints of a trinitarian 
relationship between God the Father, God the Son, and God the Spirit, but you have to 
look carefully for it.

The second reason we don’t often preach directly on the Trinity is because it is a 
concept, a doctrine from the academic discipline called “systematic theology.” Systematic 
theology, briefly, is the attempt by Christians to craft a coherent understanding of the 
work of God. Typically, systematic theologies are crafted from Scripture and Church 
doctrines. So, the topics of systematic theology tend to be conceptual, and often difficult 
to explain in a way that doesn’t put a congregation to sleep quickly.

But, the primary reason I think we haven’t preached specifically on the Trinity very 
often is because it is one of those doctrines that Christians worldwide affirm, but have 
great difficulty explaining. The idea of One God in Three Persons — three-in-One — is a 
concept we have difficulty getting our heads around.

Have you ever tried to explain the Trinity to a person from a different culture and 
different world religion? They, like us, can have great difficulty in comprehending how 
One God could be constructed of Three Persons. I never convinced my Buddhist woman 
friend that Christians worshipped One God, but that experience did remind me of how 
difficult the concept of the Trinity is to explain.

Early Heresies About the Trinity
This idea of the Triune God, the Trinity, is a difficult idea to grasp. And it has been 
difficult for Christians from the early church down to the present. Some attempts have 
failed miserably to capture the three-in-oneness of God completely. These imperfect 
attempts to define the Trinity became early Christian heresies. A heresy is a doctrine 
or teaching that is incompatible with the Church’s view of Scripture and the traditional 
understanding of the those who have gone before us.

The two primary heresies about the Trinity, although there are more than two, are 
modalism and subordinationism. First modalism: there were those who said that God 



was One God who just appeared in three different roles — or modalities —  as Father, 
Son, and Holy Spirit. The example is a easy one to grasp. I am Robyn Ramer Hogue, 
but I am wife to Larry, mother to Evan and Dan, and pastor to this church. So, I am one 
person in three roles. But while this sort of gets at one aspect of the Trinity, it is actually 
a good example of the heresy of “modalism” — one God playing three different parts.

The other heresy is that God the Father is the supreme figure, while both Jesus and 
the Holy Spirit are subordinate to Him in some way. The debate over these core beliefs 
lasted over hundreds of years.

Early Creeds Address Misunderstandings About the Trinity
The early Church developed creedal statements that expressed what the Church 
believed. The first was the Apostles’ Creed, which, affirms in three statements a belief in 
God the Father, Son and Holy Spirit.

1. I believe in God the Father Almighty, Maker of heaven and earth.
2. And in Jesus Christ His only Son our Lord;
3. I believe in the Holy Spirit.

Yet, the Apostles’ Creed left the door open for misunderstanding about the Trinity, so 
the Nicene Creed was developed from 325 AD, and took its final form in 381 AD.

We believe in one God,
the Father, the Almighty,
maker of heaven and earth,
of all that is, seen and unseen.

We believe in one Lord, Jesus Christ,
the only Son of God,
eternally begotten of the Father,
God from God, light from light,
true God from true God,
begotten, not made,
of one Being with the Father;
through Him all things were made.
For us and for our salvation
He came down from heaven,
was incarnate of the Holy Spirit and the Virgin Mary
and became truly human.
For our sake He was crucified under Pontius Pilate;
He suffered death and was buried.
On the third day He rose again
in accordance with the Scriptures;
He ascended into heaven
and is seated at the right hand of the Father.
He will come again in glory to judge the living and the dead,
and His kingdom will have no end.



We believe in the Holy Spirit, the Lord, the giver of life,
who proceeds from the Father [and the Son],
who with the Father and the Son is worshiped and glorified,
who has spoken through the prophets.

We believe in one holy catholic and apostolic Church.
We acknowledge one baptism for the forgiveness of sins.
We look for the resurrection of the dead,
and the life of the world to come. Amen.

Note the detailed explanation of the person of Jesus and the Holy Spirit. These details 
were included to correct the notion that God the Father was superior to God the Son 
or God the Holy Spirit. The “essence” of all three persons of the Godhead was, in other 
words, the same.

Theory Gives Way to Reality
It’s one thing to assert something about the Trinity, to say we believe in the Triune God, 
and to embrace a doctrine we cannot fully comprehend or explain. It is another thing 
entirely to base our understanding of God on what we see God doing. So, let me make 
the most important statement about the Trinity that I can make this morning, and that 
is — Our understanding of the Trinity is based on what we see God has done and is 
doing in the world. Let me give you some examples.

In the Old Testament, God is Creator of both the world, and of the nation of Israel through 
whom He will bless the world. Of course, God is present as Spirit and the Messiah is both 
prophesied and foreshadowed in various theophanies (appearances of God). But primary 
on the stage of the unfolding drama of the Old Testament is the God of Israel, Yahweh, El-
Shaddai, Elohim, Adonai, and all the other names by which God is called and worshipped.

In the New Testament Gospel accounts, the emphasis is upon Jesus — His birth, 
baptism, message, life, death, and resurrection. At His baptism, God the Father affirms 
Jesus Son, and the Holy Spirit descends upon — anoints — Jesus for ministry.

In the New Testament Book of Acts and the epistles, the Holy Spirit is at the forefront, 
equipping, enabling, guiding, empowering the early church.

In the Book of Revelation, God the Father, Son, and Spirit are all present, each 
featured in a way that is both consistent with the Old Testament, witnesses to the New 
Testament, and brings fully into being the Kingdom of God in its closing chapters.

Why Should We Care?
Okay, that surveys the “What is the Trinity?” question, even though I am sure you 
probably have more questions now than when we began. But to keep this from being 
merely an academic exercise, we need to turn our attention to “Why do we care?”

This is what’s important and what we need to understand. Doctrine is important, but 
doctrine comes from the lived experiences of God’s people as they interpret the work of 
God in the real world.



First, the reason we should care about the Trinity, and be aware of the uniqueness of the 
One-in-Three and Three-in-One is this: Without a balanced view of all three persons of 
the Trinity, we can misinterpret the work of God in this world.

For instance, if we emphasize some aspects of God in the Old Testament, and 
subordinate Jesus and the Spirit, then we come away with a picture of a god of wrath 
and judgment, who has little compassion. If we emphasize the person of Jesus to the 
exclusion of God the Father and the Holy Spirit, we miss out on the fact that God sent 
Jesus because “God so loved the world…” 

The purpose of God is to redeem the world, not just the individuals in it. Salvation is the 
work of God, and that salvation extends not just to individuals but to God’s creation as well. 

Finally, if we emphasize the Holy Spirit, and the charismatic experiences and gifts of the 
Spirit, it it is easy to lose sight of God as Creator, Son as Redeemer, and the role that the 
Holy Spirit played and plays in both of those aspects of God’s work.

So, that’s the downside of why the Trinity is important to us. But what’s the upside, 
what are the positive reasons we need to care about developing our own understanding 
of the Trinity.

We Learn Two Important Lessons From The Trinity
First, in the doctrine of the Trinity, we find our model for community. As God the 
Father, God the Son, and God the Spirit relate to one another, demonstrate love for each 
other, and work in concert to accomplish the purpose of God in the world, we get the idea 
of community. This idea of the relationship between Father, Son, and Spirit has been 
depicted by many Christian scholars using the term “perichoresis.” That’s a Greek word 
which means, literally, “dancing around.” I like the implications of God — Father, Son, 
and Spirit — in a divine dance, interacting with one another, expressing love for one 
another, and complementing the work each has to do.

In the passage we read today, we find some of these elements of mutuality. Jesus says 
that the Spirit will guide His disciples, glorify Jesus, take what belongs to Jesus and 
give it to the disciples. But, everything Jesus has comes from the Father, and that is 
why the Spirit can make it known to the disciples. If that sounds like circular reasoning, 
it is. God the Father creates, God the Son redeems, God the Spirit illuminates and 
equips. In this divine dance of mutuality, each person of the Godhead complements 
and builds on the work of other members of the Trinity. So, at the baptism of Jesus, 
Jesus demonstrates His obedience to the plan of God through baptism. God the Father 
announces divine approval, and the Holy Spirit anoints Jesus for ministry. In the early 
church, the Spirit empowers, equips, and emboldens the apostles to tell the good news of 
Jesus, who is God’s gift sent into the world to redeem it.

Secondly, in the doctrine of the Trinity, we find our mission. Jesus stated to the 
disciples, “As the Father has sent Me, so send I you.” Just as God the Father sent Jesus 
into the world, so Jesus sends us into the world to do the Father’s work, equipped and 
accompanied by the Spirit of God. God’s work involves more than taking individuals to 
heaven when they die. God’s work is to bring in the Kingdom of God on this earth, so 



that God’s creation can know the shalom of God — the peace that says all things are as 
God has intended them to be. God sends Jesus to bring the shalom of God — also called 
salvation — to the nation of Israel and to all who will respond, whether Jew or not. The 
Father and Son then send the Spirit who equips, empowers, and emboldens the early 
apostles as well as us today. And, salvation itself — the idea that we are right with God 
— proceeds from God, is incarnate in Jesus, and is made possible by the work of the 
Holy Spirit. Whatever work we have to do in this world, we do from the standpoint of the 
Triune God — Father, Son and Spirit — who created, redeemed, and enabled us to do so.

So, let me encourage you today to think about the Trinity — God the Father, God the 
Son, and God the Holy Spirit. But we can’t stop at just thinking about a theological 
concept. As followers of Jesus, we are loved by the Father, and led by the Spirit. All 
three persons of the Godhead are at work in our lives, in the life of this church, and 
in the life of this world. As we live in new awareness of God in all God’s expressions 
as Father, Son, and Spirit, our spiritual lives will deepen, our vision of God’s 
kingdom will expand, and the work that God has chosen for us will take on a new 
vitality and urgency.


