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Sermon Notes  
St Mark's Anglican Church  

South Hurstville 

Trinity Sunday 

26 May 2013 

Preacher 

Dr Douglas Golding 

Readings:  Psalm 8;  Proverbs 8. 1-4, 22-31; Romans 5. 1-5; John 16.12-15 
 

The Holy Trinity 
 
May the glory and the beauty and the love of God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit 
be revealed in all that we say and do.  Amen 
 
Last year, on Trinity Sunday, I spoke about the origins of the doctrine of the Trinity in the second 
and third centuries, and played part of a video based on Karen Armstrong’s History of God in which 
she explains how the doctrine was framed by three Greek scholars and saints -- not as a literal fact, 
but as a paradigm that corresponds to realities in the hidden life of God. 
 
The year before I suggested that the image of the Trinity is a reminder that God is a unity of being 
in a diversity of doing; that the one God is alive in the world in many ways, particularly as Creator, 
and Redeemer and Sanctifier. 
 
The year before that, in 2010, Barbara was the preacher on Trinity Sunday, and she reminded us 
that the formula of the Trinity is a paradox and that paradox can be an uncomfortable place. 
And, yes, there is much more that can be said about the Trinity! 
 
The doctrine of the Trinity challenges us to ask, What is our understanding of God?  or  What kind 
of god do we believe in?   For the god we believe in, or the god we don’t believe in, helps to shape 
who we are and how we live. 
 
From earliest times, humankind has sensed that, behind the many manifestations of God, there is a 
divine unity, which they have struggled to express in many different ways.   For example, as the 
traditions we call Hinduism developed over many centuries, many believers began to see the 330 
million gods of the pantheon as somehow representing the multitudinous aspects of the one unseen 
God.  Later they began to honour the Lord Dattatreya, the god with three faces, representing what 
they saw as the three main aspects of the godhead – as creator, maintainer and destroyer.  There is 
an image of the Lord Dattatreya on page . . . of Connections today, along with a traditional attempt 
to represent the Trinity as a theological conundrum, and another image of the Trinity as the three 
hallows, an intertwining of three Divine beings in the unity of Divine love. That is a powerful 
image.   And, of course, there is another image on the cover of our reading sheet today, which 
includes traditional symbols of the three personae of the Trinity. 
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The Jewish Scriptures use words which speak of God as one and yet as plural, just as we can speak 
of one couple or one family or one nation.  And Muslims speak of the 99 beautiful names, or 
attributes of God, knowing that even these many names cannot encompass the indescribable, but 
intimately knowable, one God, whom Jews, Christians and Muslims understand and worship in 
such different ways. 
 
The doctrine of the Trinity can help us to understand that God, our God, is so much bigger than our 
greatest understanding of him.  There is certainty, but there is also mystery. 
 
Back in 1952 the English theologian J B Phillips published a little book with the challenging title 
Your God is too Small.  The book has sold millions of copies, and Touchstone Books has now 
published a new edition for a new generation.   In this book Phillips argues that many believers 
have not discovered the one God who is big enough to honour and adore, in a world where our 
mental horizons have been expanded to the point where we are bewildered by world events and 
scientific discoveries.  But our ideas of God can remain largely static, especially for those of us who 
went to Sunday School many long years ago.  So many people live and worship amid an inner 
dissatisfaction with the God of the church, or they live without any religious faith, and worship 
work or pleasure or money instead.  
 
Your God Is Too Small also shows how we can discover the true God, the One who is inclusive 
enough to enrich the variety of our current experience and big enough to command our highest 
admiration and respect.   We need to acknowledge the might and majesty of God at all times, but 
especially in our worship.  It is easy to bring God down to our level, to treat God as a mate, as an 
equal, or to treat God as a personal benefactor, to focus our worship on ourselves, to plan our 
services to make us happy or keep us happy, or prosperous, or simply content with our lot. 
Honouring God as Trinity protects us from this self-indulgence. 
 
Honouring God as Trinity also helps us to focus on the big issues – the issues of creation, 
redemption and spiritual growth.  Too many people in too many parishes waste too much energy 
squabbling about too many small issues, like details of the service or the music, or they grumble 
about parts of the sermon they did not understand or did not agree with.  Their god is too small, and, 
maybe, their egos are too big.  Their petty complainings turn people away from God.  
 
Today we have sung, once again, the classical hymn to the Trinity, Holy, holy, holy, Lord God 
Almighty, as we do every Trinity Sunday, at least.  The hymn was written by Bishop Heber of 
Calcutta in 1823, when his diocese included India, Australia and southern Africa – three very 
diverse areas united in the one see.   
Heber’s hymn was inspired by the vision of God in chapter six of the book of Isaiah – In the year 
that King Uzziah died, I saw the Lord sitting on a throne, high and lofty, and the hem of his robe 
filled the temple.  That vision includes one of the many expressions of the Jewish understanding of 
God as one and yet as a plurality, in verse 8, Whom shall I send and who will go for us? And I said, 
Here am I, send me!   Mission is the only adequate response to the eternal challenge of the triune 
God. 
 
A few years after Bishop Heber’s death, the English composer John Dykes wrote a tune especially 
for this hymn, the tune we still sing today.  He called his tune Nicaea, because it was at the first 
Council of Nicaea that the assembled bishops defined and proclaimed the doctrine of the Trinity. 
 
Today’s readings cannot teach us about the Trinity because the doctrine of the Trinity was 
formulated much later than the Scriptures were written, after centuries of grappling with their truths.  
But they help us to enlarge our understanding of God by telling us more about the three persons or 
personae or roles of the Trinity. You might like to take your service sheet home with you and read 
the passages again. 
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The reading from Proverbs is one of many passages which speak of holy Wisdom, the master 
worker, the one who is honoured in many parts of the church as the agent of God in Creation; the 
Spirit of God, the feminine aspect of God, as revealed in the first chapter of Genesis, so God 
created humankind in his image, in the image of God he created them, male and female he created 
them.  The God we believe in is not limited by gender.   
 
In other parts of the church Holy Wisdom is one of the titles of Jesus the Christ, as in the dedication 
of the great church of Hagia Sophia in Constantinople, which was the largest and grandest church in 
Christendom for at least seven centuries.  
 
Today’s psalm is a hymn of praise to God the Father:  O Lord, our Lord, how majestic is your name 
in all the earth!  You have set your glory above the heavens. And yet God has made us, humankind, 
only a little lower than the elohim, the divine beings, or the angels.  Our version simply translates 
this plural word as ‘God’.  
 
This God is greater than our greatest understanding; even the teaching of the Trinity cannot define 
God or limit God:  his glory is beyond all our words and beyond our imaginings, for a god we can 
fully understand is a god too small, a god who is unworthy of our worship. 
 
So to the epistle.  In the light of the Resurrection, Paul writes to the church of Rome about the grace 
of the Lord Jesus Christ, the second person of the Trinity, through whom we have the hope of 
sharing the glory of God, in some way.  Through his suffering, we can rejoice in the promise of 
salvation by the grace of God the Father.   
 
The passage goes on speak of the wrath of God, which is not a popular topic today, and of Christ’s 
work of reconciliation, and declares the heart of the gospel in a single sentence: God proves his love 
for us in that while we still were sinners, Christ died for us.   
 
But how does God’s love reach us and move us?  Paul tells us that it comes through the Holy Spirit, 
the third person of the Trinity.  The Holy Spirit pours God’s love into our hearts, in abundance.  
And our Gospel reading records Jesus’ promise to his first disciples that, after he had returned to the 
Father in heaven, the Spirit of truth, the holy wisdom, would come to guide them into all truth.  The 
passage goes on to tell us that the coming of the Spirit would turn the disciples’ sorrow into joy, just 
as, every Easter, we mourn the death of Christ  and then rejoice in his Resurrection. 
 
Augustine, St Augustine, was the bishop of Hippo in North Africa from the year 395 to 430. He 
spent 17 of those years studying the Scripture and meditating and writing a treatise on the Holy  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

THE TRINITY 

  
about God to distorted and misleading rules of interpretation.  Again, there is another type: people who 
indeed strive to climb above the created universe, so ineluctably of the substance which is God. But so top-
heavy are they with the load of their mortality that what they do not know they wish to give the impression of 
knowing, and what they wish to know they cannot; and so they block their own road to genuine 
understanding by stating too categorically their own presumptuous opinions, and then, rather than changing 
a misconceived opinion they have defended, they prefer to keep it uncorrected. 

St Augustine of Hippo, On the Trinity 

The reader of these reflections of mine on the Trinity should bear in mind that 
my pen is on the watch against the sophistries of those who scorn the starting-
point of faith, and allow themselves to be deceived through a crude and 
misguided love of reason.  Some of them try to transfer what they have 
observed about bodily things to incorporeal and spiritual things, which they 
would measure by the standard of what they experience through the senses of 
the body or learn by natural human intelligence, lively application, and technical 
skill.   There are others whose concept of God, such as it is, ascribes to him 
the nature and moods of the human spirit, a mistake which ties their arguments 
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Trinity.  Everyone in the city knew he was writing the treatise, and many other scholars were 
writing on the same subject in the same period.  It is hard for us to grasp how, at that time, people in 
the streets would talk about the relation of the Father to the Son and the relation of the Son to the 
Spirit with the same passion and the same knowledge as some of us might talk about the chances of 
the Saints winning against the Bulldogs next Friday night.   
 
I’ve been reading Augustine’s treatise on the web – it’s intellectually challenging, even in a modern 
translation, as you see from the opening words, which are in Connections.  Augustine reminds us 
that the Trinity is a truth which can be grasped only by faith, not by human reason.  Human reason 
can deceive us, but faith will lead us into all truth. 
 
There is lots more:  in the treatise Augustine explains how the Father is the first cause of all that is, 
and how the single death of Christ saves humankind from our double death, the death of the body 
and the death of the soul, and how the Spirit is the essence of divine love.  He explains how, being 
made in the image of God, each of us is a trinity – of memory, understanding and will. 
 
One day, while Augustine was walking on the beach, he saw a boy, with a seashell in his hand;  he 
was running into the sea, and filling the shell with water, and then emptying the water into a hole he 
had dug in the sand.  Augustine smiled and said to him, ‘You know that you cannot fit all the water 
in the sea into that little hole?’  The boy looked at him and said, ‘No more can you fit the mystery 
of the Trinity into the human mind’.  From then on, Augustine adopted the seashell as the image of 
his quest to comprehend and explain the Trinity and the shell has become the emblem both of the 
saint and of the study of theology. 
 
Why is all this important?  Because, we are taught that we are made in the image of God – so each 
of us is truly human when we become a creator, when we create peace and goodwill, especially 
among our own families and friends and workmates, when we create works of art, and music, and 
literature, and help people have fuller and richer lives; we are truly human when we redeem people 
from a life without God by reaching out to them in the name of Jesus;  we are truly human when, 
like the Spirit, we teach the reality of the love of God,  by what we say and how we live.   What 
each of us believes about God will shape our belonging in the church, and how we worship, and 
how we behave towards other people, and what we become as we grow in faith and hope and love.     
 
So let’s believe big.  And love big. And serve big.  Every day that God gives us, let’s give glory to 
God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit, three persons, one God, through all time and eternity.   To which 
we can only respond …  AMEN     

_________________________ 
 


