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ADDRESS                    Trinity Sunday   30 May 2021                                                         
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Isaiah 6. 1-8   The call to serve 

Psalm 29  The glory of the Lord  

Romans 8. 12-17        The flesh and the Spirit 

John 3. 1-17                Being born again 
 

Wesley and I saw a miracle at Synod this month.   
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An agenda that normally takes five days and nights of extended debate was dealt with in just over 

three hours -- the delegates were keen to move on to choose the new archbishop. 

The miracle was achieved by putting off debate on a few contentious issues until the next meeting 

of Synod, in September. One of these contentious issues was a proposal to change the wording of 

the baptismal service, to remove mention of the Trinity.    

The Gospel of Matthew records Jesus’ commissioning his disciples to go and make disciples of all 

nations, baptising them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  That is, 

baptising them in the name of the Trinity. 

On the first night of Synod, two delegates proposed a motion saying that Jesus was only speaking 

metaphorically, that he really meant, and I quote, “something like immersing them in that which 

pertains to the person of the Father, and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit”.  So they argued that 

we should be baptising infants simply in the name of Jesus Christ  or in the name of the Lord 

Jesus. 

Two other delegates proposed an amendment which would rule out changing the formula. Then 

another delegate stood up to give notice of another amendment.  Clearly we could be in for a long 

debate.  Dr Sowada intervened; she stood up to propose that discussion on the motion  be 

deferred until synod met again in September.  There were enthusiastic cries of ‘yes’ and the 

session closed and we all went home early. 
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May our words and our 
thoughts ever sing  your 
praises, O Lord, our strength 
and our redeemer. 
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Clearly, the debates on the nature and person of God which began in the second century are still 

not over. 

Before our service began today Lois played a choral version of one of several cantatas Johann 

Sebastian Bach composed for Trinity Sunday.  The words are in Connections: 
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That’s a good start to understanding the nature of the God we worship.  Thank you, Lois. 
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How many sermons have you heard preached on today’s Gospel  passage?  We can mine its 

riches in many ways.  A few weeks ago. Stephen  preached on the greatest verse in the passage,  

John 3.16.  He reminded us that coming to God is not a matter of doing a bit better or knowing a 

bit more about God. Like Nicodemus, we all need to have a completely new start - to be born 

again.  We need to change.  

The passage is set again for today, Trinity Sunday – it records Jesus, the Son, teaching  

Nicodemus, among other things, about his relationship with the Father and with the Holy Spirit.   

Because this relationship is unique there is no analogy that will help us comprehend the 

relationship. We can say that a man can be a father, and a husband, and an engineer and a 

member of a particular church and a Rotarian. He has multiple roles but he is still one man.  But 

Father, Son and Spirit are not roles, they are persons.  So that analogy  does not work. 

We can say that H20 can be in the form of ice, water or steam. Yes, but they cannot be in more 

than one of these forms at the same time, whereas God the Father, God the Son and God the 

Holy Spirit all co-exist, at the same time. So that analogy does not work, either. 

Both these analogies can lead us into a heresy that theologians call Modalism. 

Or we can use the three-leaf clover as a symbol of the Trinity. But that analogy does not work 

either -- the fatal flaw is that it shows each leaf as a distinct part of the whole, but God has no 

parts.  Each person of the Trinity is God whole and entire. 

This analogy can lead us into a heresy known as Tritheism. 

Together we must ever strive to enter heaven’s portal, 

For there our spirits will survive, and join in song immortal, 

To You the King of heaven’s host, the Lord of all Creation, 

God, Father, Son and Holy Ghost, who brought to man salvation, 

 One being in three persons. 
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So what are Modalism and Tritheism?  Ask me afterwards, if you like -- theology can give 

people a headache.   

We know that the word ‘trinity’ is not in the Bible -- it is the name the church gives to a particular 

understanding of the nature of God which is clearly Biblical. The Bible sees the three persons of 

God as being intertwined in one being, one mind, one all-embracing love. This image comes close 

to getting it right:  

Slide 3 

 

 

 

Many people reject the doctrine of the Trinity simply because they don’t understand it.  But we 

don’t apply the same reasoning to other situations in our lives – I don’t understand how my 

mobile phone works, or when the next glorious sunset will come, or where flies go in winter, 

but I accept and relish them all. 

So it is with understanding God as Trinity: the closer we come to the centre in our prayers and 

in our meditation on Scripture, the closer we come to a spiritual encounter, deeper and richer 

and longer-lasting than any physical encounter. 
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Believers struggle to describe the nature of God in words. In 1562, the Church of England 

proclaimed that the first article of the Christian faith is   
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If this does not make everything clear, we can attend carefully when we say the long ancient 

creed known as the Creed of Saint Athanasias, which was probably drafted in southern 

France sometime around the year 450.  

There is but one living and true God, ever-lasting, without body, parts or 

passions; of infinite power, wisdom and goodness; the Maker and 

preserver of all things both visible and invisible. And in unity of this 

Godhead there be three persons, of one substance, power and eternity: 

the Father, the Son and the Holy Ghost. 
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.  .  . and so on, at length. 

In our last parish, in Brisbane, the clergy generally did not use the words Father, Son and 

Holy Spirit.  We were always blessed with the formula  Creator, Redeemer and Sanctifier.  

But, again, this is talking about roles, rather than persons.  The words Father, Son  were 

banned for saying that they suggested that God is male, when, of course, the Divine Being 

has no gender.  

In the first centuries of the church, until about the 5th century, there was no special service for 

Trinity Sunday because every Sunday was Trinity Sunday, every act of worship honoured the 

Trinity, every congregation was blessed in the name of the Trinity.  

Today’s Gospel shows that, in Jesus, Nicodemus recognised God, YHWH, the Father spoken of 

many times in the Jewish Scriptures;  in passages like Isaiah  64:8:  Yet, O LORD, you are our 

father; we are the clay, and you are our potter; and we all are the work of your hand.  Today’s Old 

Testament reading  reminds us that Isaiah had seen a vision of the glory of the triune God: holy, 

holy, holy is the Lord of hosts. 

Jesus tells Nicodemus that no-one can enter the kingdom of God without being born again, born of 

water and the Spirit. So Father, Son and Holy Spirit are one. They are one Lord, one king.  In 

Jesus’ teaching, water and the Spirit are linked. So, when a child is baptised, we pray for the 

blessing of the gift of the Holy Spirit. 

Nicodemus seems not to understand. So Jesus speaks about the work of the Spirit, the breath of 

God which goes where it wills and cannot be directed or controlled by humankind. 

But his promise is followed by a warning – that those who have been offered the gift of grace, but 

have refused it, have condemned themselves – they have spurned the gift of eternal life.  

Nicodemus took the promise and the warning seriously. Towards the end of his Gospel, John tells 

us that he provided a huge amount of precious spices to anoint Jesus’ body, much more than 

Jewish burial customs demand, and helped Joseph of Arimathea, a fellow member of the 

Sanhedrin, prepare the body for burial.  

Later legend says that Nicodemus was cast out of the synagogue for believing in Jesus as the 

Messiah. He went to live with Gamaliel, another member of the Sanhedrin, and died later, weeping 

over the grave of Stephen, deacon and martyr.  

 We worship one God in Trinity, and Trinity in Unity;   neither confounding 

the persons not dividing the Substance .  .  .   
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So, why does it matter how we understand God?  Surely, the better we know God the easier it is 

to approach him and to respond when he comes near to us.  The closer we are to him, the more 

we can draw on his strength when we are ill, or lonely, or depressed, or needing support as we 

deal with a problem.  The search for the triune God is a spiritual quest, not just an intellectual one, 

more than a struggle to find human words and images to depict Divine reality. 

Alfred Tennyson, Queen Victoria’s poet laureate, urged us to  
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The image comes from St Paul’s epistle to the Romans, the passage we read today: 
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When we cry, ‘Abba! Father!  It is that very Spirit bearing witness with our Spirit that we are 

children of God. 

In a rich prayer life the Trinity becomes a living reality, not just a theological formula.   
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LET US PRAY.   

Lord, increase our understanding of your being, and of your saving grace, and lead us to honour 

you in our hearts and in our lives.  AMEN. 

 

Modalism 

The doctrine that the persons of the Trinity represent only three modes or aspects of the divine revelation, three 

ways of looking at God, not distinct and coexisting parts of the divine nature. 

Tritheism 

The doctrine that the three persons of the Trinity are three distinct gods in some kind of relationship. 

Speak to Him, thou, for He hears, and Spirit with Spirit can meet – 

Closer is He than breathing, and nearer than hands and feet .  .  .  

Speak to Him, thou, for He hears, and Spirit with Spirit can meet – 

Closer is He than breathing, and nearer than hands and feet .  .   

When we cry, ‘Abba! Father!  It is that very Spirit bearing witness 

with our Spirit that we are children of God. 
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FOR CONNECTIONS 

 Sermon theme: ‘knowing the Trinity’ 

THROUGH WORDS. 

Libretto of today’s introit by Johann Sebastian Bach: 

Together we must ever strive to enter heaven’s portal, 

For there our spirits will survive, and join in song immortal, 

To You the King of heaven’s host, the Lord of all Creation, 

God, Father, Son and Holy Ghost, who brought to man salvation, 

  One being in three persons. 

THROUGH IMAGES.      

This one comes close:   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

THROUGH PRAYER. 


