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“Holy, holy, holy!  Lord God Almighty!  God in three persons, blessed Trinity!”  I grew up 

singing that hymn, number 1 in the 1956 Baptist Hymnal and pretty close to the front in 

subsequent editions as it had also been in the predecessor Broadman Hymnal.  I don’t remember 

what I thought of the hymn as a child, other than it was fun to sing and must be important since it 

was number 1.  It didn’t bother me that the song didn’t define that odd word, trinity, or some 

other unknown terms like cherubim and seraphim.  It was a song of praise to God and for me, for 

a long time, that was sufficient. 

 

There’s a part of me that would like to leave it at that now.  As I wrestled with what to preach 

this week, I seriously considered just putting some Trinitarian art on the front of the bulletin and 

programming some songs which allude to the Trinity and then preaching about something else 

entirely.  I know more than a few pastors who make that sort of nod to Trinity Sunday, a 

celebration which dates back to at least the fifth century, and then run for cover with their 

sermons.  They are probably wiser than I.  I imagine many of you all would just as soon that I 

leave this odd piece of Christian theology be but y’all know me, never content to leave well 

enough alone.  I’ve been fascinated for years by the meaning and implications of “God in three 

persons” and my recent reading has taken me back down that path.  So, this morning, I’m going 

to try to give you all my current thinking and why it has been, is, and will be important not only 

to our conceptions of God but to our living out of the call of Jesus upon our lives.  Or, to put it 

another way, “as it was in the beginning, is now and ever shall be, world without end, amen.” 

 

A look at the New Testament shows us that Trinitarian language was being used relatively early 

in the history of the Church.  We heard just a moment ago Paul’s familiar blessing to the church 

in Corinth, often used as the basis for benediction by me and many other ministers.  Paul also 

used what we now think of as Trinitarian language in his previous correspondence with the 

Corinthians.  In I Corinthians 12:4-6, we read: “Now there are varieties of gifts, but the same 

Spirit; and there are varieties of services, but the same Lord; and there are varieties of activities, 

but it is the same God who activates all of them in everyone.”  This is likely the oldest reference 

to Trinitarian thought in the New Testament, if we follow the current wisdom of the majority of 

scholars who date I Corinthians around AD 55 versus the Gospel According to Matthew at about 

AD 90.  Other uses of Trinitarian language in the New Testament in Ephesians, I Peter, and Jude, 

fall between these two books, depending on which theories of authorship you follow.  But 

regardless of these dates, the point is actually the freedom with which Paul used this language as 

early as AD 55.  He does not bother to explain why he uses these three different terms for God, 

nor the differences between them in identity or function.  Paul expected his friends in Corinth to 

understand why he would write about God in this way.  That leads us to the conclusion that this 

was part of what he taught them as their missionary in AD 50, less than 20 years after the death 

and resurrection of Jesus. 

 

I make this point because so many critics of Trinitarian thought dismiss it as a product of the era 

of the Greek Fathers, after AD 100.  But even if one considers the baptismal rite suggested by 

Jesus in Matthew to be a later attribution, it’s clear that the concept of the Trinity was taking 

shape very early on.  This shouldn’t surprise us.  As early as Torah, the Scriptures we share with 

the Jews make various attempts to express how the inexpressible God, whose unmitigated 

Presence is deadly to humankind, can also be present in creation as cloud, fire, wind, angel or 

Spirit.  In the very first verses of Genesis, we are told, “In the beginning God created the heaven 
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and the earth.  And the earth was without form, and void; and darkness was upon the face of the 

deep. And the Spirit of God moved upon the face of the waters.”  In Exodus, God appears to 

Moses as a bush which burns but is not consumed and to the Israelites as a pillar of cloud by day 

and a pillar of fire by night.  But when Moses asks to see God face to face, God replies, “you 

cannot see my face; for no one shall see me and live.”  But who is it that meets Abraham at the 

oaks of Mamre and causes Sarah to laugh out loud at the promise of a son?  Genesis 18:1 says, 

“The Lord appeared to Abraham…” 18:2 says, “He looked up and saw three men…”  This story 

is the basis for the mysterious icon of Andrei Rublev, the most famous of all Russian 

iconographers, known as “The Holy Trinity,” which is on our side table this morning and about 

which I’ll say more in a few moments. 

 

There was, then, a tradition of understanding available to the disciples of Jesus that the One God 

of Israel was revealed in a number of ways.  It makes perfect sense, therefore, that after the 

Resurrection, after the wild experience of Pentecost, as they struggled to communicate what they 

had experienced, that they began to speak of a threefold expression of the One True God.  Jesus 

had taught them to call the God of Abraham and Moses “Father.”  Their experience of speaking 

and understanding languages, they connected to the prophecy of Joel: “I will pour out my spirit 

on all flesh; your sons and your daughters shall prophesy, your old men shall dream dreams, and 

your young men shall see visions. Even on the male and female slaves, in those days, I will pour 

out my spirit.”  As for Jesus, they were convinced that his resurrection by God had ratified his 

teaching and his life in the deepest way possible.  Only a human who showed forth the will and 

character of God as an only son does for his earthly father could be so blessed, so singled out, so 

anointed.  As the clearest revelation of the Father, Jesus had to be the Son.  For their time and 

place and culture, it was an easily understood shorthand for their experience.  They now knew 

the One God as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. 

 

So far, so good.  These relatively simple statements of faith based on experience have an easily 

accessible truth that still speaks today.  Where we run into problems, it seems to me, is when we 

begin to grapple with language that was devised a couple of hundred years later to translate these 

same truths to a mindset that is both closer and yet farther from our own that that of the Hebraic 

thought so familiar to those of us who grew up reading the Bible.  I speak now of the thought of 

the Greek philosophers.  I wonder how many of us here this morning have made a habit of 

reading the works of Plato or the Neo-Platonic writers?  Anyone?  Anybody read “The 

Republic,” even once?  Those works used to be part of a well-rounded education.  But you see 

how their approach is now more foreign to us than that of Paul and the Evangelists.  Here’s the 

problem (and I quote from the book Beyond Foundationalism: Shaping Theology in a 

Postmodern Context by Stanley Grenz and John Franke): “Because by the second half of the 

second century Hellenism loomed as the chief audience to which Christian thought needed to be 

directed, the early Christian apologists busied themselves with the task of finding common 

ground between the Christian message and the Greek philosophical tradition.”  That was the 

movement that led to such mindbenders as “three persons, one substance” and other such arcane 

Trinitarian niceties that cause the average eye to roll back in the average head. 

 

The book from which I’ve just quoted, Beyond Foundationalism, is worthwhile on a number of 

levels and not simply because it quotes our dear brother Charlie Scalise and a good friend to 

Charlie and Pam and another of my former professors, Dan Stiver.  In finding ways for Christian 
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theology to be relevant to our postmodern world, Grenz and Franke land on a structure that is 

based on The Trinity, Community, and Eschatology.  The link between Trinity and Community 

seems particularly important for our way of living out the Way of Jesus and I want to pursue that 

a bit in the time left to us. 

 

I very much believe in the adage that the best theology is that which leads us to greater love of 

God and greater love of neighbor.  I think that approach to theology is built into the bones of 

Good Shepherd Baptist Church thanks to the oft-repeated refrain of our founding pastor, Rev. 

Bernie Turner, “Love Everybody.”  Bernie obviously drew his emphasis from the example of 

Jesus, who cited the two greatest commandments as love of God and love of neighbor, as well as 

the statement in I John that “God is love.”  So, how does a Trinitarian theology contribute to this 

understanding of God as love and of our most important callings to be to love God and love our 

neighbors? 

 

A little while ago, I pointed out one of the pieces of Trinitarian art with which I’ve decorated our 

Sanctuary this morning, Andrei Rublev’s “The Holy Trinity.”  Another former professor from 

my days at Southern Seminary, Dr. Molly Marshall mentions it in her book on the Holy Spirit, 

Joining the Dance.  Reporting that a copy hangs over the desk in her office, she writes, “As I 

have prayed before it and meditated on its depiction of communion, I have felt the pull of the 

Spirit drawing me into the Trinitarian hospitality it portrays.  Although the three figures lean 

toward one another in love and attentiveness, there is an open space.  It is as if the beholder is 

invited to pull up a chair to the nearside of the table in the foreground and enter the intimate 

conversation.” 

 

As I’ve said here previously, although some time ago, the overarching metaphor of Dr. 

Marshall’s book speaks strongly to me.  The metaphor, as revealed in her title, is the dance, 

specifically, the perichoresis, or circle dance of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.  It has been a 

model for Trinitarian thinking since the fourth century, initially proposed by Gregory of Nyssa 

and later refined in the eighth century by John of Damascus.  John uses the term to signify his 

concept of the internal relationship of God, that all three persons of the Trinity mutually and 

lovingly share in the life of the others, so that none is isolated or detached from the actions of the 

others.  Ultimately, this dance of God is not, as at least one writer has suggested, a pas de deux 

between Father and Son with the Spirit providing the music.  Nor is it a trio.  In the greater plan 

of God, the perichoresis is a quadrille, a dance of four partners – our Source, our Brother, our 

Comforter and fourth, the Bride of Christ, the Church, ourselves. 

 

We are invited to cut into this great dance, the perichoresis of the Trinity, through God’s great 

love for us.  Just as each member of the Trinity loves and is connected to the others, so God 

reaches out in love to us and offers us connection.  I believe this is what we can learn from 

Paul’s Letter to the Romans: “God’s love has been poured into our hearts through the Holy Spirit 

that has been given to us.”  The Holy Spirit, that third person of God who dwells within us, is the 

funnel by which God pours God’s love into us, cracking open our hearts of stone and making it 

possible for us to hope to share in the glory of God, the glory of Christ Jesus. 

 

As the great German theologian, Jürgen Moltmann writes, “When we hear the names, Father and 

Son and Holy Spirit, we sense that in the mystery of God there must be a wondrous community.”  
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Moltmann also affirms, “It is only from the perspective of the Trinitarian God that we can claim 

that "God is Love," because love is never alone.”  The great patristic theologian St. Augustine 

had this to say on the subject of the trinity: “Now, love is of someone who loves, and something 

is loved with love. So then there are three: the lover, the beloved, and the love.”  Those who have 

been deeply in love know this to be true.  Lover and loved become one, as Genesis says, “they 

become one flesh.”  But they also discover deep truths about themselves in relationship.  And 

those who have spent time in the company of people who are in love know how their deep care 

for each other impacts those in contact with them.  Family and friends feel the palpable presence 

of the love and it affects them as well.  The deep internal relationship of God has echoes 

throughout creation. 

 

If this thinking on the nature of the Trinity opens up for us the nature of God and the nature of 

love between two persons, it also sheds light for us on the nature of the love we are to have for 

all those who surround us, our Beloved Community.  Our relationships with each other are to be 

self-giving, taking care of each other, not destructively competitive.  Jürgen Moltmann also 

writes, “The Trinitarian unity of the Son and the Father through the Spirit is a model for the 

relationships of men and women in the Spirit of Christ.”  As theologian Barbara Brown Zikmund 

puts it, “God as community calls us to shared responsibility.”  To take the doctrine of the Trinity 

seriously, she writes, means to adopt “a radical ethic of justice and care… a vision that the self 

and the other should be treated as of equal worth.”  We, members of the Body of Christ, are to 

love the other members of the Body as the three members of the Godhead love each other – 

without domination, in equality, each giving honor to the other. 

 

As a final example, let me hearken back to Genesis and to the work of Grenz and Franke in 

reframing Christian theology for the postmodern age.  Taking seriously the idea of humankind 

made in the image of God and still bearing the imago dei, they write: “The creation of 

humankind in the divine image… can mean nothing less than that humans express the relational 

dynamic of the God whose representation we are called to be.  Consequently, each human is 

related to the image of God ultimately only within the context of life in relationship.  Only in 

community can we truly show what God is like, for God is the community of love, the eternal 

relational dynamic enjoyed by the three persons of the Trinity…  God’s own character can only 

be mirrored by humans who love after the manner of the perfect love present within the heart of 

the triune God.  Only as Christians who live in fellowship can we show forth what God is like.  

And as we reflect God’s character – love – we also live in accordance with our own true nature 

and find our true identity.” 

 

“Holy, holy, holy!  Merciful and mighty!”  It is so tempting in these troubled times to take refuge 

in the idea of God as mighty, that the mighty God might smite our enemies and restore God’s 

people, defined by us, to our former glory.  But in the picture of the Triune God, “God in three 

persons, blessed Trinity,” I find instead the image of God as All-Merciful to be most compelling 

– the God who loves and invites and sustains.  In our dancing, three-personned God, I see not a 

warrior but a mother, our Womb of Life and Source of Being.  We are called, my sisters and my 

brothers, to work alongside our Loving Creator to build a world “free of servant, lord, and 

master,” a world “free for love and unity.”  As we go forth this morning, pledged to love our 

Triune God, let us remember that we are also pledged to love our neighbor as ourselves, no 
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matter how different from us they may be.  Glory be to the Father and to the Son and to the Holy 

Ghost, as it was in the beginning, is now, and ever shall be, world without end, Amen, Amen. 

 


