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

 

This is the day when preachers everywhere are at least a little bit 

reluctant to preach—Trinity Sunday. This is also Father’s Day, 

which we can use to talk about the Trinity. There are basically 

two ways of understanding the Trinity: The first one looks at how 

the three Persons of the Trinity—Father, Son, and Holy Spirit—

relate to one another, and that’s where preachers often feel out of 

their depth because it gets into some deep theology; the second 

looks at how each of the three Persons relates to us, which is much 

easier to talk about, and which Christians around the world are all 

dying to learn about today—aren’t you?  

First, let’s get a common misunderstanding out of the way. It’s 

the idea that the one God wears three different hats, depending on 

the circumstance. In some instances he acts as Father, in some as 

Jesus the Son, and in some as the Holy Spirit. But that’s totally 

wrong. In fact it’s a heresy called modalism because of the three 

modes that it supposes the one God acts in. It’s a natural 

conclusion if you try to apply mathematics to God. But when it 

comes to understanding the Trinity, you have to leave your 

calculator at the door. Three Persons in one God has nothing to 

do with math—it’s all about an intimate divine community that 

shares one substance, one will, and one powerful love. 

So let’s take the Father’s Day approach. First a point of 

clarification: When the Church talks about God the Father and 

God the Son, it’s easy to suppose that we’re using human images 

to understand divine realities, that God is somehow like a human 

father and Jesus is related to him like a human son. But that’s a 

mistake because, as with lots of other things, the reality is the 

other way around. Human fathers and sons are images of God the 

Father and God the Son, or to put it more broadly, human parents 



and children are images of the divine reality. The divine Father-

Son relationship is the ideal, the perfect model and pattern, of how 

human relationships are meant to be. I remember my mom 

correcting me one time when I remarked how much my friend’s 

dad looked like my friend. Mom said that, no, my friend looked 

like his dad.  

The Ten Commandments, the first of the 613 laws that God gave 

to Moses, are divided into two categories. The first has to do with 

how we should relate to God—worship him above all, don’t 

reduce him to an image or a statue, don’t use his Name profanely, 

rest on the seventh day just as God rested; and the second is about 

how we should relate to one another—don’t murder, steal, 

commit adultery, lie about others or covet what doesn’t belong to 

you.  

I didn’t mention the fifth commandment, though, because it really 

belongs in both categories. “Honor your father and your mother,” 

respect them, defer to them, love them. It goes at the top of the 

list in the second category, the commandments about how we are 

to relate to each other, because parents are our primary points of 

human contact. They’re the ones who brought us into the world, 

who nurture and care for us, who teach us how to relate to others, 

and who play a huge part in what kind of grownups we turn out 

to be. That’s the usual way it happens, but it’s not always the way 

due to circumstances that are less than ideal. And the kind of 

adults we turn out to be is usually an image of our parents, in both 

appearance and character. Some of our physical traits are similar 

to one or both parents. How we behave and relate to others is often 

a reflection of our parents, an outcome of our upbringing, which 

is why it comes at the top of the list of commandments about 

relating to other people. 

But “Honor your father and your mother” also belongs with the 

first four commandments, the ones about how we relate to God. 

That’s because parents are meant to be an image of God the Father 

in the way he loves and cares for all his creatures. That’s the 

vocation, the divine calling, of parents who worship the Lord. So 



when we honor our parents, we also honor God whose image they 

bear. Of course no human parents can be a perfect image of God, 

because none can love or provide for their children as fully as 

God. Yet the love that parents have for their children is the kind 

that comes closest to the love that God has for us all. The kind of 

self-sacrificing love that moves parents to do whatever it takes to 

protect their children comes closest to the kind of love that took 

Jesus to the cross for all people. So it’s in doing their best that 

parents bear God’s image—not the best, but their best, because 

our abilities are not all equal, our circumstances are not all ideal.  

So what kind of Father is God? Like I said, to compare God to 

human fathers is really to work backwards from the copy to the 

original. But it’s still helpful as long as we keep in mind that that’s 

what we’re doing. We do that in trying to understand all sorts of 

things, because it’s usually easiest to begin with our own 

experience and work our way up. In the formative years, young 

boys see in their fathers the pattern they should imitate, because 

their dad, his character, his words, his actions, are the standard by 

which all things, and all other dads are measured. If Dad is kind 

and good and godly, they’ll try to imitate that. Little girls see in 

their dads the ideal man who nurtures and protects, and whose 

arms are always open for them to rush into, no matter what has 

happened.  

God the Father is all of those things, the last one especially for us. 

His arms are always open for us to rush into, no matter what has 

happened, and no matter how grievously we’ve sinned. The 

parable of the prodigal son makes that abundantly clear (Lk 15:11-

32). The son takes his inheritance from his father and squanders it 

in a distant land that’s full of temptations, and ends up in a 

miserable state. In desperation he decides to go home, cap in hand, 

and beg for the lowest, most insecure position on his father’s 

estate. But before he even reaches the house his father rushes out 

and throws his arms around him, clothes him in his best robe, lays 

on a huge feast, and restores him fully as his son.  



That’s how God the Father relates to us, but how does he relate to 

Jesus his Son, the second Person of the Trinity. Like the prodigal 

son, Jesus takes his inheritance and leaves his Father’s side for a 

land that is far away from God because of sin. Unlike the prodigal, 

Jesus’ will is perfectly aligned with his Father’s will. So he does 

it for a self-giving, not a self-serving reason. Instead of 

squandering his inheritance, he reaches out to all the people there 

with the promise of sharing that inheritance with whoever will 

follow him back to his Father’s house. And in order to make that 

possible, he puts himself at the mercy of those same sinful people, 

who plunge him into the most miserable state, where he goes 

willingly, absorbing into himself all the sin of the world, 

including the hatred of those who nailed him to the cross, and he 

forgave it all.  

Then, having risen from the dead, he returned to his Father’s 

house, as we celebrate on Ascension Day, not destitute like the 

prodigal, but with the wealth of humanity. That was the Son’s 

purpose in entering into his own creation. He was sent by the 

Father to redeem the creation by suffering and dying as the 

atonement for its corruption, which he did willingly because his 

will and the Father’s will are one, their love for their creation is 

one, and their desire to redeem it rather than see it destroyed is 

one. 

Everybody who hears the Son’s voice and follows where he leads 

is a co-inheritor, a co-heir, with Jesus of his eternal kingdom. God 

the Father loves us like he loves his own Son because, as Paul 

says, whoever is joined to Jesus in a death like his, dying to our 

own sin as Jesus died for all sin, becomes a part of him, a member 

of his body (Rom 6:5-10). And because we have become that 

intimately one with the Son, that makes his Father our Father, who 

is the real standard by whom all fathers, all parents, are measured, 

and whose arms are open wide for us to rush into no matter what 

has happened, no matter what we’ve done. That’s the inheritance 

Jesus brought with him to share with us. 



That’s how the Father and the Son relate to us, and that’s how we 

understand who they are. But that’s only two Persons of the 

Trinity. So what about the third Person, the Holy Spirit? St 

Augustine wrote a book on the Trinity called On the Trinity—he 

wasn’t very imaginative when it came to catchy titles. My 

translation of it covers nearly 500 pages. I read it, but it wasn’t 

easy going. However, he was able to sum up his description of the 

Trinity in one simple phrase: the Lover, the Beloved, and the 

Love.  

God the Father is the Lover who loves his Son perfectly, and who 

loves all things into existence. Jesus is the Beloved, the object of 

God’s immense love. And since all who believe Jesus and follow 

him are joined to him in baptism, becoming members of his body, 

we are the Beloved as well. The Holy Spirit is the Love that is 

shared between the Father and the Son, and is poured out on 

everyone and everything that God loves. Hence the last line of 

today’s second lesson where Paul says that “God’s love has been 

poured into our hearts through the Holy Spirit that has been given 

to us.” The Holy Spirit is the Person who fills the Church with the 

love of God, who makes his dwelling in us, who glorifies God in 

us, as Jesus says in today’s gospel, who guides us into all truth. 

And since Jesus describes himself as “the Way and the Truth and 

the Life,” and therefore the only access we have to the Father (Jn 

14:6), it is through Jesus that the Spirit guides us to the Father.  

The Spirit was present at creation, “hovering over the face of the 

waters” (Gen 1:2). He was visible at Jesus’ baptism when, as John 

the Baptist testified,  

I saw the Spirit descending from heaven like a dove, and it 

remained on him… the one who sent me to baptize with water 

said to me, ‘He on whom you see the Spirit descend and remain 

is the one who baptizes with the Holy Spirit.’” (Jn 1:32-33)  

He was visible again on the day of Pentecost when he appeared 

on the heads of the apostles as tongues of fire, and they were 

indeed baptized with the Holy Spirit, empowering them to 

proclaim the Good News about Jesus in the languages of all the 



people who were in Jerusalem that day. And as Peter preached 

that day, the Spirit guided 3,000 people into the truth of Jesus, and 

they were born again, baptized in water and the Holy Spirit (f Jn 

3:5-8).  

He brought the Church to life that day, and ever since then he has 

been leading the people of God whenever and wherever they 

gather to worship. At every baptism he makes his dwelling in that 

person, joining them to Christ in a death like his, making them 

children of God and inheritors of God’s kingdom. And he is the 

peace of God that passes all understanding, who enables the 

children of God to love and care for one another, and to reach out 

in love to a world that very badly needs to know something of the 

peace and love of God. It’s “through the Holy Spirit that has been 

given to us” that we’re taken up into the life of the Trinity, what 

the theologians call the Community of Love, even as we remain 

in this life awaiting the fulfilment of that vision. That community 

is most visible when we gather at the Lord’s table, where the 

Spirit ushers us into the presence of the Father, and where the Son 

speaks to us through his Word and feeds us from his own 

substance. It’s that close community with God and with one 

another that sustains us in our everyday life and in our mission to 

reach out to the world around us with the Good News of God’s 

love.  

Austin Farrer sums all this up very nicely. He says,  

Belief in the Trinity is not a distant speculation; the Trinity is 

that blessed family into which we are adopted. God has asked 

us into his house, he has spread his table before us, he has set 

out bread and wine. We are made one body with the Son of 

God, and in him converse with the eternal Father, through the 

indwelling of the Holy Ghost. (The Crown of the Year, 37) 

In other words, it’s not by our ability to understand the doctrine 

of the Trinity, or any other doctrine, but by our worship that we’re 

taken up into the life of God and remain there. And so on this 

Father’s Day we pray that fathers everywhere may be to their 



children images of our heavenly Father. And on this Trinity 

Sunday we pray that God will  

Keep us steadfast in this faith and worship, and bring us at last 

to see you in your one and eternal glory, O Father; who with 

the Son and the Holy Spirit live and reign, one God, for ever 

and ever. Amen. 
a.m.d.g. 
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