
Understanding the Trinity: One God in Three 

Persons 

1. Introduction: A Beautiful Mystery 

The Trinity is the central belief of the Christian faith: the conviction that there is one God who 

exists in three distinct Persons. This doctrine is what everything in the faith rises and falls upon, 

and it is what separates Christianity from all other religions. While it is called a "mystery," this 

does not mean it is unknowable or untrue. Rather, a mystery in this sense is a reality so profound 

and infinite that it is beyond our complete human understanding. We can know true things about 

God, but we can't get our arms all the way around Him; as one teacher put it, "It's like hugging a 

really big tree." 

The great theologian Saint Augustine learned this lesson in a memorable way. While preparing to 

write his book, On the Trinity, he had a vision of himself walking on a beach. 

He saw a small child who had dug a little hole in the sand. The child was using a bucket to scoop 

water from the vast ocean and pour it into the tiny hole. Augustine asked the child what he was 

doing, and the child replied, "I'm trying to fit the entire ocean into this hole." Augustine 

explained that this was impossible. The child responded, "It's more possible than what you're 

trying to do by writing about the Trinity." 

This story serves as a powerful analogy for our own attempts to fully comprehend God. We 

cannot fit the entire "ocean" of God's being into the small "hole" of our human minds. And yet, 

while we cannot contain this mystery, we can learn a great deal about it, beginning with the most 

fundamental truth God has revealed about Himself. 

2. The Foundation: There is One God 

Before God could reveal the truth of His inner life as three Persons, He first had to firmly 

establish the truth of His oneness. This was a necessary pedagogical step. If God had revealed 

His triune nature too early, the ancient Israelites, surrounded by cultures that worshipped many 

gods, would have been tempted to simply think there were three gods. So, the story of the Old 

Testament is largely the story of God patiently teaching this foundational truth. 

• From Polytheism to Henotheism: God called Israel out from among polytheistic nations 

to worship Him alone. For much of their early history, many Israelites practiced a form of 

henotheism—believing that while other gods might exist, Yahweh was their God, the one 

they were to worship. 

• The Struggle with Idolatry: Israel continually fell into idolatry, the worship of other 

gods, and had to be called back by the prophets to the one true God. 



• The Realization of Monotheism: Over time, and especially after events like the 

Babylonian exile, the Israelites came to the firm understanding that their God, Yahweh, 

was not just one god among many, but the only God that exists. 

When God called Moses to lead His people out of slavery, Moses asked who he should say had 

sent him. God revealed His sacred name: "I am who I am." This seemingly simple phrase is 

incredibly rich with meaning about God's nature. 

Attribute Meaning for Us 

Existence 

Itself 

God is the source of all existence; everything else depends on Him. He simply 

is. 

Eternal God has no beginning and no end. He is present in all times and places. 

Transcendent God is beyond the material world we can see and experience. 

Faithful God has a plan of love for creation and will never abandon us. 

Once this belief in one God was firmly rooted, God could begin to reveal the next layer of truth: 

that this one God exists as three Persons. 

3. The Revelation: Three Persons in One God 

With the foundation of monotheism secure, God began to unveil the fuller truth of His inner, 

communal life. This truth is foreshadowed in the Old Testament and revealed clearly in the New 

Testament. 

1. The Spirit at Creation In the very first verses of the Bible, we read that "the earth was 

formless and void, and the Spirit of God was hovering over the waters." This mention of 

God's "Spirit" as active in creation provides an early image that will be more fully 

explained later. 

2. A Community in God When it comes time to create humanity, the language in Genesis 

shifts from singular to plural. God says, "Let us make man in our image." This plural 

language suggests a community within God, a hint that God is more than just a solitary 

individual. 

3. Jesus's Baptism At the baptism of Jesus, all three Persons of the Trinity are present and 

active. The Father's voice is heard from heaven, saying, "This is my beloved Son." The 

Son, Jesus, is in the water being baptized. And the Holy Spirit descends upon the Son in 

the form of a dove. This event is a clear manifestation of the three distinct Persons acting 

in unity. 



4. The Great Commission After His resurrection, Jesus commands His apostles, telling 

them to go and make disciples of all nations, "baptizing them in the name of the Father 

and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit." Critically, Jesus uses the singular word "name," 

not "names," to refer to all three. This underscores that the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit 

are united in one divine being. 

To help articulate this reality, the early Church used key philosophical terms to explain how God 

can be both one and three. 

• Nature: What a thing is. (For example, we all share one human nature.) 

• Person: Who a being is, distinct from others. (For example, we are all different persons, 

though we share the same human nature.) 

Applying this to God, Christians profess that God has one divine nature but exists as three 

distinct Persons. This is a crucial point of understanding. We human persons are distinguished 

from one another by our bodies—our physical matter separates us. But God is pure spirit; He has 

no body or matter. The divine Persons are therefore distinguished purely by their relationship to 

one another. 

4. Making Sense of the Relationship: Analogies for the 

Trinity 

To speak about the inner life of God, we must use analogies. But since God is infinitely greater 

than creation, our language is always imperfect. A helpful way to approach this is with a three-

step process: 1) take something good we know from the world (like love or knowledge), 2) raise 

that concept to infinite perfection, and 3) deny what is limited or not divine about our earthly 

version of it. 

One of the most powerful ways to understand the Trinity begins with Scripture. The Gospel of 

John opens by saying, "In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the 

Word was God." This reveals the Son as the eternal "Word" of the Father. From this scriptural 

truth, we can develop an analogy of God as an eternal communion of love. 

• The Lover: The Father, from all eternity, knows Himself perfectly. This perfect self-

knowledge generates a perfect, internal "Word" or image of Himself. 

• The Beloved: This perfect Word is the Son. The Son is the perfect image of the Father, 

everything the Father is, except that He is generated by the Father. He is the eternal 

Beloved. 

• The Love: The Father and the Son love each other with a perfect, eternal love. This love 

shared between them is so real and powerful that it is itself a distinct Person: the Holy 

Spirit. 



This relationship can be summarized in the following way: 

Person Relationship to the Others Key Idea 

The Father The source; unbegun. The Lover 

The Son Eternally begotten of the Father. The Beloved; The Perfect Word 

The Holy Spirit Proceeds from the Father and the Son. The Love They Share 

Understanding what the Trinity is also requires understanding what it is not. We must avoid two 

common errors. The first is Modalism, the idea that there is one God who simply puts on 

different "costumes" or modes—sometimes acting as Father, sometimes as Son, sometimes as 

Spirit. The second is Partialism, the idea that the Father, Son, and Spirit are three "parts" or 

"pieces" of God, like slices of a pie. Both are incorrect; the Church teaches that each of the three 

Persons is fully and entirely God, while remaining distinct in their relationships. 

This understanding also means that wherever one Person of the Trinity acts, the other two are 

always present and active as well. The theological term for this is perichoresis. For example, 

while we attribute creation especially to the Father, the Son and Holy Spirit were also present 

and active in the act of creation. 

5. Why This Matters: The Trinity and Your Life 

The doctrine of the Trinity is not just an abstract theological puzzle; it is the very heart of a 

Christian's relationship with God and has profound implications for our lives. 

• Created for Communion: We are made in the image of a God who is a communion of 

love. This means that, at the core of our being, we are designed for loving relationships 

with both God and other people. 

• Brought into the Family: At Baptism, a Christian is brought into the very life of the 

Trinity, baptized in the "name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit." This 

act invites us into God's family. 

• God Dwells in Us: In one of the most profound mysteries of the faith, the Trinity comes 

to live inside the soul of a baptized person. Jesus promised, "If anyone loves me...my 

Father will love him, and we will come to him and make our home with him" (John 

14:23). Saint Paul echoes this: "Do you not know that you are God's temple and that 

God's Spirit dwells in you?" (1 Corinthians 3:16). This is called the "indwelling of the 

Holy Trinity." 

• Our Ultimate Goal: Heaven is not just a place, but the ultimate fulfillment of our 

creation: being invited fully and forever into the perfect communion of love shared by the 

Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. 



• Strengthened by the Eucharist: The primary way we strengthen this indwelling divine 

life is through the sacraments, especially the Eucharist. When we receive Holy 

Communion, the very God who lives in us comes to us again to strengthen that divine 

presence, giving us a foretaste of the perfect communion of Heaven. 

6. Conclusion: A Lifelong Invitation 

To summarize, Christians believe in one God who exists from all eternity as three distinct 

Persons—the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. These three Persons share one divine nature 

and are distinguished only by their relationships to one another, united in a perfect, eternal 

communion of love. 

The mystery of the Trinity is not a problem to be solved but a loving reality to be entered into. It 

is the truth about the God who created us in His image, redeemed us, and invites us to share in 

His own divine life, both now and forever in Heaven. 

 

 


