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Session 8: The Trinitarian God (Part 1) – Biblical teaching and historical development 

I. Background in the Hebrew Bible: 
A. Potential intimations to the plurality of the Godhead in Genesis 1: 

1. God and the Spirit of God in Genesis 1:1-2. 
2. The use of the first person plural in Genesis 1:26-27. 

B. The revelation of God as the I AM (Exod. 3:14). 
C. The claims of unitarianism in the Hebrew Bible (ֶאָחד, echad – cardinal one): 

1. Deut. 6:4 – “Hear, O Israel: The LORD – our God, the LORD – one (ֶאָחד).” 
2. Gen. 1:5b – “And there was evening, and there was morning – one (ֶאָחד) day.” 
3. But Gen. 2:24 – “Therefore a man shall leave his father and his mother and hold fast to 

his wife, and they shall become one (ֶאָחד) flesh.” 
4. Thus, ד  can also mean complex unity – here, Man and Woman becoming a complex ֶאָחֽ

unity is something that is in the image of God. 
D. The authors of the Hebrew Bible were largely unaware of any plurality of the Godhead. 

 
II. The impact of Jesus Christ on his Jewish followers: 

A. Jesus claimed that he and the Father are one (John 10:30-33). 
B. Jesus claimed to be the “I AM” (18:4-6). 
C. Jesus proved his claims to his followers by his resurrection from the dead (20:27-28). 
D. Jesus taught that the Holy Spirit is a distinct person from the Father and the Son (14:26). 

 
III. New Testament teaching on the Godhead: 

A. God the Father: 
1. The Father is God – Matt. 6:9; Gal. 4:4-6. 
2. The Father is a distinct person – Matt. 11:27; Matt. 26:39; John 14:16-17. 

B. God the Son: 
1. The Son is God – Col. 1:15-19; 2:9; Rom. 10:9, 13 (cf. Joel 2:32); 1 Cor. 12:3; 8:6; 16:22; 

Heb. 1:8-12; Tit. 2:13; Phil. 2:5-7; John 1:1; 1:18; 20:28. 
2. The Son is a distinct person – Mark 1:9-11; John 17:1-5; John 7:39; John 16:7. 

C. God the Holy Spirit: 
1. The Holy Spirit is God – Matt. 12:28; Acts 5:3-4; Rom. 8:9; 1 Cor. 6:11b. 
2. The Holy Spirit is a distinct person – Luke 11:13; John 14:26; 15:26; Rom. 8:26-27. 

D. There is only one God – Mark 12:29; 1 Cor. 8:4; 1 Tim. 2:5; Jas. 2:19. 
E. Three persons, one God – Matt. 4:16-17; 28:19; 2 Cor. 13:14; 1 Pet. 1:2. 

 
IV. Historical development of the doctrine of the Trinity: 

A. Logos Christology: 
1. A position advanced by 2nd century Greek apologists (e.g., Justin Martyr, Tatian, 

Theophilus, and Athenagoras). 
2. Juxtaposed the Logos of John 1:1 with that of Philo of Alexandria. 
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3. For Philo, the Logos was God’s Reason, which is the creative principle behind the 
creation of the world and which, in turn, imbues the world with its rational structure. 

4. For the Greek apologists: 
a. The Father, existing without the world, had within himself the Logos (Reason). 
b. The Logos then proceeded (or, generated) from God and becomes a distinct 

person who created the world. 
c. In time, the Logos became incarnate as Jesus of Nazareth. 

5. The “procession” (or, generation) of the Logos from the Father either happened at the 
moment of creation or eternally. 

6. Some analogies: 
a. The sun ray always proceeds from the sun from the moment the sun exists and 

for as long as the sun exists. 
b. “I took the case of fires kindled from a fire, which we see to be distinct from it, 

and yet that from which many can be kindled is by no means made less, but 
remains the same” (Justin Martyr, Dialogue with Trypho, 128-129). 

7. Athenagoras: “The Son of God is the Word of the Father in Ideal Form and energizing 
power; for in his likeness and through him all things came into existence, which 
presupposes that the Father and the Son are one. Now since the Son is in the Father 
and the Father in the Son by a powerful unity of Spirit, the Son of God is the mind and 
reason of the Father. He is the first begotten of the Father. The term is used not 
because he came into existence (for God, who is eternal mind, had in himself his word 
or reason from the beginning, since he was eternally rational) but because he came 
forth to serve as Ideal Form and Energizing Power for everything material. The... Holy 
Spirit... we regard as an effluence of God which flows forth from him and returns like a 
ray of the sun” (A Plea for the Christians, 10). 

B. Modalism: 
1. Sabellius (c. 215), Noetus (c. 230), and Praxeus (c. 2nd or 3rd cent.) championed the 

doctrine of modalism (sometimes called Monarchianism or Sabellianism). 
2. The core idea of modalism is that the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit are not three 

distinct persons but the one God who sequentially assume three roles in his 
relationship to humanity – e.g., God was the Father in the Old Testament, the Son in 
the Gospels, and the Holy Spirit thereafter. 

3. Tertullian’s (160-220 CE) defense against modalism: 
a. He coined the term trinitas which preserves the divine monarchy but also 

emphasises the divine economy of three persons within the Godhead. 
b. “The mystery of the economy distributes the unity into a Trinity placing in their 

order the three persons, the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. Three, however, 
not in condition but in degree, not in substance but in form, not in power but in 
aspect… yet of one substance, condition, and power, inasmuch he is one God 
from whom these degree and form and aspects are reckoned under the name of 
the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit” (Against Praxeus). 

c. Tertullian’s exegesis of “I and the Father are one” (John 10:30): 
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i. Plural subjects and plural copulative verb indicates more than one. 
ii. The predicate “one” is an abstract (not physical) pronoun; thus, not a 

singularity of number but unity of essence. 
iii. Thus, “I and the Father are one” indicates a multiplicity of persons but a 

unity of essence, i.e., not one in person but one in nature. 
d. The analogy of engaging one’s own reason as a dialogue partner and such is 

more transacted in God that his immanent Logos is actually personal. 
e. Psalm 110:3 as evidence of an I-thou dialogue between the Father and the Son. 
f. Tertullian’s view is a variation of the Logos Christology: 

i. Tertullian denies the eternal generation of the Son from the Father; rather, 
the Father eternally possessed the Logos immanently within himself but at 
the moment of creation, the Logos proceeds (or, generates) from the 
Father (i.e., “God from God”) as the only-begotten Son. 

ii. In this view, the sun ray does not emit from the sun concurrently with the 
existence of the sun nor does the river flow from the spring concurrently 
with the existence of the spring although the two are one substance. 

4. The church came to reject modalism as heresy because it does not affirm that there 
are three persons within the one Godhead. 

C. Arianism: 
1. Arius (256-336), a presbyter at Alexandria, propagated the doctrine that the Son is not 

of the same substance as the Father; thus the Son’s nature is less than that of deity. 
2. For Arius, since Christ is not deity then he must be a created being of the Father. 
3. Originally, the orthodox theologians did not oppose Arius for espousing that the Son 

had a beginning (e.g., some readily admits Tertullian’s position) but they consistently 
opposed Arius for teaching that the Son was not begotten but was created. 

4. Athanasius (296-373 CE), the eventual bishop of Alexandria, opposed Arius’ view for to 
say that the Father existed without the Son is to say that the Father existed without his 
Reason within him before the creation of the Logos. 

5. The Council of Nicaea (325 CE): 
a. Constantine the Great convened the ecumenical council to resolve the dispute. 
b. There were three positions: 

i. Heteroousios (another substance) – the Arian view. 
ii. Homoiousios (similar substance) – the semi-Arian view. 
iii. Homoousios (same substance) – the Athanasian view. 

c. Athanasius argued that both the Father and the Son are agenetos (uncreated; 
never came into being) but only the Father is agennetos (unbegotten). 

d. The Athanasian camp won the day and the council condemned Arianism and 
promulgated the original Nicene Creed of 325 CE (Appendix A). 

D. The hypostasis-ousia confusion: 
1. The problem with the original Nicene Creed (325 CE): 

a. The postscript to the original Nicene Creed condemns those who say that the 
Son is of a different hypostasis or ousia (ἑτέρας ὑποστάσεως ἢ οὐσίας). 
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b. For native Latin-speaking theologians (Western part of the Roman Empire), the 
Greek word hypostasis is synonymous with the Latin word substantia; both 
means “substance” – thus, there is no difference between hypostasis and ousia. 

c. For native Greek-speaking theologians (Eastern part of the Roman Empire), 
hypostasis refers to a bearer of property while only ousia means “substance.” 

d. Thus, the Nicene Creed condemned those who say that there is a plurality of 
hypostasis, which constitutes a denial of the three persons of the Godhead. 

2. The Niceno-Constantinopolitan Creed (381 CE): 
a. The Cappadocian Fathers (Basil of Caesarea [330-379], Gregory of Nyssa (335-

395], and Gregory Nazianzus [329-389]) helped clarify that the Trinity is “one 
substance (ousia) in three persons (hypostaseis).” 

b. The Niceno-Constantinopolitan Creed (see Appendix B) was promulgated at the 
First Council of Constantinople (381 CE). 

c. This is the “Nicene Creed” that is affirmed by all major branches of orthodox 
Christianity: Roman Catholic, Eastern Orthodox, and Protestant. 

E. The development of the deity of the Holy Spirit: 
1. Tertullian: “I believe the Spirit to proceed from no other source than from the Father 

through the Son” (Contra Praxeus IV). 
2. The Nicene Creed only mentions, “And [We believe] in the Holy Spirit.” 
3. Gregory of Nazianzus: “The Holy Spirit is truly Spirit, coming forth from the Father 

indeed, but not after the manner of the Son, for it is not by generation but by 
procession” (Oration on the Holy Lights, XXXIX). 

4. Controversies surrounding the deity of the Holy Spirit resulted in the Niceno-
Constantinople Creed expansion, “We believe in the Holy Spirit, the Lord, the giver of 
life, who proceeds from the Father. With the Father and the Son he is worshiped and 
glorified. He has spoken through the Prophets.” 

5. Thus, the Son and the Holy Spirit are consubstantial with the Father. 
6. The Filioque Controversy: 

a. Many Western theologians began to use the Latin phrase Filioque (“and [from] 
the Son”), among whom are Ambrose of Milan (337-397), Augustine of Hippo 
(354-430), and Pope Leo I (d. 461). 

b. The Latin phrase Filioque (“and [from] the Son”) was first added to the Creed 
(Credimus in Spiritum Sanctum qui a Patre Filioque procedit) at the Third Council 
of Toledo (589) to combat the Arianism of Visigoth Spain. 

c. The Filioque Clause spread throughout Western Europe – which culminated in 
the Great Schism (1054) between the Western and the Eastern churches. 

d. The Eastern Orthodox Church only accepts the formula, “The Holy Spirit 
proceeds from the Father through the Son”; but the Western Roman Catholic 
Church also accepts, “The Holy Spirit proceeds from the Father and the Son.” 
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The original Nicene Creed (325 CE) 

We believe in one God, the Father Almighty, Maker of all things visible and invisible. 

And in one Lord Jesus Christ, the Son of God, begotten of the Father [the only-begotten; that is, of the 
essence of the Father, God of God,] Light of Light, very God of very God, begotten, not made, being of 
one substance with the Father; 

By whom all things were made [both in heaven and on earth];  

Who for us men, and for our salvation, came down and was incarnate and was made man; 

He suffered, and the third day he rose again, ascended into heaven; From thence he shall come to judge 
the quick and the dead.  

And in the Holy Ghost.  

[But those who say: 'There was a time when he was not;' and 'He was not before he was made;' and 'He 
was made out of nothing,' or 'He is of another substance' or 'essence,' or 'The Son of God is created,' or 
'changeable,' or 'alterable'— they are condemned by the holy catholic and apostolic Church.]  

 

The Niceno-Constantinopolitan Creed (381 CE) 

WE BELIEVE in one God, the Father, the Almighty, maker of heaven and earth, of all that is, seen and 
unseen. 

We believe in one Lord, Jesus Christ, the only Son of God, eternally begotten of the Father, God from God, 
Light from Light, true God from true God, begotten, not made, of one Being with the Father. 

Through him all things were made. 

For us and for our salvation he came down from heaven: by the power of the Holy Spirit he became 
incarnate from the Virgin Mary, and was made man. 

For our sake he was crucified under Pontius Pilate; he suffered death and was buried. On the third day he 
rose again in accordance with the Scriptures; he ascended into heaven and is seated at the right hand of 
the Father. 

He will come again in glory to judge the living and the dead, and his kingdom will have no end. 

We believe in the Holy Spirit, the Lord, the giver of life, who proceeds from the Father and the Son. With 
the Father and the Son he is worshiped and glorified. He has spoken through the Prophets. 

We believe in one holy catholic and apostolic Church. We acknowledge one baptism for the forgiveness 
of sins. We look for the resurrection of the dead, and the life of the world to come. Amen. 


