
The Doctrine of God  PJGH Church Education (2019H2) 
 

1 
 

Session 9: The Trinitarian God (Part 2) – Formulating the Doctrine of the Trinity 

I. Any Trinitarian model must satisfy the following propositions: 
A. The Father is God. 
B. The Son is God. 
C. The Holy Spirit is God. 
D. Each is not the other. 
E. There is only one God. 

 
II. Nomenclature of the Godhead: 

A. The nomenclature problem: 
1. The church Fathers thought of the Godhead as three hypostases (or, property bearer). 
2. Referring to the three hypostases as “aspects” seems to diminish the I-thou 

relationship between the three which may lead to unitarianism. 
3. Referring to the three hypostases as “persons” seems incongruent with how the word 

“person” is generally used and may lead to tritheism. 
B. The use of the term person: 

1. Person seems to be the better terminology to describe the Godhead. 
2. The modern psychological understanding of personhood to mean center of 

consciousness seems to be warranted. 
3. Thus, there is one being who is God with three distinct centers of consciousness. 

 
III. The eternal generation of the Son and the eternal procession of the Holy Spirit (Nicene): 

A. The eternal generation of the Son: 
1. Key verses: 5:26, 6:57; Heb. 1:3 (John 1:14 and 3:16 are inconclusive since monogenes 

probably means “unique” rather than “only-begotten”). 
2. Definition: 

a. A. A. Hodge: “An eternal personal act of the Father, wherein, by necessity of 
nature, not by choice of will, He generates the person (not the essence) of the 
Son, by communicating to Him the whole indivisible substance of the Godhead, 
without division, alienation, or change, so that the Son is the express image of 
His Father's person, and eternally continues, not from the Father, but in the 
Father, and the Father in the Son.”1 

b. Louis Berkhof: “It is that eternal and necessary act of the first person in the 
Trinity, whereby He, within the divine Being, is the ground of a second personal 
subsistence like His own, and puts this second person in possession of the whole 
divine essence, without any division, alienation, or change.”2 

 
 

                                                           
1 A. A. Hodge, Outlines of Theology (Simpsonville, SC: Christian Classics Foundation, 1998), 183. 
2 Louis Berkhof, Systematic Theology (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1949), 94. 
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B. The eternal procession of the Holy Spirit: 
1. Key verses: 

a. Proceeding from the Father: John 15:26. 
b. Proceeding from the Son (or, at least through): John 16:7; Rom. 8:9; Gal. 4:6; 

Phil. 1:19; 1 Pet. 1:11. 
2. Definition: 

a. A. A. Hodge: “The relation which the third person sustains to the first and 
second, wherein by an eternal and necessary, i.e., not voluntary, act of the 
Father and the Son, their whole identical divine essence, without alienation, 
division, or change, is communicated to the Holy Ghost.”3 

b. Louis Berkhof: “That eternal and necessary act of the first and second persons in 
the Trinity whereby they, within the divine Being, become the ground of the 
personal subsistence of the Holy Spirit, and put the third person in possession of 
the whole divine essence, without any division, alienation or change.”4 

 
IV. Some questions on the Nicene formulation: 

A. That the Son is described as eternally begotten of the Father (or, that the Holy Spirit eternally 
proceeds from the Father) may not have sufficient Biblical warrant: 

1. Monogenēs is often translated as “only-begotten” but modern scholarship asserts that 
this word actually means “unique” (cf. John 1:14, 18). 

2. Luke 1:31-35 seems to imply that Jesus is the Son of God by virtue of the incarnation in 
that his conception is both divine (through the Holy Spirit) and human (through Mary). 

3. The eternal generation of the Son may have been influenced by the Logos Christology 
of the Greek apologists rather than a synthesis of Scripture. 

4. The context of John 15:26 is the giving of the Holy Spirit – that the Holy Spirit proceeds 
from the Father in the context of the economy (i.e., Pentecost) should not be 
extrapolated to mean eternal procession. 

B. Theological difficulties with eternal generation/procession: 
1. If the Son and the Holy Spirit have their existence grounded in the Father, then their 

existence is derivative even though such derivation is eternal and necessary. 
2. Understanding John 14:28 – “The Father is greater than I”: 

a. Arians argue that this proves that the Son is ontologically inferior to the Father 
(subordinationism). 

b. Hilary of Poitiers: “The Father is greater than the Son but the Son is not lesser 
than the Father.” 

c. Basil of Caesarea argued that this refers to eternal generation – the Father is 
greater than the Son in origination but they are equal in terms of nature. 

                                                           
3 Hodge, Outlines of Theology, 189. 
4 Berkhof, Systematic theology, 99. 
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d. However, it will still be the case that the nature of the Father is such that it is 
unbegotten and the nature of the Son is such that it is begotten (and the Holy 
Spirit processed) – thus, their natures are do not seem to be completely equal. 

3. On this view, the property of aseity seems to belong only to the Father while the Son 
and the Holy Spirit exist contingently – is aseity not a great-making property? 
 

V. A proposed formulation of the Trinity:5 
A. The identity of God: 

1. Affirming that a person of the Trinity is God is to ascribe full divinity to that person. 
2. Affirming that a person of the Trinity is God is not the same as saying that God is 

identical to that person. 
3. Rather, God is identical with the Trinity as there is only one God. 

B. Three persons but one God: 
1. Typically, a rational being is endowed with only one center of consciousness. 
2. Thus, the typical rational being is only one person. 
3. God is a rational being endowed with three centers of consciousness. 
4. Thus, God is one being but three persons. 
5. The analogy of a disembodied Cerberus? 

C. Distinguishing the ontological Trinity and the economic Trinity: 
1. The ontological (or, immanent/essential) Trinity: 

a. Definition: God’s trinitarian existence apart from his relationship with creation. 
b. A possible model of the ontological Trinity is perichoresis, that is, the three 

persons of the Trinity interpenetrate and mutually indwell one another such 
that they have complete unity as one being (e.g., John 17:21). 

2. The economic Trinity: 
a. Definition: God’s trinitarian relationship to the world (creation, plan of 

salvation, etc.). 
b. Each person of the Trinity assumes a distinct role (persona?) – the Father, the 

Son, and the Holy Spirit – in the execution of God’s economy. 
c. For example, the Father sends the Son to accomplish salvation which is made 

real to humanity through the Holy Spirit (pace John 12:49-50; 16:13-14). 
3. Connecting the ontological Trinity with the economic Trinity: 

a. Apart from God’s relationship with creation, the three persons of the Trinity are 
co-equal, co-eternal, and in perichoretic unity. 

b. The plan of God’s economy is such that the three persons of the Trinity 
respectively assume the role of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. 

c. The Father is that person of the Trinity (typically referred to as the first person 
of the Trinity) who sends the Son and the Holy Spirit into the world to carry out 
his will; the Son is that person of the Trinity (typically, second person) who 

                                                           
5 See J. P. Moreland and William L. Craig, Philosophical Foundations for a Christian Worldview, 2nd ed. (Downers 
Grove: IVP Academic, 2017), 575-594. 
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became incarnate as a human being and accomplished salvation for humanity; 
and the Holy Spirit is that person of the Trinity (typically, third person) who 
communicates the reality of God and salvation to humanity. 

d. Thus, although the three persons are ontologically equal as God but they 
voluntarily assume different roles in the economic activity of God, such that 
there is functional subordination or submission of one person to another. 

 
VI. The plausibility of Trinitarianism vis-à-vis Unitarianism: 

A. The “God is love” argument: 
1. By definition, God is that being which no greater can be conceived. 
2. Love is a great-making property because being loving is greater than not being loving. 
3. Therefore, God is love to the greatest possible degree. 
4. Love that is also other-directed (i.e., giving of oneself in love to another) is greater 

than love that is self-directed alone. 
5. Therefore, God’s love is also other-directed, i.e., God gives himself in love to another. 
6. There is a possible world in which God exists without the created order. 
7. Therefore, there is a possible world that God gives himself in love to another without 

the created order. 
8. It follows that the other to whom God’s love is necessarily directed must be internal to 

God himself. 
9. It is therefore more plausible that there is plurality within God (e.g., Trinitarian) than 

any Unitarian notion of God. 
B. While natural theology is able to deduce that there is plurality within God, the doctrine that 

there is one God in three persons, i.e., Trinitarianism owes entirely to Biblical revelation. 


