
First Christian Church
Pastor’s Class: Foundations of Our Faith
Lesson #7: Trinity 

Do Christians Believe in Three Gods or One? 
(Because this Three-in-One Stuff Is Nonsense)

I. Introduction

A. The Problem
1. The title of this lesson shows the problem in a nutshell. Some variation of this

question has been asked since the beginning of the church, both by those attacking the
faith and by those trying to understand their faith.
a. Followers of other monotheistic faiths (Judaism, Islam, Unitarians, Jehovah’s

Witnesses) accuse Christians of being tri-theists.
(1) Prior to the modern age, it was common for Jews to regard Christians as

having three gods–the Father, the Son, and the Spirit.
(2) Muslims generally held that Christians believed in three gods–the Father, the

Son, and Mary, the mother.
(3) Modern day Arians (e.g., Jehovah’s Witnesses and other followers of Charles

Taze Russell), who also hold to belief in a single deity, deny the deity of Jesus
(whom they regard as a demi-god of sorts) and the Spirit (whom they regard as
a force).

b. Various heretical positions have developed within the church over the centuries
and are espoused by groups that claim to be Christian. (See further below.)

2. The doctrine of the Trinity is one of the central mysteries of Christian faith.
a. Because it is an attempt to describe the infinite God in the language of finite

human beings the doctrine will always fall short of being fully comprehensible.
b. There are no adequate analogies with which we may compare God’s person, nor

anything within creation by which we may adequately illustrate the reality of God.
c. He surpasses anything within the created order and the totality of creation

alike–which is one of the reasons for the prohibition of idols (Exodus 20:4).

B. Definition
1. The classic definition of the Trinity is that there is one God in three persons.

a. The language of the Council of Nicea (325 C. E.) was that God was one in
substance (ousia) and three in persons (hypostaseis).1

b. As discussions continued and new questions emerged, newer formulations of the
doctrine developed that attempted to explain what was meant by the Triune God.

2. The Westminster Confession of Faith (1647) summarizes the doctrine as follows: “In
the unity of the Godhead there be three persons, of one substance, power, and eternity:
God the Father, God the Son, and God the Holy Ghost.”2
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3. Here is a good contemporary version: “The Trinity is one God who eternally exists as
three distinct persons–Father, Son, and Spirit–who are each fully and equally God in
eternal relation with each other.”3

II. Biblical Support

A. Hints in the Old Testament
1. Hints of the plurality of the Godhead appear in the Old Testament, though there is

nothing that explicitly teaches Trinitarian doctrine.
2. The creation account (“let us make man in our image . . .”) points to a plurality in

unity (Genesis 1:26).
3. The Hebrew term echad (“one”) used in Deuteronomy 6:4 to describe the one God is

used of a compound unity elsewhere in the Old Testament.
a. Genesis 2:24 (of the unity of husband and wife)
b. Ezekiel 37:17 (of the unity of the kingdoms of Judah and Israel)

4. Several passages refer to different persons as Yahweh, or differentiate between
persons who are addressed as God, or spoken of as God (Psalm 45:6-7; 110:1-4;
Isaiah 48:12-16; 61:1-3; 63:9-10).

B. Key Passages in the New Testament
1. Many New Testament passages assume a Trinitarian understanding of God, require a

Trinitarian understanding to make sense, or lead directly to a Trinitarian doctrine
when the implications of the passage are grasped.

2. The New Testament authors consistently uphold the deity of the Son.
a. Passages teaching the pre-existence of the Word and of the Son point to the deity

of the Word who then becomes incarnate in Jesus Christ (John 1:1-18; Hebrews
1:1-3). 

b. Deity is expressly ascribed to Jesus (e.g., John 20:28; Philippians 2:5-11; Titus
2:13;  Hebrews 1:8-9).

c. Jesus claims a unique status and relationship with God above that of any other
human (Matthew 11:25-27; John 10:30; 14:6-11).

d. Jesus claims to be able to do the things that only God can do (e.g., forgive sins,
judge the world, demand the total allegiance of people): Mark 2: 1-12; John 5:26-
29; John 3:3, 5, 16-17; John 8:24.

3. The New Testament consistently and persistently attributes deity and personhood to
the Spirit (e.g., John 3:8; 16:8-11; Acts 5:3-4; 1 Corinthians 3:16-17; 12:4-11).

4. Many passages present all three persons of the Trinity together, yet distinct from one
another (e.g., Matthew 3:16-17; Luke 1:35; Acts 2:33, 38; 2 Corinthians 1:21-22;
Ephesians 2:18).

5. Trinitarian formulas point to the church’s understanding of God as Trinity in such
passages as Matthew 28:19; 2 Corinthians 13:4; 1 Peter 1:2.4

III. How the Doctrine Developed
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A. The Apostolic Testimony
1. The early church arrived at the understanding of God as Trinity through the careful

reflection upon the words of Christ, the teaching of the Old Testament, and the reality
of their experience with God in the life of the church.

2. In concert with the church’s roots in Jewish faith and the Old Testament scriptures,
and against the pagan cultures that surrounded them, the church insisted that there
was only one God, the creator of all (Deuteronomy 6:4; Isaiah 45:21-22; 1
Corinthians 8:4; James 2:19).
a. The God whom they worshiped was not a different God than the God who had

revealed himself to Israel.
b. But the true God was only known imperfectly by Israel until he was known as he

had revealed himself in Jesus Christ (John 1:17-18).
3. The church also insisted, based upon the apostolic testimony, that the God of Israel

had revealed himself in and through Jesus Christ in a unique way: the transcendent
God had become human and lived among us in the person of Jesus of Nazareth.
a. They had experienced the reality of God in the person of Jesus.
b. Yet Jesus himself referred to God (“the Father”) as someone other than himself,

who was nevertheless one with and inseparable from himself.
c. Furthermore, he taught his disciples that they would also know God as

Father–first as his Father and then as their own–so that their experience of God
included knowing God as the Father of Jesus.

d. Experiencing God as Father and as Son meant that the church had to acknowledge
that the one God in whom they believed was manifest in two persons, Father and
Son.

e. These two had always been together, and had always been divine; the Son did not
come to exist at some point in time, but was eternally the Son (John 1:1-3;
Hebrews 1:1-3).5

4. Similarly, the church’s experience of the Holy Spirit as the manifest presence of Jesus
in their midst after the ascension forced them to recognize that the Holy Spirit was not
simply a force, or a way of talking about God’s activity in the world, but was himself
an equal member of the Godhead, fully and eternally divine.
a. The apostolic testimony to the Spirit’s personality and deity meant that God had

given divine witness to the Spirit’s deity.
b. Their experience of the Spirit testified to the reality of God’s presence; he was not

simply an idea or a metaphor.
c. This meant that the one God in whom they believed was manifest in three

persons, Father, Son, and Spirit, who were eternally and equally God.
5. It can never be overemphasized, nor should it be allowed to be forgotten, that the

earliest Christians were Jewish monotheists for whom the most fundamental truth was
that there was only one God. 

6. Yet these same people insisted that in Jesus Christ they had encountered the true and
living God, who had also sent his Spirit to indwell them.
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B. Crafting the Doctrine of the Trinty
1. In the late second and early third centuries, Tertullian (ca. 160–ca. 220 C.E.) helped

establish the language the church would use to express the doctrine of the Trinity.
a. In doing so, it is clear that he was relating that which was already widely believed;

he was clarifying tradition rather than instituting new doctrine.
b. Tertullian is the oldest extant Latin writer to use the term, trinitas, of the

Godhead.
c. His is the oldest extant formal exposition of a Trinitarian theology: “three persons,

one substance.”
2. A series of gathering of church leaders (known as councils) debated and clarified

what it was that the apostles had taught and what the church had believed, in order to
refute the erroneous teachings that had sprung up within the church.
a. The Council of Nicea (325) affirmed the full deity of Jesus against the Arian

teaching that Jesus was a created, finite being, through whom God created the rest
of creation.6

b. The Council of Constantinople (381) affirmed the original Nicene creed, added
language clarifying the deity and personhood of the Holy Spirit, and established
that the Holy Spirit, like the Son, was also of the same essence as the Father.

c. Later councils debated other matters, such as the relationship of the divine and
human natures in Jesus, but after the work of the Council of Constantinople and
the writings of the Cappadocian fathers in the 4th-5th centuries, the doctrine of the
Trinity was firmly established as foundational and essential Christian doctrine.

IV. Wrong Ideas and Imperfect Analogies
A. Erroneous Explanations of the Godhead

1. Denials of the deity of the Son and/or Spirit
a. Dynamic monarchianism: The one God conferred upon Jesus at his baptism a

special enduement by his spirit, such that God was dynamically present in the man
Jesus. Jesus is essentially no more than a prophet through whom God was
supremely visible.7

b. Arianism: The one God created the Word, through whom he then created the rest
of the creation. The Word became flesh in Jesus, but was not co-equal with the
Father. Instead, he was spoken of as “God” only as a manner of respect, since he
was above humans, but less than fully God.8

c. Pneumatomachianism: The Spirit was a creation of the Son, the servant of the
Father and Son, rather than fully divine.

d. Unitarianism: Jesus is regarded as a good man, a religious teacher, possibly a
prophet; the Spirit and God are merged into a single being.

2. Modalism: God is acknowledged as Father, Son, and Spirit, however the three
persons of the Godhead are not each eternally existent.
a. In some forms, the various persons of the Godhead refer to ways in which God

makes himself manifest (i.e., sometimes as Father, sometimes as Son, etc.).
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b. In some forms, the various persons of the Godhead appear in sequential ages (i.e.,
as the Father before the incarnation, as the Son during Jesus’ life on earth, as the
Spirit during the church age).

c. A particularly widespread example of this occurs in “Oneness Pentecostalism,”
also known as “Jesus only” churches. In their understanding, Jesus is the Father,
the Son, and the Spirit.

3. Tri-theism: The Trinity is seen as separate Gods. 
a. This is a common accusation against Christians by Muslims and some skeptics.
b. Certain contemporary proposals, such as those that emphasize the dimension of

community within the Godhead, can tend toward tri-theism.
4. “Parts of God”: Christians sometimes tend to portray the Trinity as if each of the

persons of the Godhead is one-third of God, or as if each one is a “part” of God.

B. Analogies and Explanations
1. Attempts to illustrate the Trinity tend to fall into one of the traps listed above,

particularly that of tri-theism or dividing God into “parts.”
a. The egg is often used because it has a shell, a yolk, and the white, yet is still one

egg. However, this conveys the idea that God has three parts.
b. Water is another illustration often used–it exists as liquid, solid, and vapor. Yet

this illustration tends to lead toward modalism, since the various stages of water’s
existence are not simultaneously present in the same portion of water.9

2. The discovery of the nature of subatomic particles has helped us to see that even in
the created order, there are things which we cannot measure adequately; the paradox
remains despite knowing that two things are true which appear to be contradictory. 
a. Light may be measured as waves of energy or as particles; measuring one way

prohibits us from measuring it in the other, and yet both are true.
b. Similarly, we may see that God is one, and that God is three-in-one, though we

cannot understand how that is possible.
3. Augustine (354-430) set forth one of the best analogies we have to describe the

Trinity: the lover, the beloved, and the love which joins them.
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1. The term, hypostaseis, is difficult to translate–which led to numerous problems as the church was
debating the doctrine of the Trinity. Essentially it refers to modes of being, or persons (but not
personalities).

2. Cited in Mark Driscoll and Gerry Breshears, Doctrine: What Christians Should Believe (Wheaton:
Crossway, 2010), 13.

3. Ibid.

4. One significant passage which is not included as a support for the Trinity is the famous verse, 1 John
5:7, which is rightly omitted from modern English versions. This verse existed in the Latin translation
known as the Vulgate, but was not present in any Greek manuscript prior to the publication of Erasmus’
edition of the Greek New Testament in the 16th century. He therefore omitted the verse from his first
edition, lacking any support from the extant Greek texts. When challenged over the omission, Erasmus
agreed to include the verse if he could be shown a Greek manuscript which preserved it. A single
manuscript miraculously appeared soon thereafter. Erasmus kept his word and re-published his edition of
the New Testament with the verse included.

5. This was precisely the point which was urged against Arianism, a view that could generally affirm the
New Testament language, but often only by reinterpreting the words. The question which was used to test
the orthodoxy of believers was this: “Was there a time when the Word was not?” (I.e., did the Word
come into being at some point in time?) Arius and his followers said, “yes;” Athanasius and the
defenders of orthodoxy said, “no.”

6. One of the results of the Council of Nicea was the creation of the Nicene Creed, which is one of the
fundamental documents recognized by Christian churches as representative of orthodox Christian faith.

7. Variations of this idea were held by Theodotus (Rome, ca. 190) and Paul of Samosota (early third c.).
The Ebionites (2nd-4th centuries) similarly denied the deity of Jesus, viewing him as a prophet and
Messiah, but not divine. Revivals of this idea have resurfaced in various forms in the last few centuries,
particularly in recent years with the growth of pluralistic and amalgamating religious views.

8. Arius held that the Holy Spirit was a high angel, or a person, but not divine.

9. Physicists have established the exception to this basic paradigm, which may help to illustrate both the
Trinity and the problem of illustrating the Trinity. Under a specific set of conditions (temperature and
pressure), some materials exist simultaneously as vapor, liquid, and solid in thermodynamic equilibrium.
This is known as “the triple point.” The difficulty lies in two points: (a) though it is possible to
demonstrate this mathematically, it is difficult to visualize; and (b) the triple point is essentially a
description of a point of departure from which one of three phases will emerge; it represents potentiality
more than actuality.

Endnotes
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