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Preface

“When we speak of
the Trinity, we must do so with caution and modesty, for, as St.
Augustine saith, ‘Nowhere else are more dangerous errors made, or
is research more difficult, or discovery more fruitful.’”

—St. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologica, is q.
xxi, 1272

All we ask you to understand is that Trinitarian
theology was not derived from pagan sources. It was derived from
biblical passages where honest, godly men said, “Hey, 2 Peter says
there is a Person called the Father, and he’s God. And Acts chapter
5 says there is a Person called the Spirit, and he’s God. And John
1 says there’s a Person called the Word and he’s God.” You’ve got
Three Persons, and Deuteronomy 6 says, “There is only one God.”
Logical conclusion: the Three Persons, somehow, are the One God.
That’s how Trinitarian theology started. Not with the
pagans.

—Dr. Walter Martin, responding to Dr. Robert Sabin,
President of the Apostolic Bible Institute of St. Paul, Minnesota,
on “The John Ankerberg Show”

The biblical doctrine of the Trinity is vital to
understand because it concerns who God is, that is, a proper
realization of the nature of God as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.
To understand the Trinity is to understand God as He has revealed
Himself to be.

Why is this important? Because if we are to
worship God “in spirit and in truth” (John 4:24), as Jesus
commanded, we must know and worship the one true God as He really
is. To fail to do this is to fail to know and worship God—and this
cannot bring Him glory. Thus, those who reject the Trinity by
definition deny the true nature of God.

Consider several examples of professedly
Christian religions that forcefully reject what the Bible teaches.
By denying the biblical teaching on the Trinity, Jehovah’s
Witnesses make Jesus merely a creation of Jehovah and the Holy
Spirit merely Jehovah’s impersonal force. Thus, Jesus “was actually
a creature of God” who earned his own salvation and
immortality1 and
the Holy Spirit “is not a person at all but is God’s invisible
active force by means of which God carries out his holy will and
work.”2

In rejecting the Trinity, Jehovah’s Witnesses
founder C. T. Russell blasphemously stated that the God of
Christianity “is plainly not Jehovah but the ancient deity, hoary
with the iniquity of the ages—Baal, the Devil Himself.”3 Second Watchtower president
Judge Rutherford declared in a similar fashion, “The doctrine of
the Trinity is a false doctrine and is promulgated by Satan for the
purpose of defaming Jehovah’s name” and for keeping others from
“learning the truth of Jehovah and his Son, Jesus Christ.” Indeed,
“God-fearing persons find it a bit difficult to love and worship a
complicated, freakish-looking three-headed God.”4 Surely teachings that
caricature God in this manner do not bring to Him honor and
glory.

In a similar fashion, Mormons maintain that the
Father, Son, and Holy Spirit are not immortal, but were individual
spirit-men created by the sexual union of their parent deities,
each of whom then later evolved into Godhood.5 Mormonism thus rejects the
unity of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit by teaching tritheism, or
a belief in three separate Gods.

Indeed, Mormons are ultimately
polytheists who reject the concept of one true God. As a
standard text of Mormon doctrine declares:

As pertaining to this universe, there are three Gods:
the Father, Son, and Holy Ghost. To us, speaking in the proper
finite sense, these three are the only Gods we worship. But in
addition there is an infinite number of holy personages, drawn from
worlds without number, who have passed on to exaltation [that is,
Godhood] and are thus gods.6

Mary Baker Eddy was the founder of Christian
Science, another group that claims to be truly Christian. Yet in
her Science and Health with Key to the Scriptures, the bible
of Christian Science, she writes:

The theory of three persons in one God (that is, a
personal Trinity or Tri-Unity) suggests polytheism, rather than the
one ever-present I Am. The name Elohim is in the plural, but this
plurality of Spirit does not imply more than one God, nor does it
imply three persons in one.7

Victor Paul Wierwille, founder of The Way
International, reveals additional common consequences of rejection
of the Trinity: a denial not only of the person of Jesus Christ but
also of His atoning Work on the cross. Wierwille argues as
follows:

Through the years, the more and more I carefully
researched God’s Word for knowledge, the less and less I found to
substantiate a trinity. Even though I had always accepted the idea
of a three-in-one-God, I continually found evidence in the Word of
God which undermined a Christian trinity. [Further] If Jesus Christ
is God we have not yet been redeemed. Our very redemption is
dependent on Jesus Christ’s being a man and not God. So how then
did a trinitarian doctrine come about? It gradually evolved and
gained momentum in late 1st, 2nd, and 3rd centuries as pagans, who
had converted to Christianity, brought to Christianity some of
their pagan beliefs and practices. Trinitarianism then was
confirmed at Nicaea in 325 by Church bishops out of political
expediency.8

In essence, the reason the Trinity is important
to understand according to its biblical and theological formulation
is that failure to do so can lead to heretical views about who God
is. This in turn can lead to rejection of the one true God and
worship of a false god. But if the Bible is clear on anything, it
is clear that faith in and worship of a false god is powerless to
save people from their sins. Jesus Himself emphasized the
importance of having an accurate knowledge of God when He said,
‘And this is eternal life, that they may know Thee, the only true
God, and Jesus Christ whom Thou hast sent” (John 17:3 NASB).

God warned Israel through the prophet Hosea, “My
people are destroyed from lack of knowledge” and “You shall
acknowledge no God but me, no Savior except me” (Hosea 4:6; 13:4).
As their history so amply demonstrates, the Israelites were
spiritually ruined because they had rejected the true knowledge of
God and had turned to false gods and idols. Unfortunately, in a
similar manner, those who deliberately reject the Trinity, knowing
in advance what the Bible teaches about it, only reveal their own
lack of salvation (1 Corinthians 2:14). In other words, no one can
consistently dishonor what the Holy Spirit has revealed in
Scripture as to the true nature of God and logically claim to be
Christian.

1. What is the Trinity?

God has revealed that
He is three persons or centers of consciousness within one Godhead.
Because the concept cannot be fully comprehended does not mean the
doctrine cannot be accurately described or defined; however,
precision here requires some technicality. One good definition of
the Trinity is provided by noted church historian Philip
Schaff:

God is one in three persons or hypostases [that is,
distinct persons of the same nature], each person expressing the
whole fullness of the Godhead, with all his attributes. The term
persona is taken neither in the old sense of a mere personation or
form of manifestation (prosopon, face, mask), nor in the modern
sense of an independent, separate being or individual, but in a
sense which lies between these two conceptions, and thus avoids
Sabellianism on the one hand, and Tritheism on the other.
[Sabellianism taught that God was one person only who existed in
three different forms or manifestations; tritheism refers to a
belief in three separate gods.] The divine persons are in one
another, and form a perpetual intercommunication and motion within
the divine essence. Each person has all the divine attributes which
are inherent in the divine essence, but each has also a
characteristic individuality or property, which is peculiar to the
person, and cannot be communicated; the Father is unbegotten, the
Son begotten, the Holy Ghost is proceeding. In this Trinity there
is no priority or posteriority of time, no superiority or
inferiority of rank, but the three persons are coeternal and
coequal.9

It is important to note here that the Bible
teaches both monotheism and trinitarianism. It teaches a
monotheistic view—that there is only one
true God—and a trinitarian view—that this
one true God exists eternally as three persons. This triunity of
God was defended from earliest times as Christian theologians and
apologists were careful both to safeguard the unity of God against
tritheism and also to maintain the respective deity of the three
persons. As Gregory of Nyssa stated in his letter to Ablabius, “To
say that there are three gods is wicked. Not to bear witness to the
deity of the Son and the Spirit is ungodly and absurd. Therefore
one God must be confessed by us according to the witness of
Scripture, ‘Hear Israel, the Lord your God is one Lord’
(Deuteronomy 6:4), even if the word ‘deity’ extends through the
holy trinity.”10

In his Christian
Theology, Millard J. Erickson offers six points that must be
included in a proper understanding of the doctrine of the
Trinity:

1. There is only one God.

2. Each person in the Godhead is equally deity.

3. The threeness and oneness of God constitute a
paradox or an antinomy—merely an apparent contradiction, not a
genuine one. This is because God’s threeness and oneness do not
exist in the same respect—that is, they are not simultaneously
affirming and denying the same thing at the same time and in the
same manner. God’s oneness refers to the divine essence; His
threeness to the plurality of persons.

4. The Trinity is eternal—there have always been
three persons, each of whom is eternally divine. One or more of the
persons did not come into being at a point in time or at some point
in time become divine. There has never been any change in the
essential divine nature of the triune God. He is and will be what
He has always been forever.

5. The function of one member in the Trinity may for
a time be subordinate to one or both of the other members, although
this does not mean He is in anyway inferior in essence. Each person
of the Trinity has had, for a period of time, a particular function
unique to Himself. In other words, the particular function that is
sometimes unique to a given person in the Trinity is only a
temporary role exercised for a given purpose. It does not represent
a change in His status or essence. When the second person of the
Trinity incarnated and became Jesus Christ, He did not become less
than the Father, although He did become subordinate to the Father
functionally. In like manner, the Holy Spirit is now subordinated
to the ministry of the Son (John 14–16), as well as to the will of
the Father, but He is not less than they are. Certain examples may
illustrate this. A wife may have a subordinate role to a husband,
but she is also his equal. Equals in some business enterprise may
elect one of their number to serve as head or a chairperson for a
period, without any change in rank. During World War II, the
highest ranking member of an aircraft, the pilot, would
nevertheless carefully subordinate his decisions to the bombardier,
a lower ranking officer.

6. Finally, the Trinity is incomprehensible. Even
when we are in heaven and fully redeemed, we will still not totally
comprehend God because it is impossible that a finite creature
could ever fully comprehend an infinite being. Thus, “Those aspects
of God which we never fully comprehend should be regarded as
mysteries that go beyond our reason rather than as paradoxes which
conflict with reason.”11

This last point takes us to our next
question.

2. Why is the Trinity a mystery?

Before we discuss what
the Bible teaches about the Trinity, we must remember that this
doctrine is something finite minds can never
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