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As this issue of SBJT explores the doctrine 
of the Trinity—that God eternally exists as 

three persons, the Father, the Son, and the Holy 
Spirit, each of whom is fully God, yet there is only 
one God—it is good to remember that this ortho-

dox position was hammered out 
amid challenges to a “Trinitarian 
consciousness” that arose in the 
early church. By this consciousness 
I mean a sense, grounded in the 
teaching of Scripture, that devel-
oped in the church as it reflected on 
the nature of God;1 baptized new 
Christians;2 prayed;3 worshipped;4 
constructed its ecclesiology;5 and 
as it developed its apologetics 
against pagans.6 Eventually, this 
Trinitarian sense was articulated 
in explicit theological aff irma-
tions—the rule of faith,7 the canon 
of truth,8 and the early creeds. But 
this developing consciousness and 
theological formulation was not 

without its challenges. The purpose of this article 
is to identify, describe, and critique these denials 
of the orthodox view of the Trinity.9

Monarchianism: Denying the 
Distinctions of the Thr ee 
Persons

The first significant challenge to the early 
church’s Trinitarian consciousness was the view 
that later came to be called monarchianism, a posi-
tion that emphasized “the unity of God as the only 
monarchia, or ruler of the universe.”10  This error 
developed two forms.11 Dynamic monarchianism 
was promoted by two men named Theodotus 
(Theodotus the Tanner, Theodotus the Money-
Changer) and Paul of Samosata of Antioch.12 Hip-
polytus described the key tenets of this position:

Jesus was a (mere) man, born of a virgin, accord-
ing to the counsel of the Father. After he had lived 
indiscriminately with all men and had become 
preeminently religious, he subsequently—at his 
baptism in the Jordan River—received Christ, 
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who came from above and descended (upon him) 
in the form of a dove. This was the reason, accord-
ing to Theodotus, why (miraculous) powers did 
not operate within him prior to the manifestation 
in him of that Spirit which descended and which 
proclaims him to be the Christ.13

Accordingly, Jesus was just an ordinary—
though particularly good and holy—man upon 
whom the Spirit (or Christ, the presence of God) 
descended at his baptism, thereby empower-
ing him to perform miracles without rendering 
him divine. Additionally, the Spirit was merely 
a divine inf luence. Dynamic monarchianism, 
which thankfully exerted little influence in the 
early church, held that Jesus was not God and the 
Spirit was not God.

The second and much more widespread form of 
this error, modalistic monarchianism, was spread by 
Praxeas of Rome, Noetus of Smyrna, Zephyrinus 
and Callistus (both bishops of Rome), and Sabel-
lius (hence, this error is also referred to as Sabel-
lianism). Again, Hippolytus described the key 
tenets of this position as promoted by Callistus:

Callistus alleges that the Logos himself is Son 
and is himself Father. Although called by a differ-
ent title, in reality he is one indivisible spirit. And 
he maintains that the Father is not one person 
while the Son is another, but that they are one 
and the same; and that all things are full of the 
divine Spirit…. And he affirms that the Spirit, 
which became incarnate in the virgin, is not dif-
ferent from the Father, but is one and the same.14

Modalistic monarchianism emphasized that 
the one God is designated by three different 
names—“Father,” “Son,” and “Holy Spirit”—at 
different times, but these three are not distinct 
persons. Rather, they are different modes (hence, 
modalism) of the one God. As Creator of the world 
and Lawgiver, God can be called “Father;” as the 
incarnate Jesus Christ, God can be called “Son”; 
as God in the church age, he can be called “Holy 

Spirit.” Thus, God is Father, God is Son, and God 
is the Holy Spirit: one God with three names or 
modes, but not one God who eternally exists as 
three distinct persons. 

These two forms of monarchianism were 
denounced by the leaders of the early church. 
Dynamic monarchianism was found wanting 
because it considered Jesus Christ to be a mere 
man, whereas Scripture portrays him as fully 
divine and fully human. Modalistic monarchian-
ism was assessed as emphasizing the oneness of 
God while minimizing the distinctive threeness 
of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, thus losing the 
three in the one. 

Tertullian, defending the early church’s Trini-
tarian consciousness, argued against these here-
sies and articulated a precise notion of the Trinity. 
Speaking of the three persons, he affirmed:

All are one, by unity … of substance; while the 
mystery of the economy is still guarded, which 
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 appearance. Yet they 
are of one substance and of one condition and 
of one power, inasmuch as he is one God from 
whom these degrees and forms and aspects are 
reckoned under the name of the Father and of 
the Son and of the Holy Spirit.15

Tertullian’s wording became the foundation for 
the church’s definition of the Trinity: God is one 
in essence or substance, yet three in persons. He 
also affirmed the deity of the Holy Spirit (referred 
to as “the Paraclete” or “Comforter” in the Gos-
pel of John), an important element in the church’s 
developing doctrine of the Trinity:

There is the Paraclete or Comforter, for whom 
the Lord promises to pray to the Father and 
to send from heaven after he had ascended to 
the Father. He is called “another Comforter” 
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indeed ( John 14:16)…. “He shall receive of 
mine,” says Christ (John 16:14), just as Christ 
himself received of the Father’s. Thus the con-
nection of the Father in the Son, and of the 
Son in the Paraclete, produces three coherent 
persons, who are yet distinct from one another. 
These three are one essence, not one person.16 
 
God is one, not three, in essence; and he is three 

persons, not one person known by different names.

Arianism: Denying the Deity 
of the Son

Other challenges to the Trinitarian conscious-
ness of the early church took the form of denials 
of the deity of the Son. In particular, Arianism 
emphasized monotheism—the belief in only one 
God. Arius, the chief proponent for whom this 
view is named, maintained: “We acknowledge 
one God, the only unbegotten, the only eternal, 
the only one without beginning, the one true, 
the only one who has immortality, the only wise, 
the only good, the only sovereign.”17 This totally 
unique God could not communicate, or share, his 
divine essence or attributes with anything or any-
one else; to do so would result in a duality of gods, 
which would contradict the uniqueness of the one 
God. Furthermore, this completely unique God 
created a Son: “[God] begat an only-begotten Son 
before eternal times…. He made him exist at his 
own will, unalterable and unchangeable. He was a 
perfect creature of God, but not as one of the crea-
tures; he was a perfect offspring, but not as one 
of things begotten…. At the will of God, he was 
created before times and before ages, and gaining 
life and being from the Father.” 18 Thus, the Son is a 
created being. Moreover, God created the universe 
and everything in it through his Son; therefore, 
“We consider that the Son has this prerogative [to 
be called ‘Son’] over others, and therefore is called 
Only-begotten, because he alone was brought into 
existence by God alone, and all other things were 
created by God through the Son.”19 Accordingly, 
the Son was the first of all created beings, the 

highest of all created beings, and the one through 
whom all created beings were created—but he was 
a created being nonetheless. 

For Arius, this reality implied that there was 
a time when the Son did not exist: “The Son, 
being begotten apart from time by the Father, 
and being created and founded before ages, did 
not exist before his generation;” thus, the Son 
“is not eternal or co-eternal or co-unoriginate 
[without beginning] with the Father.”20 A further 
implication was that the Son has a nature that is 
different from that of the Father; that is, the Son 
is heteroousios—of a different (hetero) substance 
or essence (ousios)—not homoousios—of the 
same (homo) substance or essence (ousios)—as 
the Father. The Son is not God.

Though Arius’s position focused on a rejection 
of the deity of the Son, it included a rejection of the 
deity of the Holy Spirit as well. “Just as he denied 
that the Son was of the same divine substance as 
the Father (and, thus, something other than fully 
divine), so Arius insisted that the Holy Spirit was 
not of the same substance of the Father and the Son 
(and, thus, not fully divine).”21 Specifically, Arius 
proclaimed: “The essences of the Father and the 
Son and the Holy Spirit are separate in nature, and 
estranged, and disconnected, and alien, and with-
out participation of each other … utterly unlike 
each other in essence and glory, unto infinity.”22 
The Arian supporter Eusebius of Caesarea, citing 
John 1:3, further darkened the tragic situation by 
affirming that the Holy Spirit is “one of the things 
which have come into existence through the Son.”23

The early church’s denunciation of Arianism24 
through deliberations at the Council of Nicea 
(325) not only put a damper on this Christologi-
cal heresy (and, secondarily, on aberrant views of 
the Holy Spirit) but also contributed substantively 
to the formulation of the orthodox doctrine of the 
Trinity. Any position that denied the full deity of 
the Son was a heretical viewpoint, and the affirma-
tion of the Son’s full deity supported the church’s 
developing doctrine of the Triune nature of the 
Godhead. Indeed, the Creed of Nicea underscored 
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this belief: “We believe in one God the Father all-
sovereign, make of all things visible and invisible; 
and in one Lord Jesus Christ, the Son of God … ; 
and in the Holy Spirit.”25 

This belief in the Father, the Son, and the Holy 
Spirit—the Creed of Nicea’s Trinitarian struc-
ture itself expressed disagreement with Arius’s 
position—continued to face challenges after the 
Council disbanded. Arius was reinstated by the 
emperor Constantine after offering a creed that 
carefully avoided any controversial positions 
about Jesus Christ. After Constantine’s death in 
337, his son Constantius became emperor of the 
eastern part of the empire; he firmly supported 
Arianism in his domain. W hile Constantine’s 
other son, Constans, emperor of the western part 
of the empire, reinforced the Nicene faith during 
his reign, upon his death in 350 the entire empire 
fell to Constantius, with the result that Arianism 
flourished throughout the realm.

Countering this spreading heresy, Athana-
sius insisted that if salvation is the forgiveness 
of sins and the imparting of divine life into sin-
ful people, then the Son had to be fully God in 
order to become human to save.26 Indeed, Atha-
nasius denounced the Arian view of the Son as 
a mere creature: “If the Word were a creature, 
how could he have power to undo God’s judg-
ment and to forgive sin, since … this is God’s 
prerogative only?”27 He further insisted that the 
Son is eternal28 and of the same essence as the 
Father: “the divinity of the Father is identical 
with the divinity of the Son” and, conversely, “the 
divinity of the Son is the divinity of the Father.”29 
The theological defense of the Nicene faith by 
Athanasius in the decades following the Council 
finally gained the upper hand. Indeed, through 
the encouragement of the emperors Gratian and 
Theodosius I, and the theological formulation of 
the second general council of the church—the 
Nicene-Constantinopolitan Creed of the Coun-
cil of Constantinople (381)—the Nicene faith 
was reaffirmed and Arianism was defeated. 

Pneumatomachianism: Denying 
the Deity of the Spirit 

Contemporaneously, aberrant views of the 
deity of the Holy Spirit—these fourth century 
attacks are commonly categorized together as 
Macedonianism or Pneumatomachian (opponents 
of the Spirit) heresies—were countered by the 
leaders of the church. For example, Cyril of Jerusa-
lem offered that “the only-begotten Son, together 
with the Holy Spirit, is a partaker of the Father’s 
Godhead.”30 Additionally, he attributed deity to 
the Spirit, calling him “a divine and unsearchable 
being.”31 Indeed, the Spirit is a person, not just a 
powerful force.32 Against the Arian position, Cyril 
argued that the Holy Spirit could never be con-
sidered a mere created being: “Nothing among 
created things is equal in honor to him. For the 
families of the angels, and all their hosts assembled 
together, have no equality with the Holy Spirit. 
The all-excellent power of the Comforter over-
shadows all of these. Indeed, angels are sent forth 
to serve (Heb 1:14), but the Spirit searches even 
the deep things of God (1 Cor 2:10-11).”33

Similarly, Athanasius expressed the orthodox 
view of the Holy Spirit, affirming that the Spirit 
“belongs to and is one with the Godhead which is 
in the Triad.”34 Athanasius reasoned that because 
this Triad is eternal, and because the Holy Spirit is 
included in the Triad, then he must be eternal and 
share the same essence as the Father and the Son. 
He further supported the deity of the Spirit from 
the fact that Christians become “partakers of God” 
(2 Pet 1:4) through him: “If the Holy Spirit were 
a creature, we would have no participation in God 
through him; we would be united to a creature 
and alien [separated] from the divine nature…. If 
he makes men divine, his nature must undoubt-
edly be that of God.”35 As Athanasius affirmed 
and defended the truth that “the Son is homoou-
sios—of the same substance—with the Father,” so 
he affirmed and defended the truth that the Holy 
Spirit is homoousios with the Father and the Son.36 
In 362, at the Council of Alexandria and through 
the urging of Athanasius, the church agreed to 
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“anathematize those who say that the Holy Spirit 
is a creature and separate from the essence of 
Christ…. For we believe that there is one God-
head, and that it has one nature, and not that there 
is one nature of the Father, from which that of 
the Son and of the Holy Spirit are distinct.”37 The 
Nicene-Constantinopolitan Creed of the Council 
of Constantinople (381) further affirmed belief in 
the Holy Spirit, “who with Father and Son is wor-
shipped together and glorified together.”38 

Ultimately, then, the early church denounced 
aberrant views with regard to the Son of God and 
the Spirit of God, thereby leading to the demise of 
heresies such as Arianism and paving the way for 
the orthodox formulation of the doctrine of the 
Trinity. God is one in essence yet three in persons. 
Further development included greater sophisti-
cation with regard to the notion of the economic 
Trinity—the three persons are distinct in terms of 
the roles or activities in which they engage in the 
works of creation, preservation, and salvation39—
and the idea of the ontological Trinity—the three 
persons are distinct in terms of their eternal rela-
tionships,40 with the Father being unbegotten, the 
Son being eternally begotten or generated by the 
Father,41 and the Holy Spirit proceeding from both 
the Father42 and the Son.43

Contempor ary Challenges
Except for an occasional denial or misformula-

tion,44 this doctrine would go without significant 
challenge until the modern period. One manifes-
tation of the modern period’s materialism, agnos-
ticism, and atheism was simply a neglect of the 
doctrine of the Trinity, exemplified in the theol-
ogy of Friedrich Schleiermacher. “As a result of his 
reformulation of theology in line with his view that 
religion is essentially a feeling of absolute depen-
dence on God, Schleiermacher dispensed with 
abstract Christian dogmas.”45 One of these doc-
trines was the Trinity, which he regarded as unes-
sential to the Christian faith: “The assumption of 
an eternal distinction in the Supreme Being is not 
an utterance concerning the religious conscious-

ness, for there it never could emerge.”46 In other 
words, because the personhood and relational-
ity of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit could never 
be experienced by human beings and thus could 
have nothing to do with their sense of complete 
dependence on God, this doctrine is unimport-
ant. Indeed, Schleiermacher relegated his brief dis-
cussion of the Trinity to the end of his influential 
theological work, The Christian Faith. 

This tendency to neglect the doctrine of the 
Trinity came to an abrupt halt with Karl Barth 
who, in accordance with the historic position of 
the church, considered it to be crucial to a right 
understanding and formulation of Christian doc-
trine. Accordingly, in his Church Dogmatics, Barth 
placed “the doctrine of the Trinity at the head of 
the whole of dogmatics.”47 Indeed, because this 
doctrine “fundamentally distinguishes the Chris-
tian doctrine of God as Christian,”48 it has to hold 
first place in theology. 

This doctrine must hold together both the 
“oneness in threeness”49 and the “threeness in 
oneness.”50 While preferring to use the expres-
sion “mode of being” instead of “person”—thus, 
for Barth, there are “three ‘modes’ of being’ in 
God”51—this affirmation was not the modalism 
of earlier heresy, because Barth used “mode of 
being” in a way that was synonymous with the tra-
ditional word “person.” While affirming the dis-
tinctions between Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, 
he also insisted on the unity of the Godhead. 
Accordingly, he preferred the expression “three-
in-oneness” in discussing this unfathomable mys-
tery: “In the doctrine of the Trinity our concern is 
with God’s oneness in threeness and threeness in 
oneness. Past these two obviously one-sided and 
unsatisfactory formulations we cannot get…. The 
concept of ‘three-in-oneness’ must be regarded as 
the conflation of both these formulas.”52 Impor-
tantly, Barth’s emphasis that in the Godhead itself, 
the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit exist in eternal, 
dynamic, “social” relationship with one another, 
has given rise to the prominence of what is now 
called the social Trinity.53
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This turn toward interest in the social Trinity 
does not mean that further development of the 
ontological (or immanent) and economic Trinity 
did not occur in the modern period. Indeed, Karl 
Rahner formulated one of the most important 
axioms for doing Trinitarian theology. “Rahner’s 
Rule” is “the ‘economic’ Trinity is the ‘immanent’ 
Trinity and the ‘immanent’ Trinity is the ‘eco-
nomic’ Trinity.”54 Understood in a certain way, 
Rahner’s Rule  is a key axiom for the orthodox doc-
trine of the Trinity: 

If the axiom is held to reflect the fact that God’s 
self-revelation as triune in the work of creation, 
providence, and grace is a true revelation of who he 
is eternally, then it expresses a truth at the heart of 
the Christian faith. It points to the faithfulness of 
God. It demonstrates that there is only one Trin-
ity. God is free and did not need to create us, nor 
to make himself known to us. But, having chosen 
to do so, his own faithfulness requires that he 
reveal himself in a manner that reflects who he is. 
A bifurcation between the economic Trinity and 
the immanent Trinity undermines our knowledge 
of God. Our salvation depends on God’s revelation 
of himself in the history of salvation being true and 
faithful to who he is in himself.55

Understood in another way, Rahner’s Rule 
reverses the proper direction for obtaining 
knowledge of God from necessarily beginning 
with God’s free self-revelation to taking its start-
ing point in human experience. As Paul Molnar 
warned: “As long as it is thought that our self-tran-
scending experiences provide a point of departure 
for knowing the true God, Christian theologians 
will always have difficulty actually distinguishing 
God from their ideas about God.”56 Such devel-
opment is particularly verified in the theology of 
those who emphasize the second part of the axiom, 
resulting in a collapse of the immanent Trinity 
into the economic Trinity.57 This error seems to 
lurk in contemporary discussions and formula-
tions of the doctrine of the Trinity. 

R eviving Old Her esies
T hough a nt i-Tr i n ita r ia n posit ions were 

soundly defeated in the early church, similar her-
esies arose again in the modern period. Examples 
of major religious movements that deny the doc-
trine of the Trinity include the Jehovah’s Wit-
nesses, the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day 
Saints (Mormonism), the Unitarian Universalist 
Church, and Oneness Pentecostalism. 

Jehovah’s W itnesses
Jehovah’s Witnesses believe that the doctrine 

has no explicit basis in Scripture, was not held by 
the early church, was derived from paganism, and 
cannot be true because it is contrary to reason. 
Specifically, the Bible affirms only that God is one 
(Deut 6:4; Gal 3:20; 1 Cor 8:4-6); Jehovah’s Wit-
nesses believe in radical monotheism that does 
not allow for a plurality of persons in the God-
head. Denying the deity of Jesus Christ, they hold 
instead that he is a created spirit being, “the first-
born of all creation” (Col 1:15), who never claimed 
to be God and who was always inferior to God. 
Denying the deity of the Holy Spirit, they main-
tain that it is an impersonal force controlled by 
God to accomplish his purposes; it is not equal, 
but always subordinate, to God.58 

Mor monism
The first article of faith of the Church of Jesus 

Christ of Latter Day Saints (Mormonism) is “We 
believe in God, the Eternal Father, and in His 
Son, Jesus Christ, and in the Holy Ghost.” While 
sounding like an affirmation of the Triune nature 
of God, this article does not embrace the doctrine 
of the Trinity. Rather, Mormons believe that the 
Godhead consists of three distinct beings who 
are one in purpose but not in nature. Indeed, God 
the Father, Jesus, and the Holy Spirit are three 
separate gods: God the Father is named Elohim, 
while Jesus is named Jehovah. But the plurality 
of gods does not stop with these three: Mormon-
ism affirms the existence of many gods, because 
human beings can become gods. Indeed, God was 
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once a human being who achieved godness. At 
the same time, the Mormon notion of God is that 
of an exalted being who has a body of f lesh and 
bones (this affirmation denies the omnipresence 
of God); indeed, gods can father spirit children 
who worship them. Strangely, while affirming the 
existence of a Heavenly Father, Mormonism also 
affirms the existence of a Heavenly Mother.

This dual reality comes into focus with regard 
to Mormon teaching about Jesus, who is the 
spirit child of the Heavenly Father and Heavenly 
Mother as well as the physical offspring of sexual 
intercourse between God the Father and Mary. 
Strangely, Mormons continue to hold that Mary 
was a virgin, but they do so by redefining virgin-
ity: it applies only to those who have not engaged 
in sexual intercourse with a human being. Given 
that God the Father is not a mortal, but immor-
tal, being, Mary’s sexual activity with him did not 
violate her virginity. So God the Father had a son 
Jesus, but not only him: Lucifer was a second son 
of God and thus the brother of Jesus.59 

Unitar ia n Universalism
The Unitarian Universalist Church, by its 

transparent title, denies the doctrine of the Trin-
ity. Drawing inspiration and belief from many dif-
ferent religious persuasions and sacred texts, this 
church, even in its varieties that show a greater 
“Christian” inf luence, gives no attention to the 
Triune nature of the Godhead, the deity of Jesus 
Christ, the deity of the Holy Spirit, and so forth.60 

Oneness Pentacostalism
More obviously Christian yet also opposed to 

the doctrine of the Trinity is Oneness Pentecos-
talism.61 Built around a first key tenet that God’s 
name reveals God’s nature, Oneness Pentecostal-
ism moves from the various names of God in the 
Old Testament to concentration on the particu-
lar name of Yahweh as that by which God makes 
himself known in revelation, with the result that 
the unity of God is emphasized: “The unity of 
God is sustained by the absolute unity or oneness 

of His name.”62 A second key tenet follows: the 
only distinction in God is that of transcendence 
and immanence. The transcendence of God is 
designated by “Spirit;” God’s immanence or per-
sonhood (and “person” refers to an embodied 
human being) is his incarnate presence in Jesus. 
“This ‘Spirit-Person’ dialectic is the principle by 
which Oneness theology understands the incar-
nation. It is the one Spirit, the fully-undifferenti-
ated Deity, not the Second Person of the Trinity, 
who becomes incarnate in the human person 
from Nazareth. In Oneness terms, the Father 
(deity) indwells the Son (humanity).”63 

A third key tenet addresses the threeness of 
God: Father, Son, and Spirit are three “mani-
festations”—and by the term “manifestation” is 
meant a self-revelation—of the one Spirit in Jesus. 
Accordingly, Oneness Pentecostalism embraces a 
type of modalism. 

The three manifestations of Father, Son, and 
Holy Spirit function in much the same way as 
persons do in Trinitarian theology. Personality 
is attributable to all three. The difference is that 
for OPs [Oneness Pentecostalism] there is only 
one divine being who is revealed as Father in the 
Son and as Spirit through the Son. The theological 
center is Christocentric in that as a human being 
Jesus is the Son, and as Spirit (i.e., in his deity) he 
reveals, indeed, is the Father, and sends, indeed 
is, the Holy Spirit as the Spirit of the risen Jesus 
who indwells the believer. Because God is one, 
the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit are all present 
in the manifestation of each.64  

Accordingly, Oneness Pentecostalism is a spe-
cies of modalism, with this difference from its ear-
lier formulation: the three are not different names 
for God in successive periods—Father in the Old 
Testament, Son in the New Testament, Spirit in 
the church age—but are simultaneous manifesta-
tions of the entire Godhead. 

In summary, Jehovah’s Witnesses, the Church 
of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints (Mormonism), 
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the Unitarian Universalist Church, and Oneness 
Pentecostalism all deny, in different ways, the tra-
ditional formulation of the doctrine of the Trinity: 
God eternally exists as three persons, the Father, 
the Son, and the Holy Spirit, each of whom is 
fully God, yet there is only one God. This doc-
trine arose from the Trinitarian consciousness of 
the early church, which also fiercely defended its 
developing belief against attacks from dynamic 
monarchianism, modalistic monarchianism, Ari-
anism, Macedonianism (the Pneumatomachian 
heresies), and the like. Believing this early church 
engagement in formulating a consensus doctrine 
of the Trinity to be an excellent summary of all 
the biblical affirmations on the Triune nature of 
God, the contemporary church does well to heed, 
embrace, and follow this traditional doctrine.

Conclusion: Upholding an 
Essential Doctrine	

But why does this doctrine matter so much? 
Why should the church identify and critique deni-
als of the orthodox view? Let me conclude this 
article by underscoring three important truths 
that flow from the historic doctrine of the Trinity. 

First, the God whom Christians worship is the 
one and only Triune God. This truth means that 
all other religions of the world—Islam, Hinduism, 
Buddhism, and the like—because they deny the 
Trinity, worship false gods. This truth is also why 
baptism into the name of the Triune God (Matt 
28:19) is so important, as it distinguishes Chris-
tians from everyone else. 

Second, divine revelation bears a Trinitarian 
shape: the Son does not speak on his own author-
ity, but speaks on the Father’s authority and says 
only what the Father told him.65 Thus, Jesus’ teach-
ing is not his own but is that of the Father who sent 
him. The Holy Spirit does not speak on his own 
authority, but whatever he hears—from the Son, 
who hears it from the Father—the Spirit declares. 
The apostles receive the Holy Spirit so that the tes-
timony they bear to Jesus is true and authoritative; 
furthermore, under the inspiration of the Holy 

Spirit, they receive divine revelation and impart 
that revelation in words taught by the Spirit. This 
revelation becomes inscripturated in the Bible. 
Non-Christians do not accept this divine revela-
tion; indeed, it seems foolishness to them and 
they cannot understand it, because understand-
ing comes through the Holy Spirit. By contrast, 
Christians led by the Spirit grasp and live this 
divine revelation. The Trinitarian shape of divine 
revelation means that only Christian Scripture is 
the true and authoritative Word of God; such is 
not true of the Quran, the Vedas, the Tipitaka, and 
the other holy books of other religions. 

Third, salvation is the work of the Triune 
God and ref lects a Trinitarian order: the Father 
commissions and sends the Son to rescue fallen 
human beings, the Son joyfully obeys the Father 
and embarks on his mission to become incarnate 
as the God-man Jesus of Nazareth so as to accom-
plish salvation from sin, and the Holy Spirit serves 
the Father and Son by applying the Son’s accom-
plished work to human lives. This Trinitarian work 
means that only Christianity—not Islam, Hindu-
ism, Buddhism, and the like—offers the hope of 
forgiveness of sins and eternal life. 

In these and many other ways, the Trinity is 
seen as an essential Christian doctrine. The church 
must do all it can to further explore, embrace, and 
defend this truth against any and all challenges 
and attacks. True worship, true revelation, and 
true salvation are at stake. 
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