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Trinity: The Doctrine of God
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NARRATIVE SUMMARY

The Carly Church baptiscd pcoplc in the name of Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Thcy worshippcd

Jesus as God even though their faith commanded them to worship only one God.

The most obvious solution was that Father, Son, and Holy Spirit were all the same person. This
position was called Modalism.

However, Modalism could not explain why Jesus prayed to the Father, or how all three persons
could appear at once (e.g. at Jesus’ baptism). Therefore, the Church rejected Modalism and insisted
that Father, Son, and Holy Spirit are distinct persons.

But how are Father, Son, and Holy Spirit distinct? One clear way to distinguish them is to make a
hierarchy: the Son and the Holy Spirit are inferior to the Father because they were produced by the
Father. They are divine because they share in the Father’s being, but they are not as great as the
Father. This position is called subordinationism.

The Council of Nicaea rejected subordinationism and insisted that Father and Son are “one in
being,” meaning that the Son is not inferior to the Father.

But the Council was suspected of Modalism because it did not explain the distinctions between
Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.

Alexander and Athanasius defended the Council by developing the language of “one being, three
persons” to clarify both the unity and the distinction.

Athanasius also defended the use of non-scriptural language in the Creed, the divinity of the Holy
Spirit which was not explicitly declared in the Creed, and grounded all of his arguments in a
humble awareness of the limitations of the human intellect when contemplating the mystery of the
transcendent God.



INTRODUCTION

The development of trinitarian doctrine is the key to its meaning.’

The most famous painting of the Christian God is a fifteenth-century icon by a Russian artist named Andrei
Rublev. It is titled “The Hospitality of Abraham” and depicts a scene from Genesis 18. In the story, which
opens with the words “the Lorp  [Hebrew YHWH] appeared to Abraham,” three strangers visit Abraham
who welcomes them and serves them a meal, all the time addrcssing them as “my Lord” (Hebrew adonai) in
the singular.” From ecarly on in Christian history, theologians have interpreted this story as a theophany, an
appearance of God.” The painting by Rublev belongs to this tradition of interpretation. It depicts three
figures seated at a table: God the Father on the left, Jesus Christ in the middle, and the Holy Spirit on the
right.*

How can this be a painting of God if it shows three people? Christians have always held firmly to the belief
that there is only one God, the creator of all things, who alone is to be worshipped. Yet the early Christians
also clearly believed that this one God exists in three persons, all of which are fully and equally divine.

This is the famous doctrine of the Trinity, which most people know is a core Christian belief. It may come as
a surprise to some that the word does not appear in the Bible.’ Yet despite this, Trinitarian faith came to be
the hallmark of Christianity within a few centuries of the birth of the Church. Christians were convinced
that even if the word “Trinity” was absent in the New Testament, the reality of three persons in one divine
substance was clearly there.

From its very beginning, the doctrine was plagued with misunderstandings. Many people have accused it of
Violating basic logic and mathematics, making nonsense out of the claim that Christians are monotheists.
How can there be only one God, and at the same time three people who are God? For some, it is a clear
example of theology professors dreaming up overly complicated puzzles that have no connection to the lived
experience of ordinary people. So how did this doctrine become so unavoidably central to Christian identity
and belief?

The short answer is that it seemed to the early Christians to be the only logical way to make sense of
everything Jesus had said about himself and the apostles had said about him. Many other ways were tried
that were simpler and easier to understand, but which failed to account for something recorded in the New
Testament. The conclusions of the early Church regarding the incomprehensible Trinity can be compared to
many of the conclusions of modern physics that are equally hard to grasp yet equally unavoidable in the face
of the evidence, like string theory, dark matter, or the idea that light is both a wave and a particle at the
same time. These are not neat and tidy theories that make you feel mentally at rest, as if you'd figured it all
out perfectly. Rather, they are brave attempts to rationalise all the evidence available even when this
stretches or perhaps breaks our usual categories and ways of thinking,

Apart from its confusing nature, the other accusation levelled against the Trinity is that it is impractical and
irrelevant. Immanuel Kant famously said that the Trinity has “no practical relevance” and his words resonate
with many people today. What does it matter whether there are one, three, five, or five million persons in

' Khaled Anatolios, Retrieving Nicaea: The Development and Meaning of Trinitarian Doctrine (Baker Academic, 2011), xv.

* Unless otherwise noted, Bible quotations are taken from the New Revised Standard Version Bible @ 1989 or NRSV.

b For the details of this, see Bogdan G. Bucur, ‘The Early Christian Reception of Genesis 18: From Theophany to Trinitarian
Symbolism’, Journal of Early Christian Studies (BALTIMORE) 23, no. 2 (2015): 245-72. On the challenges of reconciling this with
modern exegetical methods, see Francis Watson, ‘Abraham’s Visitors: Prolegomena to a Christian Theological Exegesis of Genesis
18-19", Journal of Scriptural Reasoning 2, no. 3 (2002).

" For more on the Trinitarian imagery in the Rublev icon, see Gabriel Bunge, The Rublev Trinity: The Icon of the Trinity by the
Monk-Painter Andrei Rublev, trans. Andrew Louth (St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 2007).

> In fact, our earliest preserved attestation of the word “Trinity” (Greek “Toiddoc”) comes from St. Theophilus of Antioch writing
around A.D. 170. He writes “The three days prior to the luminaries are types of the Trinity of God and his Word and his Wisdom”
(To Autolycus I1.15). Translation modified. Greek: “Qoadtwg xod al tpec Npépo md TwV PwotiEwy yeyovulow Throt eloly T TpLddog,
tou Beov %ol Tov Adyou adToL %Al T coplag adTov.”


https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?UaDnEX
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?UaDnEX

the Godhead? How does it affect my daily life and spirituality? The answer is that the doctrine of the Trinity
arose not to satisfy idle intellectual curiosity, but to help ordinary Christians make sense of the scriptural
passages they heard and sang Sunday after Sunday in worship. It was those who were living the Christian life
and worshiping the Christian God who most wanted to understand who this God was. The Trinity is more
lived than understood. It is lived by the church who baptises new members “in the name of the Father, the
Son, and the Holy Spirit.” It is lived by the child who prays to Jesus on the same day that she reads in the
Gospels that Jesus prayed to the Father. It is lived by Pentecostal and Charismatic communities who ask
God to “fill us with your Spirit.” It is lived, above all, by all Christians whose deepest longing is to be caught
up into the divine life and immersed in the Love that loved before the world was made, the perfect love
between Father and Son that was never, for all eternity, by itself without anything to lavish with love.

RELIGIOUS BACKGROUNDS FOR EARLY CHRISTIANITY

Two religious backgrounds are important contexts for early Christianity: Greco-Roman, and Jewish. The
Greco-Roman background, into which Christianity was born, had no problem with multiple deities. The
Romans were happy pluralists. They had multiple religions and worshipped multiple gods, and saw no
problem with that. Adding a few more gods would not have been a problem.

But Judaism is the more crucial background for Christianity. The first Christians were all Jewish and did not
think they were starting a new re]igion. They believed instead that in Jesus, ]udaism had found its promised
and long-awaited messiah, and that this meant a transformation of the Jewish faith into a new stage of its
history.

Judaism was unlike other rcligions in the Greco-Roman world. It demanded exclusive worship of the Jewish
God alone. Worship of anyone or anything other than the one God of Isracl was considered the highest
biasphcmy. That is Why when the Carly Christians were found to be Worshipping Jesus, it was such a scandal.
Either they had completely lost their minds, or else they were saying that Jesus was not only the Jewish
Messiah, but the Jewish God, who alone is to be worshipped.

EARLY TESTIMONIES TO JESUS' DIVINITY

The New Testament

Why would Christians start worshipping Jesus as God? The only possible reason is that they believed Jesus
had identified himself with God, in things he said and did, and in what his closest followers said about him.
The Gospel of John opens with the words, “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God,
and the Word was God. ... And the Word became flesh and lived among us” (John 1:1). Jesus says, “before
Abraham was, I am” (John 8:58), applying to himself the most holy name of God given in Exodus 3:14. This
was so blasphemous to the Jewish people that they immediately tried to stone him to death (John 8:59). Not
long afterwards he says, “The Father and I are one” (John 10:30), and “Whoever has seen me has seen the
Father” (John 14:9). When he appears, risen from the dead, to his disciples, one of them cries out “My Lord
and my God” (John 20:28) and Jesus affirms his belief. Jesus also behaves in ways that everyone recognises as
a claim to being divine, which is why people keep accusing him of blasphemy (Matthew 9:3, 26:65-66; Mark
27, 14:63-64; Luke 5:21; John 10:33, 19:7).° When Jesus calms the storm (Matthew 8:23-27; Mark 4:35-41; Luke
8:22-25), the disciples do not react the way they do with other miracles of Jesus. This was no typical miracle

¢ The detail for why this counts as claims to divinity is discussed in Chapter 5 of Brant Pitre, Jesus and Divine Christology (Eerdmans,
2024). A shorter version is available in Brant Pitre, ‘Jesus’s Divinity and the Quest for the Historical Jesus’, Church Life Journal, 4
February 2025.
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like ones in the Old Testament, performed with God’s power through a mere human being. Rather, the

disciples are in utter shock: only the creator has such authority.”

ST. IGNATIUS OF ANTIOCH

Belief in Jesus” divinity was continued by the earliest Christians writing after the New Testament. Near the
beginning of the second century, St. Ignatius, the bishop of Antioch, wrote to the church in Ephesus that it
is chosen “by the will of the Father and of Jesus Christ, our God.™ Later in the same letter he says

There is one physician, both fleshly and spiritual, born and unborn, God come in the
flesh, true life in death, from both Mary and God, first subject to suffering and then
beyond suffering, Jesus Christ our Lord.”

Ignatius doesn’t try to explain how Jesus can be both “God come in the flesh” and “from God” at the same
time. Ignatius’s goal is not to give precise explanations for how Christian faith makes sense, but to proclaim
to Christians what they were to believe in order to receive the life-giving grace that comes from Jesus.

ST. JUSTIN MARTYR

The desire to explain and understand went one step further when a philosopher called Justin converted to
Christianity a couple of decades later. He was eventually marcyred for his faich, which is why we now call
him St. Justin Martyr. He wrote several important works explaining and justifying the Christian faith: some
addressed to the Romans, and one to the Jewish people which takes the form of a long conversation with a

7 See the full argument for this in Pitre, Jesus and Divine Christology, 47-66.

® St. Ignatius of Antioch, Epistle to the Ephesians preface. Greek: “év 8eMjpatt 100 motpdc ol Tnood Xetotob, tod Beod Mudv.”

9 St. Ignatius of Antioch, Epistle to the Ephesians 7. Greek: “elc iatpdg otv, cugninde te xod nvenpoatinde, yewntog xed dyéwnrog, &
capxl yevopevos 0edg, v Bavitm Lo aAndug, xod €x Maplag xal €x BeoD, mo®tov TabntOg xod 10te dnabng, Incode Xototdg 0
wOpLog Ndv.” See also Ignatius’ lecter to the Smyrnacans in which he says “I give glory to Jesus Christ, the God who has made you so
wise” (Epistle to the Smyrnaeans 1). Greek "Aokdlw Tnoody Xototov 10v 020v 10v obtwe Dpbc copiouvra."
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Jewish man called Trypho. He tells Trypho that every theophany in the Old Testament — every time God
appears to someone — it is actually Jesus in pre-incarnate form. When God appeared to Moses in the burning
bush (Exodus 3), when God wrestled with Jacob (Genesis 32), when three men appear to Abraham (Genesis
18), when God closed the door to the Ark (Genesis 7) — in these and all other theophanies, it was always the
Son of God, Jesus Christ, who was showing himself and acting in the world, who is rightly recognised as

God.

Why does Justin believe that it was the Son and not the Father who did all those things? He bases his
argument on a careful reading of scripture. The Gospel of John says that Isaiah saw the glory of Jesus (see
John 12:36-41), which seems to be talking about Isaiah’s famous vision in which he “saw the Lorp” (Isaiah 6:1).
John the Evangelist set a precedent for interpreting appearances of God in the Old Testament as
appearances of Jesus.

But more than that, Justin has a theological basis for extending this idea to every appearance of God. He
argues that God the Father cannot appear to anyone, since he is invisible. He gets this from John 1:18 which
states: “No one has ever seen God. It is God the only Son, who is close to the Father’s heart, who has made
him known.” This is backed up by the Apostle Paul’s teaching that “there is one God; there is also one
mediator between God and humankind, Christ Jesus” (1 Timothy 2:5). This means that the only access
anyone has to God the Father is through God the Son, Jesus Christ, the only true mediator between God
and human beings.

Therefore, Justin concludes, whenever it says that God came down to earth or showed himself or did
anything, it must have been the Son, not the Father.

You should not imagine that the Unbegotten God Himself descended or ascended from any place.
For, the Ineffable Father and Lord of all neither comes to any place, nor walks, nor sleeps, nor arises,
but always remains in His place, wherever it may be, acutely secing and hearing, not with eyes or
ears, but with a power beyond description. ... How, then, could He converse with anyone, be seen
by anyone, or appear in the smallest place of the world? ... Thus, neither Abraham, nor Isaac, nor
Jacob, nor any other man saw the Father and Ineffable Lord of all creatures... but thcy saw Him
who, according to God’s will, is God the Son, ... Him who, by His will, became man through a
virgin."

Yet contained in this interesting theological idea is the implicit assumption that Jesus is God, since the Old
Testament always refers to those appearances as appearances of God. That is why, Justin tells Trypho, “if you
had understood the words of the Prophets, you would not deny that he is God, Son of the One, Unbegotten,
Ineffable God.™

** St. Justin Martyr, Dialogue with Trypho 127. Greek: “un fiyeloOe odt0v 10V dyévwntov 0edv xotaBeBnxévou 1j dveBeBnuévon nobév. O
Yoo Goentog mathe nal xdpLog @Y TavTwy olte ot Ayixtor oite nepimatel obte xabeddet olte Aviotatan, GAL €v Tf| adTOD YWEQ, dTov
1018, pévet, OB Op@v xad OZ) dxodwy, odx dpbaiuols 0VSE Malv GAAL Suvdper A&kt ... TG bv oy oltog { Aahoete mEOG Twvar A
dplein i fj &v Eharylot pdge yiig paveln ... Obre obv ABpadp obte Toadu oBte TandB obte dihog Awbobrwy e1de TOV Tatéon %ol
GlppnTov ubELov TV TEVTEY ATAGC ... BAL €xelvov TOV %ol BovMiv T xelvou xad 020y Svta, LIOV adTOD” (St. Justin Martyr, Dialogus
cum Tryphone, ed. Georges Archambault [Librairie Alphones Picard / Trustees of Tufts University, 1909], chap. 127).

* St. Justin Martyr, Dialogue with Trypho 126. Greek: ““Emel el vevoruate 10 elpnpéva D10 t@dv meopntdy, odx dv £€ngvelole adtov etvar
Beov, ToD povow xad Gyewwitou xad dpeHtov Be0D vidv” (Martyr, Dialogus cum Tryphone, chap. 126).
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EARLY TRINITARIAN FORMULAS

But what about the Holy Spirit? Isn’t the Trinity meant to be about three divine persons, not just two?

Indeed it is. It took a little longer for theologians to agree how precisely to describe the divinity and

personhood of the Holy Spirit. But that does not mean the Holy Spirit was absent from the Church’s life

and worship. For the carly Christian tradition theology followed the Church’s practice rather than

determining it. This is the idea behind the Latin phrase lex orandi, lex credendi, translated “che law of what is
prayed [or worshipped] is the law of what is believed.” What this phrase means is that first Christians did

things that Christ and his apostles instituted in their worship, prayer, and daily lives, and then theologians

came along and explained them, building an integrated system of thinking to make sense of it all. The

Trinity is a great examp]e of this princip]e at work. We first of all see what we call “Trinitarian” / “Triadic”

formulas, meaning formulas that name all three persons of the Trinity together. Some of these were used in

worship or in baptismal rites. For example:

Jesus commanded his disciples to baptize people “in the name of the Father and of the Son and of
the Holy Spirit” (Matthew 28:19).

When Jesus himself was baptized, the three persons are all present (Matthew 3:16-17).

In his first letter to the Corinthians, Paul weaves the Trinity into his rhetoric about unity and
diversity in the Church (1 Corinthians 12:4-6):

Now there are varieties of gifts, but the same Spirit;
and there are varieties of services, but the same Lord [Jesus];
and there are varieties of activities, but it is the same God who activates all of them in everyone.

Similarly Paul closes his second letter to the Corinthians with the words “The grace of the Lord
Jesus Christ, the love of God, and the communion of the Holy Spirit be with all of you.”
Paul’s letter to the Ephesians contains a similar Trinitarian format (Ephesians 4:4-6):

There is one body and one Spirit, just as you were called to the one hope of your calling, one
Lord, one faith, one baptism, one God and Father of all, who is above all and through all and in

all.

Peter’s famous Pentecost speech has a Trinitarian ring to it (Acts 2:32-33):

This Jesus God raised up, and of that all of us are witnesses. Being therefore exalted at the right
hand of God, and having received from the Father the promise of the Holy Spirit, he has poured
out this that you both see and hear..

None of these “Trinitarian formulas” explains or systematises the doctrine, nor does any of them “prove” the

Trinity in any undisputable way. But anyone who prays this way every day will find themselves led in a



“triadic” direction in their way of thinking. It is natural for questions to occur to those living the Christian
life on a daily basis about how to rightly understand what they are praying: what is the status of these three
beings I keep invoking in worship, and how do they relate to each other?

ST. IRENAEUS OF LYON

Theologians were aware of these Trinitarian phrases even though their focus was on the relationship between
Father and Son. For example, St. Irenacus, the bishop of Lyon in modern-day France, described a creed in
A.D. 180 which he said was used by all Christians everywhere:

The Church, indeed, though disseminated throughout the world, even to the ends of the
carth, received from the apostles and their disciples the faith in one God the Father
Almighty, the Creator of heaven and carth and the seas and all things that are in them,
and in the one Jesus Christ, the Son of God, who was enfleshed for our salvation; and
in the Holy Spirit.”

This creed does not explicitly claim that Jesus and the Holy Spirit are God, but it does give equal
importance to all three. A Couplc of decades later he makes the Trinitarian shapc of the Christian faith even
more explicit:

This is the order of our faith, the foundation of the edifice and the support of our conduct: God, the
Father, uncreated, uncontainable, invisible, one God, the Creator of all: this is the first article of
our faith. And the second article: the Word of God, the Son of God, Christ Jesus our Lord, who
was revealed by the prophets according to the character of their prophecy and according to the
nature of the economies of the Father, by whom all things were made, and who, in the last times, to
recapitulate all things, became a man amongst men, visible and palpable, in order to abolish death,
to demonstrate life, and to effect communion between God and man. And the third article: the
Holy Spirit, through whom the prophets prophesied and the patriarchs learnt the things of God
and the righteous were led in the path of righteousness, and who, in the last times, was poured out
in a new fashion upon the human race renewing man, throughout the world, to God.

For this reason the baptism of our regeneration takes place through these three articles,
granting us regeneration unto God the Father through His Son by the Holy Spirit: for
those who bear the Spirit of God are led to the Word, that is to the Son, while the Son
presents them to the Father, and the Father furnishes incorruptibility. Thus, without the
Spirit it is not possible to see the Word of God, and without the Son one is not able to
approach the Father; for the knowledge of the Father is the Son, and knowledge of the
Son of God is through the Holy Spirit, while the Spirit, according to the good-pleasure of
the Father, the Son administers, to whom the Father wills and as He wills.”

e

* St. Irenacus, Against Heresies Lio.1. Bold added. Greek: ““H uév yoip "Exsnoto, nainep o 6hng tg olrovpévng Ewg mepdtwy e yne
Bleotappév, Tk e Twv AnootdOAwy nut] Ty Exeivey pabntwy TaepakaBovca v eic Eve Oedv IMatépo Tavioxpdtopa "0V TenomMbTY
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Now, you might want to ask Irenacus a few questions about how this all fits together. Does calling Jesus the
Son of God imply that Jesus is God? Does adding the Holy Spirit to them imply that the Holy Spirit is God?
How does that square with his insistence that there is only one God?

Irenacus does not answer all these questions for you - you will have to wait until later in the story for that.
But Irenacus does say that the Son and the Spirit were always with the Father through all eternity. In other
words, they were not created like everything else in reality. If‘every[hing that is not created is the Creator, as
[renacus taught,* then it follows logically that the Son and the Spirit are also God. Irenacus calls the Son the
“Reason” of the Father (from John 11 — the Greek word “Logos” is often translated “Word” but could equally
be translated “Reason”), and he calls the Spirit the “Wisdom” of the Father. He points out that God cannot
be imagined as existing without reason or wisdom. Surely if God was always rational and always wise, then
the Son and the Spirit must have always existed from all eternity with him, and if so, they must be
uncreated: “For the Logos is always with Him, and Wisdom also, that is, the Son and the Spirit, by whom

»is

and in whom He made all things freely and spontancously

MODALISM AND ITS OPPONENTS

Very well, then. The early Christians all identified Jesus as God, and the New Testament has many phrases
which name Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Early creeds like the one Irenacus records have the same triple
formula in them. How do we reconcile this with the strong Jewish insistence that only one God is to be
worshiped, the Creator of all things?

The simplest solution is to say that the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit are different forms God takes
when interacting with human beings. If there is only one God, then there must be only one person who is
divine who appears and speaks to us in three modes.

This position is called various things: Modalism (from the idea of God having three “modes”),
Monarchianism (from the idea that there is only one ruler of the Universe), or Sabellianism, after a
third-century theologian called Sabellius. Tts proponents based it on Bible verses like “you shall have no
other gods before me” (Exodus 20:3); “besides me there is no god” (Isaiah 44:6). To show that Jesus is
identical to the Father, they pointed to the passages we looked at carlier, like Jesus saying “The Father and I
are one” and “whoever has seen me has seen the Father.”

5 St. Irenacus, Against Heresies 1V.20.1. Translation modified. Greek: “Gel yoip ovpmdgeoty o0t 6 Adyoc xod 1] Zogpia, 6 Yi0g xal 10
TTvedpa, 8t @ %ol €v olg T Thvtar EhevOEpwg %ol adtefousiwg Enoinoe.”


https://www.newadvent.org/fathers/0103110.htm

Modalism (or Monarchianism) offers a nice straightforward answer that we can all get our minds around
without too much difhiculey. It's logical, and it seems to keep everyone happy. Nobody wants to say that
there is more than one God, but equally nobody wants to deny that Jesus is God. So the casiest way forward
is to say that there is one God and we should worshlp only him. We worship Jesus because he is God. The
Holy Spirit is also God. God merely shows different faces of himself to us. Perhaps its simplicity is why this
position rapidly gained popularity among third-century Christians.

Simple, casy-to-grasp explanations for things rarely account for all the evidence available. This is as true in
theology as it is in politics, economics, physics, health and almost every other area of life. In this case, by
denying that the Son is distinct from the Father, the Modalist Monarchians had left out certain important
pieces of the puzzle. Jesus prays to the Father (e.g. Matthew 11:25-27; John 17; Luke 22:42), and tells people
about how much the Father and the Son love each other (John 3:35; 5:20). These are not activities that a
Single person can reasonably do. In these ways Jesus shows signs that he has a relationship with the Father of
the kind that can only be had with another real person.

ST. HIPPOLYTUS

A bishop in Rome called St. Hippolytus was one of the first to raise concerns about Modalism." He first
points out some of the oddities that the Modalist position entails. It means believing that the Father is not
really a Father of anyone, and likewise the Son is not really a Son. Instead, the Father became his own Son
when he was born as a human being. If the Father doesn’t really have a Son, this makes nonsense of all the
New Testament passages which call Jesus the Son of God.”7 These passages, he says, can only mean that Jesus
was produced by the Father and is therefore not identical to him.

So what does it mean that Jesus is the Son of God, then? Hippolytus takes his cue from places in the New
Testament which call Jesus, not only the Son of God, but God’s “only begotten” (Greek: monogenes) Son (John
1:14,18;3:16,18; Hebrews 11:17; 1 John 4:9). His argument hangs on the fact that to call Jesus begotten is not the
same as calling Jesus created. The difference between creating and begetting, Hippolytus says, is that created
things are not made of the same material as the creator. This is also true when human beings make things. A
carpenter uses wood to make tables and chairs. A builder uses bricks to make a house. A potter uses clay to
make jars. They don’t use their own bodies. When they do use their own bodies in procreation, we call it
begetting, and what they produce is the same kind of thing as themselves. A fox begets another fox; an cagle
begets another eagle; and a human begets another human. Therefore, Hippolytus says, when God begets, he

uses his own being and the result is also God. On the other hand, when God creates, hc creates from nothing
and the result is things that are not God. These are the words he uses to develop this argument:

There is one God: the primal God, who is the single maker and lord of all. He has nothing coeval with
himself, neither boundless chaos, nor measureless water, nor solid earth, nor dense air, nor hot fire, nor
subtle spirit, nor the azure roof of great heaven. No. He is one, alone by himself. When he willed, he
made things that exist, since nothing existed before he desired to make."

Hippolytus makes it abundantly clear that he is a monotheist and is not denying that there is only one God.
This one God is the only uncreated being, and thus the only Creator of everything that exists. Hippolytus
reflects the church’s awareness that there is an infinitely huge chasm between Creator and created and that

*“It’s not clear whether the writings attributed to Hippolytus were written by him or by his disciples. To keep it simple, I'm going to

talk about all of them as if Hippolytus wrote them.

7 You can find these arguments in St. Hippolytus, Against Noetus. See helpful commentary in Samuel Fernandez, Nicaea 325 (Brill,

2025), 31-34.

*® St. Hippolytus, Refutation of All Heresies, 10.32. Greek: “®ebc elg, 6 memTog %o LOVOS %o AIivTwy TomTig %o #HELOG, GUYYEOVOV

goyev 0LBEY * 0D YAOG ATELEOV, Oy LEWE APETENTOV, OL YNV GTEQEEAY, OLX XEQEX TLXVOY, Ob TIhE BeEUOV, 0L TVeba AETTOY, 0LX 0LEAVOD

peydhov xvavéay 6oy GAL' My i, povog (8y') éavtou. 8¢ Beloug énoinoe & Ovta, 0dx OVt TEOTEEOV TANV OTe (aVTOC) NiEANoE
v

TOLEly.


https://www.newadvent.org/fathers/050110.htm
https://www.newadvent.org/fathers/0521.htm

everything that is not God is created. The story of how Christians arrived at the doctrine of “creation out of
nothing” will be covered in a future dossier. Here the important thing is which side of this chasm Jesus is on.

Like Irenaeus, Hippolytus's favourite term for Jesus is the one found in John r1, the Logos. This Logos is the
only being who was not produced out of nothing. But since apart from nothing there was only God, then if
the Logos was made out of “something” the only something available is God himself!

This singular and universal God first conceived of and fathered a Word [Greek: Logos], a Word not like
a voice, but the immanent Reason of the universe. Now he gave birth to him Cxclusivcly from existing

things. The Father himself is Being, and from Being came the offspring.”

The Logos, i.c., Jesus, is the only being who was produced from something that already existed. The only
thing that already existed before creation was God. Therefore to say that Jesus was produced from something
existing is the same as saying he is produced from God. Anything that’s produced from God must also be

God:

The Logos alone is generated from God himself. Thus he is God, existing as a divine substance. But the
world is made from nothing, and so it is not God.*

That's the difference between Jesus and the creation, says Hippolytus. Because Jesus was produced from
God’s own being, that means Jesus is God. Creation, on the other hand, was brought into being from
nothing, which is Why creation is not divine. This is how Jesus can be God, and also distinct from the Father,
without threatening the oneness of God, according to Hippolytus.

TERTULLIAN

But Hippolytui was not the first to refute Modalism. An African Christian named Tertullian had alrcady
written a vigorous treatise a couple of decades previously. Tertullian was a lawyer who converted to
Christianity after being impressed by the courage of Christian martyrs in the face of death. After becoming
a Christian, he started to write prolifically in Latin, defending orthodox Christianity against all kinds of
false tcaching.

Tertullian gradually became associated with a group called the Montanists who placed a huge emphasis on
the gifts of the Holy Spirit, especially prophecy. Eventually this group began to claim that their prophecies
had equal authority to the Bible.” At that time the Church leadership decided that they had gone too far
and their teachings were condemned. But their emphasis on the role of the Holy Spirit was not why the were
condemned,” and this emphasis may have helped Tertullian to remember the place of the Holy Spirit in the
Godhead and not to focus exclusively on the Father-Son relationship.

The way Tertullian put things was so clever and articulate that many of them became the standard way to
talk about the Trinity. For example, he points out that we need to distinguish between the words we can use
to describe God's oneness and the words that describe God’s threeness. The problem with Modalism, he says,
is that it

Y St. Hippolytus, Refutation of All Heresies, 10.33. Greek: “Obtog oy povog xod xatdt mévtev 0e0g Abyov mpdtov

€vwonlelg dmoyew@, o0 Aoyov Mc gwviy, GAA €vBidBetov toD mavtOg Aoyopov. Todrov povov €€ Gvtwv €ygwar 0 yop Ov adtog O
Tt My, &€ 00 10 yevwn0éy.”

* St. Hippolytus, Refutation of All Heresies, 10.33. Greek: “tobrov (88) 6 Adyoc povog €€ abdtob+ 816 na 026, obdatar bndpywv Oz08. O 8¢

%#60p0g € 003evog: 810 ob beog.”

* See Holmes, The Quest for the Trinity, 72

** Nor was it as unique or innovative as is often thought. Kyle Hughes writes that “the Montanists were perhaps not as innovative in
their appeal to continued prophecy as often thought” and that this “challenges any neat account of the ‘decline’ of the experience of
the Spirit or of the gifts of the Spirit” (How the Spiric Became God: The Mosaic of Early Christian Pneumatology [Cascade Books, 2020],
62). He cites J.E. Morgan-Wynne writing that “In popuLu Chri istianity of the mid-second cencur y the experience of the Holv Spirit

was part of the life and discipleship of Christians. Far from playing a negligible role, the Spirit was an important mgudlgnt in the
life of the church” (Holy Spiric and Religious Experience in Christian Literature ca. AD 9o-200 [Paternoster, 2006), 169—70).
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one SWESTRNCE

what God is

THREL TERSONY

who God is

thinks it impossible to believe in one God unless it says that both Father and Son and Holy Spirit
are one and the same: as though the one God were not all these things in this way also, that they are
all of the one, namely by unity of substance, while none the less is guarded the mystery of that
economy which disposes the unity into trinity, setting forth Father and Son and Spirit as three,
three however not in quality but in sequence, not in substance but in aspect, not in power but in its
manifestation, yet of one substance and one quality and one power, seeing it is one God from whom
those sequences and aspects and manifestations are reckoned out in the name of the Father and the
Son and the Holy Spirit.”

This long sentence is a carefully worded and balanced attemprt to do justice to both the “oneness” and the
“threeness” of the Christian God. Tertullian insists that there is only one divine substance (substantia) and
that this is why it is true to say that there is only one God. But he equally insists that this one God can have
more than one aspect (forma), and manifestation (specie) without compromising his oneness. Tertullian also
later uses the word “person” (persona) for the distinction, which later Christians chose as the best word to
describe the threeness in God.”

Still; all this does is give a list of words, some of which are one and some of which are three. To help people
picture what he means, Tertullian offers some analogies drawn from nature. He says that the Son and the
Spirit proceed from the Father the same way a tree proceeds from its root, or a river from its source, or the
sun’s rays from the sun.” But the analogy he develops most is that of a kingdom with a single King.

Recall that Modalism was also called Monarchianism because it used the analogy of a kingdom o point out
that the Universe is ruled by one King, God Almighty. By definition, a monarchy can only have one King.
Tertullian agrees, but pushes the analogy further. When anyone uses the word “monarchy,” the word
“indicates neither more nor less than a single and sole empire.” But does this rule out the possibility that the
singlc monarch can have a son who rules under him in the same empire? Not at alll If “he whose the

* Tercullian, Against Praxeas 2. Square brackets removed. Latin: “possidere dum unicum deum non alias putat credendum quam si
ipsum cundemque et patrem et filium et spiritum sanctum dicat: quasi non sic quoque unus sit omnia dum ex uno omnia, per
substantia silicet unitatem, et nihilo minus custodiatur otxovoplag sacramentum quae unitatem in trinitatem disponit, tres dirigens
patrem et filium et spiricum, tres autem non statu sed gradu, nec substantia sed forma, nec potestate sed specie, unius autem
substantiae et unius status et unius potestatis, quia unus deus ex quo et gradus isti et formae et species in nomine patris et filii et
spiritus sancti depuntatur” Note the use of a Greek word for “economy,” which shows that Tertullian is drawing on existing
distinctions and language about the Godhead.

* Tertullian, Against Praxeas 7.

* Tereullian, Against Praxeas 8.
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monarchy is has a son, it is not ipso facto divided, does not cease to be a monarchy, if the son also is
assumed as partner in it.” In this situation there is no rival kingdom that could threaten to overthrow the
monarchy. There is only a threat to the single rulership of a monarchy “when there is superimposed another
kingship of its own character and its own quality, and consequently hostile, when another god is introduced

26

to oppose the Creator. By the force of their own analogy, those who insist on the single monarchy of God
should have no problem with the idea of God having a son, since this does not imply a second kingdom that

stands in opposition to the first.

SUBORDINATIONISM

Tertullian’s analogy of a monarchy with a King and his Son or sons seems to neatly solve the problem. But
how far can we push it? It implies that the Son and the Spirit are not equal with the Father, and rule in
submission to him, just as a King’s son can be involved in ruling a kingdom only insofar as he submits to the
King’s ultimate rule.

That is why a different kind of Monarchianism arose after Tertullian that was not Modalist. This kind of
Monarchianism saw Son and Father as distinct, but believed that the Son was inferior to the Father. This
position was called subordinationism, and it was not an organised movement but rather a tendency you can
spot in various thinkers. Perhaps the one with the biggest influence on subsequent generations was the great
theologian Origen.”

ORIGEN

Born near the end of the second century in Alexandria, Origen was raised by Christian parents who taught
him the Bible from an carly age. When he was cighteen years old, his father was martyred during an
outbreak of imperial persecution. According to Eusebius of Caesarea, Origen wanted to go with his father
and turn himself in to the authorities to be martyred. But his mother hid all his clothes and he was too
embarrassed to leave the house naked, so he had to stay safely ac home.” In A.D. 231 he was ordained a priest,
and in 250 a new wave of persecution led to him being imprisoned and tortured. He died a few years later as
a result of his injuries. During his lifetime Origen ceaselessly studied both philosophy and theology, and
wrote a vast quantity of books. After his death his writings became so controversial that many of them were
destroyed, but his ideas continued to have an influence and many consider him to be the greatest theologian
before the Council of Nicaea in A.D. 325.

If you want to categorise all your theologians into “good guys” and “bad guys,” then Origen will give you a

hard time. Origen was a man of many bold and innovative ideas. Some of these ideas were controversial or
8 y

even dangerous, but others were groundbreaking and became crucial to the orthodox formulation of the

Trinity. For Cxamplc, Origen was the first person to take the idea that the Son was thrnally with the Facher,

and join it to the idea that the Father begot the Son, to talk about Jesus as “cternally begotten” from the

* Terrullian, Against Praxeas 3. Latin: “monarchium nihil aliud significare scio quam singular et unicum imperium: non tamen
praescribere monarchiam ideo quia unius sit eum cuius sit aut filium non habere. ... Si vero et filius fuerit ei cuius monarchia sit, non
statim dividi eam et monarchiam esse designer si particeps eius adsumartur et filius. ... Eversio enim monarchiae illa est tibi
intellegenda cum alia domination suac condicionis et propria status ac per hoc acmula superducitur,cum alius deus infertur adversus
creatorem.”

7 Not every Origen scholar agrees that Origen should be counted as a subordinationist. For example, Pui Him Ip writes that “what
has frequently been called Origen’s ‘subordinationism’, namely, his hierarchical understanding of the Father-Son distinction, is
better understood as his anti-Monarchianism. Origen’s tendency to stress the transcendence of the Father over the Son is more aptly
seen, in his third-cencury context, as an atcempt to counter the Monarchian identification of Father and Son” (Pui Him Ip, Origen
and the Emergence of Divine Simplicity Before Nicaea [University of Notre Dame Press, 2022, 122). See also his article, ‘Origen’s
Johannine Trinitarian Theology of Love’, Modern Theology 38, no. 2 (2022): 260-81.

* Eusebius, Ecclesiastical History, trans. J.E.L. Oulton, Loeb Classical Library 265 (Harvard University Press, 1932), 2:11 (VI 2).
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Father. By this he meant that even though the Father begot the son, there was still never a time when the
Son didn't exist.*” This is a hugely important step for reasons that will become clearer later on. Similarly,
Origen recognised one of the main difficulties in thinking about the Trinity is the tightrope balance
between what you call “one” and what you call “cthree”™

There are, for example, all the heretics who certainly announce the Father and the Son and the Holy
Spirit; but they do not announce well or faithfully. For either they wrongly separate the Son from
the Father, when they say that the Father is of one nature and the Son is of another nature, or they
wrongly confuse them, when they imagine either that God is composed of three or that he is merely
referred to by three names.”

You can sce in this paragraph that Origen believes that Jesus has a divine nature just like the Father, and
criticises anyone who suggests otherwise. Origen also believes that Father, Son, and Holy Spirit are not just
three names for the same person, as the Modalists believed. By this point this was the accepted position
among carly Christians.

But there’s a problem that neither Hippolytus nor Tertullian were able to solve. They said that the Son and
the Spirit are God, as the Father is God. They also said that the Son and the Spirit are not the same person
as the Father. But if both those things are true, what is it that makes the Son and the Spirit different to the
Father? If you say “nothing” then you're back to Modalism because you've made them all the same thing.
There must be something that distinguishes them, but what is it?

Origen’s answer was that the Son is different from the Father the way a mirror is different from the object it
reflects.” He gets this idea from two Bible verses which call Jesus “the image [eikon] of the invisible God”
(Colossians 1:15) and “che reflection [@radyaopal of God’s glory and the exact imprint [charakeer] of God’s
very being” (Hebrews 1:3). Thus these Bible verses convey the important insight that Jesus is like che Father
in every way. A reflection is identical to its object in every detail. Nothing about it can possibly be different
from the object.

Except one thing: the reflection borrows its reality from the object, and not vice versa. This metaphor is
biblical and much about it is therefore good and right. But if you push it too far, it suggests that Jesus is
inferior to the Father in the same way that a reflection is inferior to the reflected object. After all, the
reflection isn't as real as the object: it borrows its reality from the object. Is this what these Bible verses
meant to suggest? Origen thought so. He based his argument on John 14:28 where Jesus says “the Father is
greater than I” and Mark 10:18 where Jesus asks the rich young ruler, “why do you call me good? No one is

32

good but God alone.” Origen concluded from this that “The Father exceeds the Savior as much (or even

more) as the Savior himself and the Holy Spirit exceed the rest.””

* See e.g. Origen, Homilies on Jeremiah IX.4(4); On First Principles 2.11. For further references, see Rowan Williams, Arius: Heresy and
Tradition (Hymns Ancient & Modern Limited, 2009), Part I[1.B:3fn176; Ip, Origen and the Emergence of Divine Simplicity Before Nicaea,
10fn34. See also Lewis Ayres, Nicaea and Its Legacy: An Approach to Fourth-Century Trinitarian Theology, Reprint (Oxford University
Press, 2009), 22.

* Origen, Commentary on the Epistle to the Romans VIIl5.9. Latin (at VIIL4): “Sunt enim nonnulli qui adnuntiant quidem et
praedicant de Patre et Filio et Spiritu Sancto sed non sincere non integre; ut sunt omnes haeretici qui Patrem quidem et Filium et
Spiritum Sanctum adnuntiant sed non bene neque fideliter adnuntiant. Aut enim male separant Filium a Patre ut alterius naturae
Patrem alterius Filium dicant aut male confundunt ut uel ex tribus | compositum Deum el trinae tancummodo appellationis in co
esse uocabulum putent.”

' See, e.g. Contra Celsum VIILi2; Commentary on the Gospel According to John X111.153.

* Jesus says something similar in Matthew 19:17. In his commentary on that passage, Origen develops the idea of Jesus as an “image”
of God. See Origen, Commentary on the Gospel of Matthew XV.10. He also talks about Jesus as God’s image in On First Principles 1.2.6
and r.2.12-13.

% Origen, Commentary on the Gospel According to John XIILis1.Greek: “Omepeyodpevov to60bt0v 1} 0 mhéov Gmd tod matpde, Gow
Vmepéyet a0T0g nad 10 Gytov mvedpa 1@y Aowndv.”
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ARIUS

Nobody coming after Origcn was unaffected or uninfluenced by his ideas. But Cqually it was hard for anyone
after Origen to hold on to all of his ideas at once since they led in so many different directions.* One
direction was to say that Jesus was eternally begotten of the Father. But the other direction was to double
down on Jesus’ inferiority to the Father. This is the direction taken by a priest called Arius.

Around the same year Origen died, Arius was born in modern-day Libya. The bishop of Alexandria
(conveniently named St. Alexander of Alexandria), appointed Arius a priest and gave him the job of
preaching and expounding the Bible in a large town church. Arius was committed to defending the
Christian tradition from all intrusions of false doctrine, especially those which the Church had already
identified as dangerous.

Arius’ concern to avoid false teaching was aroused when he found that his bishop, Alexander, was teaching
Origen’s idea that Jesus was “cternally begotten.” This meant that even though Jesus came from the Father,
he had nonetheless always existed for all eternity and there was never a moment before the Father had
begotten him.” From Arius’s perspective, this could mean one of three things all of which are unacceptable.
Either (1) it is Modalism because it suggests that Jesus and God are the same person, or (2) it suggests that
Jesus is a “part” of God or an “emanation” from God, or (3) it implies that there are two Gods and thus
violates the Very core of Jewish and Christian belief?* Therefore Arius concluded that we should abandon
this talk of the Son as “cternally begotten.”

To counter this, Arius drew on another of Origen’s ideas — that the Father is superior to the Son — and
pushcd it to its 1ogical conclusion. Like all carly thcologians, he was acutcly aware of the hugc chasm
between created and uncreated. When it comes to the radical difference between creator and creation, you
can't have intermediate levels: either something is created or it’s uncreated. The Bible is clear that Jesus is
begotten of the Father, therefore Jesus has the same origin as the rest of creation: the Father. If there is only
one Creator and if everything else is created, and if God the Father is the only being without an origin, then
Jesus, the Son, must be a created being, though the highest and greatest of all.”

Arius firmly believed that this position was most faithful to the Bible. It is worth explaining why. Jesus is
“the firstborn of all creation. For by him all things were created” (Colossians 1:15-16 ESV). Arius reasoned
that if Jesus is the “firstborn of creation” (see also Romans 8:29) then that must mean Jesus was created first
and then God created everything else through Jesus. Jesus is therefore the ultimate mediator between God
and creation (see 1 Timothy 2:5), but he is on this side of the radical divide between creator and created.

Furthermore, Arius pointed to Bible verses which say that Jesus was “made” by God. Hebrews 3:2 states that
Jesus “was faithful to the one who appointed him” — but the word “appointed” is a translation of the Greek

* Holmes, The Quest for the Trinity, 83.

% Holmes, The Quest for the Trinity, 86.

# [For Arius,] it is inadmissible to say that God and his Son ‘co-exist: God must pre-exist the Son. If not, we are faced with a whole
range of unacceptable ideas - that the Son is part of God, or an emanation of God, or, worst of all, that he is, like God,
self-subsistent. The Son exists by God’s free will, brought into existence by him before all times and ages and existing stably and
‘inalienably’. The logic of this position - which quite eludes Alexander - is simple: God alone is anarchos, and the Son has an arche.
Since the Son is what he is, the firstborn and only-begotten, he cannot be made out of anything else (nothing but God pre-exists
him); but he is not a portion of God, who is a simple, spiritual reality; and thus he must be made, like all creation, out of nothing
(Williams, Arius, 97).

7 Arius and his colleagues in Alexandria seem to want to insist on several things they consider essential to right faith in the Savior,
if it is to represent Scripture and still be philosophically acceptable: he existed alone with God, as Son, before the material and
temporal realms were created, since in fact he is also presented by Scripture as the agent of their creation; he cannor be a part of the
one transcendent God, who is unique and has no parts; he is brought forch from God, not by some kind of material subdivision, or by
emanation or “projection” (which was understood to be the model by which the “acons” came into being in Valentinian and
Manichean cosmogonies); but rather “by the will of God [the Son was] created before times and before ages and received life and being
and glories from the Facher” (Brian E. Daley, S.J., God Visible: Pacristic Christology Reconsidered [Oxford University Press, 2018], 98).
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poiesanti (rowjoavty) which more literally means “made.” The same Greek word appears in Acts 2:36 which
says, “God has made him both Lord and Messiah, this Jesus whom you crucified.”

You might be asking yourself how Arius can possibly explain all those Bible verses we saw earlier that
explicitly call Jesus God. Arius is aware of them. But if\you recall, Origen’s favourite way to talk about Jesus
was to call him an “image” of God, which the Bible also does. Now an image of something can sometimes be
referred to as the thing itself. For example, you might point to a painting of Queen Elizabeth and say “that’s
Queen Elizabeth,” or to a photo of your mother and say “that’s my mother.” Obviously the painting and the
photo are not the person themselves, but we nevertheless talk as if the photo or the painting is the person
themselves simply because they represent that person. This is what Jesus means, according to this logic, when
he says “whoever has secen me has seen the Father” (John 14:9). He doesn’t mean that he is the Father, only
that he is a perfect photograph of the Father. But a photo must come into existence after the thing it is a

photo of **

Arius’s most famous expression to summarize his position is “there was when he was not” (Greek: én pote hote
ouk én) — meaning that there was a time when Jesus did not exist. This deliberately contradicts Origen’s idea

that the Son is eternally begotten.”

THE COUNCIL OF NICAEA

When bishop Alexander found out about Arius’s views, he was horrified and tried to silence him. When that
didn’t work, he deposed Arius from the priesthood. But although Arius was only a lowly priest, he had
supporters who were bishops of other regions of the Roman empire. He and his supporters ran to them for
help, and so began a feud among Christians that grew and threatened to tear the Church apart.

But by that time the Roman empire had changed. It was led by an emperor who called himself'a Christian,
Constantine, and who rcally wanted to kccp his empire united. When he found out that the Arian

¥ On Arius’ use of the metaphor of Jesus as an ‘image,’ see Ayres, Nicaea and Irs Legacy, 55.

» For some of Arius’s surviving writings, see Mark DelCogliano, ‘Arius, Letters to Eusebius of Nicomedia and Alexander of
Alexandria’, in The Cambridge Edition of Early Christian Writings: Volume 1: God, ed. Andrew Radde-Gallwitz (Cambridge University
Press, 2017). For the Greek text, see Hans-Georg Opitz, Athanasius Werke. Dritter Band, Dokumente zur Geschichte des arianischen Streites

(de Gruyter, 1934).
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controversy was in danger of dividing Christianity in two, he intervened. He wrote letters to the key
protagonists and begged them to set aside their differences for the sake of a united church. Surely these
abstract theological disagreements should not undermine the unity of the Church? In other words, can’t you
all agree to disagree and live in harmony together?

For better or worse, nobody on either side of the debate thought that it was the kind of issue that permitted
a diversity of opinions. Constantine’s letter was ignored and the tumult continued. So Constantine had
another go at restoring unity. In A.D. 325 he summoned all the bishops to the first general council of the
Church. Most sources suggest that 318 bishops showed up.

The council debated many things, but at the top of its agenda was to settle the question of how to
understand who Jesus is. After a long debate, they voted against Arius’s position with a majority of 313 to 5.
Together, they wrote a creed that all Christians should commit to if they wanted to remain within the
Church. The most important line in the creed stated that Jesus is “one in being” or “consubstantial” with the
Fatcher (Greck homoousios). This line ﬁrmly ruled out all subordinationist thcologics by insisting that cthe Son
is completely equal to the Father and not inferior in any way.

What about those Bible verses which suggest that the Son is lesser than the Father, the ones that led to
subordinationist ideas? The clearest explanation comes from a letter written by Pope Leo I about a hundred
years later. Leo notes that there are two Bible verses which seem to contradict each other. But these are not
verses in different books of the Bible or written by different people. They are both verses in the Gospel of
John, separated by only a few chapters. How, then, do we reconcile them? Leo suggests that in one case Jesus
is speaking about his divine nature, and in the other he is speaking about his human nature:

To say “I and the Father are one” [John 10:30] and to say “The Father is greater than I” [John 14:28] is
not by any means of the same nature. For although in the Lord Jesus Christ the Person of God and
of man is one, nevertheless, it is due to the one [nature] that injury is common to both, [and] due to
the other that g]ory is common. For from what is ours he has humanity, which is less than the

Father; from the Father, his divinity, which is equal to the Father.*

In other words, Jesus as a human being is inferior to the Father, but Jesus as God is equal to the Father.

The Nicene Creed drew a clear line in the sand and Arius and his followers were on the wrong side of it. But
this did not put a stop to the conversation. On the contrary, the way the Creed described the Father and the
Son as homoousios (one in being) sounded to many people to be suspiciously Modalist because it suggested
that there is no difference at all between the Father and the Son. Was this a new and insidious form of
Modalism that had wormed its way into the Church?

DEFENDERS OF NICAEA
St. Alexander of Alexandria

Arius’s bishop, St. Alexander, did not think so. He firmly believed that the Nicene Creed was the best way
to preserve and explain what Christians had always believed. Jesus is as much God as the Father is, but this
does not make Jesus the same person as the Father. When Jesus says “I and the Father are one,” Alexander

“ Pope St. Leo I, Letter 28. Latin: “Non eusdem naturae est dicere: ‘Ego et Pater unum sumus’ et dicere: ‘Pater maior me est’. Quamvis
enim in Domino lesu Christo Dei et hominis una persona sit, aliud tamen est, unde in utroque communis est contumelia, aliud,
unde communis est gloria. De nostro enim illi est minor Patre humanitas, de Patre illi aequalis cum Patre divinitas.”
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writes, he is “not calling himself the Father or explaining that the two natures ... are one, but saying that the
Son is of his very nature disposed to accurately preserve his likeness to his Father.™

Alexander wanted to draw attention to another verse in the Gospel of John, which says that Jesus is “in the
Father’s bosom” (John 1:18, my translation®). According to Alexander, this verse “shows that the two things,
the Father and the Son, are inseparable from one another.” Notice how he uses this verse to steer a careful
path between Modalism and belief in two Gods by emphasising both the ways that Father and Son are one
and the ways that they're two.

Alexander insists that there’s only one thing that the Son doesn’t have that the Father does, and that is the
quality of being unbegotten, that is, of having no origin.* But this doesn’t make the Son inferior to the
Father because it doesn’t mean that Jesus came into existence at some point in time. Alexander picks up an
argument we first saw in Irenaeus to Cxplain Why Jesus had always existed. In 1 Corinthians 1:24 the apostlc
Paul says that Jesus is “the wisdom of God.” Was there a time when God was not wise? Obviously not. But if
God was always wise, and if Jesus is God’s wisdom, then Jesus must have existed from all eternity. Alexander
adds to this the fact that the Gospel of John calls Jesus the divine Reason (logos) and it makes no sense to say
that there was a time when God did not have reason. When Arius and his followers say that there was a time
when Jesus didn’c exist, it is the same as saying that there was a time when God was neither wise nor
reasonable:

And how, if the Son is the Word or Wisdom and Reason of God, was there a time when
He was not? It is all one as if they said, that there was a time when God was without
reason and wisdom.*

In other words, Alexander is keen to defend Origen’s idea thart Jesus is “eternally begorren.™

If Jesus was
begotten at some point in time, then there would be a time when the Father was not the Father, and that

doesn’t make any sense!

On the other hand, you might have some trouble imagining how Jesus could be begotten by the Father and
yet have always existed alongside the Father. Surely if God begot Jesus, then that is an action in time and
implies that there was a time when God hadn’t begotten Jesus? Not necessarily. This is how C.S. Lewis
explained it in the twentieth century:

Imagine two books lying on a table one on top of the other. Obviously the bottom book is keeping
the other one up — supporting it. It is because of the underneath book that the top one is resting,
say, two inches from the surface of the table instead of touching the table. Let us call the
underneath book A and the top one B. The position of Ais causing the position of B. That is clear?
Now let us imagine — it could not really happen, of course, but it will do for an illustration — let
us imagine that both books have been in that position for ever and ever. In that case B’s position
would always have been resulting from A’s position. But all the same, A’s position would not have

# St. Alexander of Alexandria, Letter to Alexander of Constantinople 38. Translation modified. Greek: “o0 natépa £avtdv dvaryopedwv
008¢ 181 1f] Vootdoet 8o phoerg piav etvar aupnvilwy, 6AR 8t Ty TatEumy ueéoetay wBde Téeuxe oblew O vidg Tod TaTEGS.”

# Greek: “povoyeviic Bedg 6 @v eic 1OV xOAov 10D motedg 7 The ESV reads “the only God, who is at the Facher's side”; the NRSV
reads “God the only Son, who is close to the Father’s heart”; the NIV reads: “the one and only Son, who is himself God and is in the
closest relationship with the Father.”

% St. Alexander of Alexandria, Letter to Alexander of Constantinople 15. Greek: “dhiwv dyoptoto npdypoto 8bo, T0v matéoa ol tOv
viov.”

# St. Alexander of Alexandria, Letter to Alexander of Constantinople 47.

5 St. Alexander of Alexandria, Letter to all Bishops 3. Greek: “nédg 8¢, el Aoyoc ol copia €01l 10D Beod 0 viog, Ty mote Ste ovx Tv; {oov
Y& €0t abToVG Aéyery Ghoyov nal Goopdy mote OV Bedy.”

# St. Alexander of Alexandria, Letter to Alexander of Constantinople s2.
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existed before B’s position. In other words the result does not come after the cause. Of course,
results usually do: you eat the cucumber first and have the indigestion afterwards. But it is not so
with all causes, and results.*

Although in normal life begetting is the kind of action with a “before” and an “after,” Lewis points out that
it doesn’t have to be the case necessarily and always. This makes it conceivable what Alexander is arguing
for: that God can have begotten Jesus without implying that Jesus started to exist at a point in time.

ST. ATHANASIUS

But Alexander was already old by the time of the Council of Nicaea. Soon after he died and handed the care
of the Alexandrian church to one of the greatest Trinitarian theologians in history: St. Athanasius.*® At the
tender age of thirty, Athanasius had attended the Council of Nicaea as Alexander’s secretary. Now, at age
thirty-three, he shouldered the great responsibility of bishop in Alexander’s place.

Athanasius has done so much for the Christian understanding of the Trinity - more than simply defending
the Nicene Creed. He also fought against people who denied that the Holy Spirit was a member of the
Trinity, resolved a tough dispute about whether God is one or three substances (hypostases), and above all
pointed to our own human inability to grasp or comprehend God as the basis for everything, leading the
Church in humﬂity as it grappled with the most profound questions anyone can ask.

USE OF NON-SCRIPTURAL LANGUAGE IN THE CREED

When Athanasius became bishop, opponents of the Nicene Creed® were objecting that it contained phrases
that did not come from the Bible, which meant foreign philosophical ideas were being injected into the
heart of the Christian faith. Nowhere does the New Testament talk about Jesus as “one in being”
(homoousios) with the Father. What right do we have to go beyond the language that seripture uses, they

demanded?

In response, Athanasius first points out that Arius’s own favourite phrasc, “there was when he was not,” is
also not in the Bible.”” But he also admits that you cannot completely rule out Arius’s position on the basis
of scripture alone.”" Arius knew the Bible cxtrcmcly well and used biblical text to support all his arguments.
Both the Arian and the Nicene theologies are scripturally defensible (which does not mean both are equally
scriprurally defensible).” But both theologies - in fact every possible Christian position - has to be explained
using words and concepts that do not come from the Bible itselt” This is how all interpretation works.
Whenever you read or hear anything, you make sense of it using your own concepts and worldview which
you got from your own culture and time. Take for example the sentence, “God is our Father” The only

7.C. S. Lewis, Mere C]ﬂ‘isrianiry (Harper Collins, 2009), 93.

** Khaled Anatolios, Athanasius (Routledge, 2004), 1.

® Most scholars agree that it’s unfair to call all the opponents of the Nicene Creed “Arians” as if they looked to Arius as their
inspiration and agreed with him on everything. They did neither. But I will sometimes still use this language because it’s simpler
than introducing the reader to the distinctive theological positions of Eusebius of Caesarea, Eusebius of Nicomedia, and Asterius,
along with the ways they disagreed with Arius. What matters for this narrative is that they all opposed Nicaea.

* St. Athanasius, De Decretis 3.12.

' “When asked why the council had adopted a non-biblical way to respond to Arius, St. Athanasius answered that Arius’s position
could not be surely excluded by appeal to Scripture, since he could find a way of interpreting the crucial biblical passages in accord
with the idea that the Word is created’ (Guy Mansini, Fundamental Theology [CUA Press, 2018], 121-22).

7 “The heart of Athanasius’s response is that recourse to non-scriprural language is sometimes necessary precisely to stabilize and fix
the “sense of Scripture” in the face of a conflict of interpretations” (Khaled Anatolios, Retrieving Nicaea: The Development and Meaning
of Trinitarian Doctrine [Baker Academic, 2011, 127).

? As James Barr says, “The use of concepts and categories taken from ‘without’ the Bible is both natural and necessary” (cited in
Anthony C. Thiselton, Two Horizons: New Testament Hermeneutics and Philosophical Description [Eerdmans, 1980], 9).
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possible way to understand that sentence is if you already have a concept of what the words “God” and
“Father” mean. Or take the sentence “Jesus was born of a virgin.” Unless you already know what being born
is and what a virgin is, you can’t understand the significance of that claim. The meaning of any sentence is a
combined product of the author’s intention and the reader’s time and context.”* The Bible is a lot bigger
than a single sentence, but the fundamental principle remains the same. You can only help people
understand the Bible’s message by using concepts they are already familiar with, which means they come
from their own time and context. Otherwise you are not interpreting but simply transliterating the same
words and sounds without understanding.”

In short, every debate and disagreement between Christians is at bottom about the right way to interpre
scripture. The debate between supporters of Arius and supporters of the Nicene Creed is no exception.®
Athanasius argued that the Nicene Creed is the right interpretation of scripture. What it claims is logically
entailed by the whole Bible even if it uses words that cannot be found in any one verse.” What the bishops
of the Council did, Athanasius said, was to “collect the sense of the Scriptures, and to re-say and re-write

what they had said before, more distinctly still, namely, that the Son is ‘one in essence’ with the Father.®

JESUS AS WISDOM IN PROVERBS 8

So far, so good. But Athanasius has only claimed that scripture supports the Nicene position. Now he has to
show it, and the best way to do that is to look at all the Bible verses that most strongly support Arius’s
position and show how they can be interpreted another way. One in particular was most hotly debated not
only by Arius and Athanasius but by almost every theologian in the early Church on both sides of the

debate.

Recall that the apostle Paul had called Jesus the “Wisdom of God” (1 Corinthians 1:24). The early Christians
took that to mean that anything the Old Testament said about wisdom could be applied to Jesus.” Arius
and others were quick to point out that in Proverbs &:22 the character of Wisdom says “The Lorp created me
at the beginning of his work, the first of his acts of long ago.”* They saw this as one of the clearest proofs
that Jesus had a beginning and was created.

Athanasius responds to this by saying that as a man, Jesus was created, even though as the Son of God he was
begotten: “it is true to say that the Son was created too, but this took place when He became man; for

* For more on this, see Paul Ricoeur, Interpretation Theory: Discourse and the Surplus of Meaning (Texas Christian University Press,
1976); Hermeneutics and the Human Sciences: Essays on Language, Action and Interpretation, ed. and trans. John Thompson (Cambridge
University Press, 1981). For an explanation of how these principles apply to doctrinal developments such as the Trinity, see Barnabas
Aspray, “Scripture Grows with Its Readers™ Doctrinal Development from a Ricceurian Perspective’, Modern Theology 35, no. 4 (2019):
746-59.

 Bernard Lonergan points out that to every text is, at its most basic level, ust a series of signs. Anything over and above a re-issue
of the same signs in the same order will be mediated by the experience, intelligence, and judgment of the interpreter’ (Bernard
Lonergan, Method in Theology [Herder and Herder, 1972], 157).

% “Different accounts ... amounted to rival interpretations of the same biblical data” (Anatolios, Retrieving Nicaea, 115).

7 “The decision had to be made either simply to repeat the old formulas or to go farther linguistically. These three additions
introduce a new and unfamiliar note into the Creed, as these are philosophical terms (substance, obolog; consubstantial, dpoovaiov).
This is consciously moving beyond biblical language. With the decision to admit even nonbiblical expressions, a step was taken that
went far beyond the situation of the moment. A strict biblicism would have slammed the door on any theological development, and
theology would henceforth not only have been declaring the same things, but also declaring them in the same terms. Instead of
safeguarding the essential matter, it would have been holding fast to formulae’ (Cardinal Christoph Schénborn, God Sent His Son: A
Contemporary Christology, trans. Henry Taylor [Ignatius Press, 2010], 83).

* St. Athanasius, De Decretis 5.20. Greek: “ouvayoyelv €x 1@v yoop@dy v Stévotay xai, finep npdtepoy Ereyov, tadto ekt Aevndtegoy
eineiy nad yoddor, Opoovetov etvar 1@ matEl TOV LibY.”

5 Anatolios, Retrieving Nicaea, 122.

“ The Hebrew word 13p is not the typical verb meaning “to create” and has also been translated “possessed“ rather than “created.”
But in the Septuagint (the Greek translation of the Old Testament), which the fourth century Christians were using, the Greek
word is »tilw which is the standard word meaning “to create.”
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creation belongs to man.” Lying behind this is the idea that when God became human in Jesus he took on
characteristics that are not Godlike: being born, suffering, dying, etc. But none of these tell us anything
about Jesus in his divine nature: all they do is prove that in Jesus, God really did become fully and
completely human. So whenever the Bible says anything about Jesus that is not true of God, it must be
talking about his human nature, and this includes any Bible verse that says Jesus was created.

Then, on the offensive, Athanasius shows that to call Jesus “Son” implies that he was not created. Why is
this? Recall the distinction Hippolytus made between creating and begetting. Athanasius builds on the same
idea and points out that to be a son of anyone implies being begotten by them:

For what man of right understanding does not perceive, that what are created and made are
external to the maker; but the Son, as the foregoing argument has shown, exists not externally, but
from the Father who begot Him? For man too both builds a house and begets a son, and no one
would reverse things, and say that the house or the ship were begotten by the builder, but the son
was created and made by him; nor again that the house was an image of the maker, but the son
unlike him who begot him; but rather he will confess that the son is an image of the father, but the
house a work of art, unless his mind is disordered.®

Athanasius argues that it is self-evident: nobody refers to sons or daughters as “created” or “made” by their
parents. Similarly nobody refers to a house as “bcgottcn” by the builder. This means, Athanasius drives
home, that every Bible verse which refers to Jesus as the “Son” shows that he is not created but begotten.
Moreover, to call God “Creator” does not imply that creation always existed, but by contrast, to call God
“Father” does imply that the Son always existed. This is because “someone can be and be called a maker even
when there is no work made as yet. But one cannot be called and cannot be a father unless a son exists.”®
Thus to call Jesus “Son,” as scripture does, not only implies that Jesus is divine but also that he is eternally
begotten, and that there was never a moment when he did not exist. Scripture, then, is more consistently
interpreted in a way that supports the Nicene Creed.

THE DIVINITY OF THE HOLY SPIRIT

Yet the Nicene Creed did not settle all disagreements. Even for Christians who accepted it, there were
different ways of interpreting what it said. For Cxamplc, it was very brief about the Holy Spirit. It only said
“we believe in the Holy Spirit” and nothing more. This meant that you could confess the Creed and still
dcny the Trinity, and this is cxacdy what happcncd three decades after the Council. A group of Christians
in Egypt started denying that the Holy Spirit is God.”* This group eventually became called the
“Pneumatomachians” which means the “ones who ﬁght against the Spirit.” One of their arguments was that
if the Spirit is from the Father, then how is he different from the Son? And if he’s not different to the Son,
then are there two Sons who are brothers? But if the Father has two Sons, then Jesus is not the

¢ Achanasius, De Decretis 3.14. Greek: “xod yoio woid wtileofou Aéyetar, AN 81e yéyovev EvBpwnog: dvbpdmov yip 1Stov todto.”

® Athanasius, De Decreis 3.13. English translation updated to conform to contemporary spelling. Greek: “tig yoip 00 ovvop@ Siivotay
Eywv 0007y, Ot 10 puév nulopeva xol motodpeva E€wlev 10D motodvrog, O 8& vidg, Mg &v 1ol Eunpocley £8etéev O Mdyog, oV E€wlev
GALN €x toD yevw@®viog matOg Vmdpyey; xal Yoo dvBpwnog xtiler pév olxlay, yewd 8€ vidy, ol 0% 8v Tig Avaoteépwy cimot v uev
olxtary ol v vardv yewwdloBor o 10D nataonevaloviog, TOv 8€ vidv ntileobon ol moelobor mopd oD adTod, OVSE Tehy THY pév
oixtav elxdva 10D xtilovrog, TOv 8€ LIdY Avopolov oD yevw®viog. GAMA pdilov TOv pév vidv eixdva 10D TatEOS Oporoynost, Ty 8¢
obday téyvng elvan Snpiodeynua, el i tig B Ty Srdvotay vogoin kol g peévag nugefesTnndg ToyyEvoL”

“ St. Athanasius, Orations Against the Arians 1.29.

% See Amy Brown Hughes and Shawn ]. Wilhite, “The Beginnings of a Pro-Nicene Trinitarian Vision', in On Classical Trinitarianism:
Retrieving the Nicene Doctrine of the Triune God, ed. Matthew Barrett (InterVarsity Press, 2024).
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“only-begotten” any more.”” Hence it makes more sense to say that the Spirit is not divine, but a creature -
the greatest of the angels.

In response to this, Athanasius says that the Spirit is not only of the Father but also of the Son. The apostle
Paul writes that “God has sent the Spirit of his Son into our hearts” (Galatians 4:6),°° and the Spirit is called
the “Spirit of Christ” by both the apostles Paul and Peter (Romans &:9; 1 Peter r:n1). Thus “if the Son is
proper to the Father’s substance because he is from the Father, the Spirit who is said to be from God must
be proper to the Son in substance.” For example, Jesus is the Truth (John 14:6), and the Spirit is the “Spirit of
Truth” (John 14:17; 15:26; 16:13; 1 John 4:6) - logically, then the Spiric is the Spirit of Jesus. This means that
the Son and the Spirit do not have the same relationship to the Father, because the Spirit also relates to the
Son. The Father sends the Son into the world, but both the Father and the Son send the Spirit (John 14:16
says that the Father sends the Spirit and John 15:26 says that Jesus sends the Spirit).”” Jesus breathed on the
disciples to give them the Holy Spirit (John 20:22). Consequently, Athanasius says “When the Father sends

the Spirit, it is the Son who breathes upon his disciples and gives the Spirit to them.”*

But more importantly, Athanasius says, the Spirit is not a Son because nowhere in the Bible is the Spirit
ever called a Son,” and the Bible is the only guide we h de di he relati f the Trinity
a Son,” 2 S y guide we have to understanding the relations of the Trinity.

But this line of thinking led inevitably to another question from the Pneumatomachians: “If the Spirit is of
the Son, then is the Father the grandfather of the Spirit?””* This was not a sincere question. They were trying
to make the Trinity look silly and convoluted in order to discredit it, and Athanasius knew that. He starts
by criticizing the question as trying to penetrate mysteries that created minds cannot grasp. It’s not down to
us to name uncreated realities that surpass human understanding. Such a question

is scrutinizing the inscrutable and disregarding the Apostle when he says: “For who has known the
mind of the Lord? Who has been his counselor?”” (Romans 11:34) In addition, who would dare to rename
what God has named? Let him name what belongs to the created order! Let our opponents tell us,
when the created order came into existence by one and the same command, why one thing is the
sun, and another thing the heaven, the earth, the sea, and air?”

But Athanasius also knew that he needed to Cxplain why we can’t call the Father a grandfathcr. He does this
by pointing to the fundamental difference between human fatherhood and divine Fatherhood. Human
relationships are all relative to each other and thus changeable. Every human facher also has a father and
thus is also a son: “the same man becomes the father of a son while being the son of another; and a son, while
being the son of a father, can himself become the father of another.””

% Athanasius reproduces this objection in Letters to Serapion 1.15.1-2.

% Athanasius makes this point in Letters to Serapion 1.25.4.

“7 This same argument is made in Didymus the Blind, On the Holy Spiric 114, 117.

% St. Athanasius, Letters to Serapion 3.3.5-6. Greek: “apuéler »100 matpdg méunoviog 10 mvedpok, O vidg »Eppuodve didwatv adTd Tolg
uaOntadc.”

® “He is not called a son in the scriptures, but Spirit of God” (St. Athanasius, Letters to Serapion 1.25.2). Greek: “uf) vidg Eréy0n &v
ads yooupods, GAAG vedpo 10D Be0D.”

™ Quoted in St. Athanasius, Letters to Serapion r.15.2. Greek: “el 8& 10D vioD €ot 10 mvedpa, obxodv ndrnog €otiv 0 Tathp 10D
nvebpatog.”

7 St. Athanasius, Letters to Serapion 3.4.3. Greek: “paivorto @v 0 torobrog €peuv@v 10 Gvepebvnra, nol Tooxodwy 10D dnoctdiov
Meyovtog: tig yip Eyvw vodv xuplov; 1j tic obpBoviog adtod Eyéveto; BAhwg te & O 0e0¢ Mvopace, Tic petovopdoo todunoet; el el 10
i #tioewe Emyopnyeitw. elindtwoony, Enedn 1 xtiowg 1@ o0T@ vedpatt yéyove, Sl Tt O pév filog, 6 8& 0VEavOS xod 1) yi| xod 1| Behacoo
%ol OnE;”

7 St. Athanasius, Letters to Serapion 3.6.5. Greek: “odx oty 0 mattlp Gel matiip 008E 6 vidg del vidg. 6 Yl oadTOg TathE pév viod
yivetau, a0T0¢ € Etépou yéyovey vidg %ol 0 Li0g TaTEOS MV LIOg dALoL yiveton TaTnE..”
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But this is not at all the way things work in the uncreated realm of eternal realities. God the Father has no
father and thus is not the son of anyone. Neither can the Son become the son of anyone. Athanasius puts it
this way. In God,

the Father is not from a father; accordingly, he does not beget someone who will become the father
of another. Nor is the Son a part of the Father; accordingly, he is not something begotten in order
to beget a son. Hence in the case of the divinity alone ... the Father is and is said to be always Father
and that the Son is and is said to be always Son. And the Holy Spirit is always Holy Spirit. And we
have come to believe that he is of God and that he is given from the Father through the Son.”?

Thus he concludes:

Each of the above mentioned names [Father, Son, Holy Spirit] has its own distinct meaning. The
Son is the offspring proper to the substance and the nature of the Father: this is what the name
signifies. The Spirit, who is said to be of God and is in God, is foreign neither to the nature of the
Son nor to the divinity of the Father.”

Athanasius also provided many other arguments for the divinity of the Holy Spirit, but these will be
covered in a separate video. Here we have focused on the ones that have to do with how the Spirit relates to

the Father and the Son.

Athanasius helped to clarify why and how the Holy Spirit belongs to the Trinity. But in order to safeguard
Athanasius's patient explanations, they needed to be added to the Creed that all Christians hold to. That is
why, at the next Ecumenical Council in A.D. 381, the bishops added a lot more detail about the Holy Spirit.
The Creed was updated to say that the Spirit is “the Lord, the giver of life, who proceeds from the Facher,
who with the Father and the Son is adored and glorified, who has spoken through the prophets.”

ONE OR THREE HYPOSTASES?

Athanasius’ arguments in favour of the Trinity were extremely influential and successful. But it was not
enough to defend the Nicene Creed. The problem remained as to how the three persons of the Trinity could
be distinet without undermining the oneness of God. What was needed was to develop the right language to
express both the threeness and the oneness, avoiding polytheism on the one side and Modalism on the other.

This language was not easy to find. Some might think that this was simply because the Trinity is an illogical
doctrine from the start. But there is another explanation. When Jesus had been born, something completely
new had entered history, and the philosophical concepts and terms available beforehand could not do justice
to it. The early Church literally had to give new meanings to words to make sense of what God had revealed
in Jesus through the Holy Spirit. Three Greek words in particular became crucially important: ousia,
hypostasis, and prosopon. These words all had normal everyday meanings before they were given precise
theological meanings by the Trinitarian debates. Prosopon originally meant “face” or “mask” referring to the

7 St. Athanasius, Letters to Serapion 3.6.6. Greek: “0 yobv natie obx €x matpdg €0t 810 008 yewwd tOv yevnodpevoy £tépou Tatéga:
008¢ 0 vldg pépog €oti 10D TaTEOS, 10 OVSE yevwnud Eotty elg 10 yewdy vidv. 60sv €nl g BedTOC POVTG ... O TaTT|E Gel matTio %ol
70 vidg el vidg elval te xod Adyeolon: xord 1O Tvedpa 88 1O Gytov del mvedua Biydv dott xaid todto 10D Oeod elvar o Tl 10D TUTEdS
81" viod didoclon memoteduapey.”

7 St. Athanasius, Letters to Serapion 3.3.5-6. Greek: “u@ilhov Exactov t@v onpatvopévay €xet T idlay yvdotv. xod yolg 6 viog Blov tiig
ovolag xad g ooewe 10D tatEdg €0t yevwnua, xal tobto Exet 10 onpovopevoy. xad 10 nveduo 8& Aeyouevoy 10D Beod xal &v adTd dv,
oV £évov €otl g oD LoD Yhoewg obte T 10D ToTtEog BednTog.”
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masks used in Greek theatre. Ousia and hypostasis both meant “being” or “substance” and were often used
interchangeably.”

A few decades after the Council of Nicaca (A.D. 361), Athanasius became embroiled in a controversy in
Antioch over whether God is one hypostasis or three. The bishop Paulinius claimed that God is only one
hypostasis because three hypostases would mean that there are three Gods. But the bishop Melitius insisted
that the Trinity is three hypostases because to say there is only one hypostasis would entail Modalism.”® Both
had a point, but they were at an impasse.

Technically Paulinius was more faithful to the Nicene Creed. The version written in A.D. 325 contained a
line at the end which condemned all those “who say that the Son of God may be of a different hypostasis.””
The Nicene Creed was so concerned to rule out subordinationism that it used both ousia and hypostasis to
refer to the oneness of God. This didn’t leave enough terms available for describing what makes Father, Son,
and Holy Spirit distinct”® That is why so many worried that the Nicene Creed did not protect enough
against Modalism, as was already discussed. Something more needed to be done.

Athanasius had once referred to the Trinity as three hypostases twenty-five years earlier in a sermon.” But
normally he talked about God as being one hypostasis. This shows that even for him the word could still be
used in a way that was not condemned by the Nicene Creed. It was still a word with many meanings. This
was partly because there was one place in the New Testament which suggests that Jesus and the Father are
different hypostases. Hebrews 1:2 calls Jesus the “exact imprint of God’s hypostasis” which implies both that
Jesus’s hypostasis is identical to God’s and that it is not the same hypostasis. If that is confusing, it's because in
ordinary language we can mean one of two things when we say that two objects are “the same.” For example,
if T cell you “we have the same mother!” it doesn’t mean what it does when I say “we're wearing the same
shirt!” In the first case I mean that there is one woman who is mother to both of us. But in the second case 1
don’t mean there is one shirt that we’re both wearing at the same time. I mean that my shirt and your shirt

are so exactly alike that if you swapped them over nobody would ever be able to tell.*

Hebrews 1 states that
Jesus is the same as the Father in that second sense, but the verse also logically implies that there are two
hypostases. There have to be two hypostases or else you can’t say that the Son’s hypostasis is the same as the

Facher’s

To settle the disputc between Paulinius and Melitius, Achanasius called a local council in Alexandria where
he was bishop. The results of this council are written in a letter to the church in Antioch.* Under
Athanasius’s governance, the council had decided to be generous to both sides of the debate. Both could be
allowed to use the word hypostasis the way they chose, as long as they were clear that what they meant by it
was in line with the Nicene Creed and against Arius. The letter puts it this way:

75 “Neither the council fathers of Nicaca nor Athanasius himself were working with any determinate technical sense of ousia or
homoousios” (Anatolios, Retrieving Nicaea, 128).

7* Anatolios, Retrieving Nicaea, 26.

77 Taken from Denzinger, Compendium of Creeds, Definitions, and Declarations on Matters of Faith and Morals, 51. Greek: “Tovg 8¢
Meyoviag, ... EE étépag Unootdoewg.”

7 “What motivated orthodox theologians to advocate formulating trinitarian doctrine in terms of three hypostases, [was| the
realization that using all the terms that can convey a sense of objective reality - i.c. hypostasis and ousia - to denote the common
being of the Father and the Son amounted to leaving the door open for modalists to claim that they were in full agreement with the
dogmatic definitions of the Church” (Juan Argento, Ousia and Hypostasis from the Philosophers to the Councils, 31 March 2018).

7 “For the fact of those venerable living creatures (cf. Isaiah 6; Revelation 4:8) offering their praises three times, saying ‘Holy, Holy,
Holy’, proves that the Three hypostases are perfect, just as in saying ‘Lord’, they declare the One ousia” (St. Athanasius, In Iliud Omnia
6). Translation modified. Greek: “ T0 ydp toitov T tipe {da Todtee mEOGYPEey v doforoylay Aytog, dytog, Gytog Aéyovta, tlg
1elc Vnootloelg tekelug Seviva Eotiv, A xal &v T@® Ayety 10, Kdptog, v plav ovsioy Sniodory.”

* For more on the difference between the two meanings of “the same,” see Paul Ricoeur’s discussion of idem identity and ipse identity
in Oneself as Another, trans. Kathleen Blamey (University of Chicago Press, 1992).

o Ayres, Nicaea and Its Legacy, 174.
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As to those whom some were blaming for speaking of three hypostases, on the ground that the
phrase is unscriptural and therefore suspicious, we thought it right indeed to require nothing
beyond the confession of Nicaea, but on account of the contention we made enquiry of them,
whether they meant, like the Arian madmen, hypostases foreign and strange, and alien in essence
from one another, and that each hypostasis was divided apart by itself, as is the case with creatures
in general and in particular with those begotten of men, or like different substances, such as gold,
silver, or brass; — or whether, like other heretics, they meant three Beginnings and three Gods, by
speaking of three hypostases.

They assured us in reply that they neither meant this nor had ever held it. But upon our asking them
“what then do you mean by it, or why do you use such expressions?” they replied, Because they
believed in a Holy Trinity, not a trinity in name only, but existing and subsisting in truth, “both a
Father truly existing and subsisting7 and a Son truly substantial and subsisting, and a Holy Spirit
subsisting and really existing do we acknowledge,” and that neither had they said there were three
Gods or three beginnings, nor would they at all tolerate such as said or held so, but that they
acknowledged a Holy Trinity but One Godhead, and one Beginning, and that the Son is
consubstantial with the Father, as the fachers said; while che Holy Spirit is not a creature, nor
external, but proper to and inseparable from the Father and the Son.

Having accepted then these men's interpretation and defence of their language, we made enquiry of
those blamed by them for speaking of one hypostasis, whether they use the expression in the sense
of Sabellius, to the negation of the Son and the Holy Spirit.... But they in their turn assured us that
they neither meant this nor had ever held it, but “we use the word hypostasis thinking it the same
thing to say hypostasis or ousia;” “But we hold that there is One, because the Son is of the ousia of
the Father, and because of the identity of nature. For we believe that there is one Godhead, and that
it has one nature, and not that there is one nature of the Father, from which that of the Son and of

»82

the Holy Spirit are distinct.

Athanasius understood that what matters is not the word, but what the person who is talking means by it.
He allowed people to use the word hypostasis however they chose as long as they were clear that what it
meant to them did not contradict the Nicene Creed.

82

St. Athanasius, Tomos Ad Antiochenos 5-6. Greek: “odg yoo €péppovtd tveg Mg tels Aéyovtag rootloei St 10 dypbpoug nad
VroTTOLE A0TO0EY clvon T Adfeig, NEdouuey udv undev mhéov Emintelv v tiic xatdt Nixouav Ouoloying, dvexpivapey 88 duwe
TovToNg Si18L Ty hovewdday, un dou, O¢ ol Apstopavitar Aéyovaw, rmlototepévag xal dnsfevoudvag, GoTeIo0vctoug te A AWY
nal Exboty xal' vty Vrdotaoy Smenwévny, Ac ot td te BAha ntiopoto xal ol €€ Avlpdnwy yevwduevor, | Bonep Supdooug
ovVolag, Gomep €otl ypLoOg %ol Bpyveog xal yodxds, obtw xal aldTol Aéyovowy, T Mg dhhor alpetixol Tpele Goyog xal TEelg Oeovg
Méyovaty, obtw ppovodvieg teels Dmootloet Aéyovot xod SieBeBotdoavto pfite Aéyety prite megoovnuévar ot obtwe. Epwtdviny 8
NudY adto0¢ »ldg oy tadta Aéyete § S0 1i 88 Bhwg toldtong yofiole Aéfeatve dnexgivavto »S1l 1O eig dyfay toédu TaTedew olx
OvOpaTL TS VoY, GAN GAnBS oboav xad Dpeotdoav matéoa te GAndB: dvta xal Vyeotdra %ol vidy AANOGS Evodotoy dvta xad
Vpeot@®to xol mvedpor Gytov AN Vypeomnds xod Vrdipyov, oldapev ufte 8¢ elpnuévor tEels Beole 1 toelc Goydc prite Ohwg
Gvéyeclor 1@y todto Aeydviwy 1j ppovoldviwy, GAL' eidévor Gyloay pév totddor pioy 88 BedtnTa %ol piow doyTy %ol viov puev Opoovotov
1® matel, B¢ elnov ol natépee, 10 8& dyov mveduoa oD xtiopa 00SE Eévov, G 1Biov xad ddtrdpetov tiic odaiag oD viod xod oD
TTOOG.«

"Anodeihpevor 8& toltwy My opnvelay @Y Mewv xod v dmoloyiav Gvexpivapey xal toV¢ aitadéviag Tl ToVTLY O Aéyoviag
wlov Vmdotaow, uh G, dg TaBéihog peovel, 0Bt xal obtot Ayovaw &ni dvapéoet 10D viod xud tod Gyiov Tvedpatog ... oi 8& xad
avtol Sefefourdonvto phte todto Adyew wijte obtw mepoovrrévar ToTé, GAN »OmdaTaow udv Aéyopev yoduevol tadTdY sivar eineiv
VrdoTaow xad oaiav, plav 88 poovoduey Sl 10 &x tiig oVoing ToD TatEOS elvar TOV LIOY xal St Y TaVTOT T THC PooEwe piav Yo
Ot wod ploy elvar Ty 0T Yhow motedopey xol obx ANy uév My tod tatEde, 8wy 88 1ohtou My 10D viod xud Ty D
aylov Tvedpoatog.«”.
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This was a wonderful way of sustaining unity in the Church without compromising its core beliefs. But it
was only a temporary solution. In the long term the Church would need to choose one particular meaning of
hypostasis to avoid confusion. In the end, it scttled on a formula which remains to this day, in which we
believe God is three hypostases. Consequently, when the Nicene Creed was updated at the First Council of
Constantinople in A.D. 381, the line condemning people who talk of Jesus as a different hypostasis to the
Father was quicetly dropped.

INCOMPREHENSIBILITY OF GOD

The same problem arose with the other Greek word ousia. Opponents of the Nicene Creed complained that
the word “consubstantial” (homoousios) implies that God is a “substance” which makes him sound like a part
of the created world. This dishonours God the Creator by diminishing his radical transcendence over all of
creation. Just like the word hypostasis, there was no clear dictionary definition of ousia. Some people thought
it meant physical substance, which for Christians is a big mistake to apply to God.

But the deeper problem, which Athanasius points out, is that the opponents of the Nicene Creed were
assuming that to call God a substance means we can understand God in the same way we can understand
physical substances. On the contrary, Athanasius argues, to call God a substance does not imply that you
know anything about that substance.

This was nothing new. Christians and Jews had always shared the conviction that God is incomprchcnsiblc7
an unutterable mystery, by his very nature. It is not that we're not smart enough to understand him. The
most and the least intelligent people in the world are in the same boat when trying to understand God. Both
are created beings, and created beings cannot understand the uncreated.

To understand why this might be (because however much God cannot be understood, we can understand the
fact that God can't be understood, and this is a worthwhile thing to understand), let’s think about the way
our minds are limited. I don’t mean limited because we don’t know everything or understand everything. I
mean limited by their very nature because they are constituted by the created order. We live within three
dimensions which we call space, and within time. All our concepts presuppose space and time as realities.
God is the creator of space and time and therefore is outside them.” But doesn’t the word “outside” already
imply space, making us imagine an area and putting God physically beyond it? Similarly we say that God is
outside time, but we can’t conceive what that might be like. We imagine it as if God could “know” the
future, but the idea of the future implies time. Even when we say God “created” time, we have smuggled in
an idea of time by using the past tense. Our imaginations are stuck: they can’t escape and give us a
conception of a being not limited by space and time. Christians have typically used the word “transcendent”
to describe this aspect of God. God’s transcendence means that he is utterly beyond all our conceptions of
him. He eludes our grasp. This might give us an idea why in the Old Testament, God was so insistent that
his people should never make images of him (see Exodus 20:4). To depict God in any way would violate his
transcendence, his inability to be depicted or conceived by any created thing.

That is what Jews and Christians meant by saying that the created cannot understand the Creator.
Athanasius did not invent this idea — it was a core principle of all early Christian teaching about God. For
example, Irenacus had already written: “It is not possible to know God, for it is impossible that the Father
can be measured.”® What Athanasius did was to use this idea to defend the Nicene Creed. Its opponents
were objecting that it makes God too understandable by conceiving him as a created substance. Athanasius

 Not every Christian today agrees that God is outside time. See e.g. R. T. Mullins, The End of the Timeless God (Oxford University
Press, 2016). But in the early Church everyone agreed on this.

% Trenacus, Against Heresies IV.20.1. Latin: “Non est cognoscere Deum: impossibile est enim mensurari Paterm.” The original Greek
has been lost.
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turns the tables on them, and shows that it is they who are imagining God more like a human being.™ For
example, when they argue that to call Jesus “begotten” implies that he must have a beginning in time, they
forget that God's begetting is not like human begetting.

It thcy are discussing a man, then thcy may argue about his word and his son on the
human level. But if they are talking of God, man’s creator, they must not think of him
on the human level but on a level above human nature. The character of the parent
determines the character of the offspring. Man is begotten in time and begets in time;
he comes into being from non-existence, and therefore his word ceases and does not
remain. But “God is not like man” as the Scripture has said (Judith &:16); but he is “he
who exists” (Exodus 3:14) and exists for ever; therefore his Word is “that which exists”
and exists eternally with the Father.*

Not only is God’s fatherhood unlike any human fatherhood: God’s is the original and human facherhood is
only its shadow or copy. He points to a Bible verse in Ephesians which says “I bow my knees before the
Father, from whom every fatherhood [=family; Greek parrial in heaven and on carth takes its name”
(Ephesians 3:14-15; translation adapted). This verse tells us that human fatherhood “takes its name” from
divine fatherhood. Calling God “Father” is not an analogy drawn from biology, as if biological fatherhood
was the real thing and God’s fatherhood was the metaphor. It’s the other way around. God’s fatherhood of
Jesus is the eternal Fact, the ultimate real principle, and biological fatherhood is a shadowy image of that
eternal Father-Son rclationship. This idea has been called the doctrine of “pre-eminence” in the Christian
tradition and is an important foundation stone in the Christian understanding of God. Athanasius puts it
this way: “For God does not imitate men; but rather men, because God is properly, and alone truly, Father of

His Son, are also called fathers of their own children.”®

We must always remember that we are using words one way when talking about God and another way when
talking about creation. It’'s not that there’s no resemblance between the words. But words like “father” are
only analogies, not meant in exactly the same way. In short, Athanasius ultimately directs all Christians to

an appropriate humility when considering our Creator.™

% “On using such language about God, they conceive of Him almost as a man” (Athanasius, De Decretis 4.16). GreeK: “towadra
hahoDvreg Tepl Beod unpod delv dvBpwnov tOv Be0v VrolapBdvovoty.”

% St. Achanasius, Orations Against the Arians 11.35. Greek: “ei pév mepl dvBommon tvdg Srahoyilovrar, dvbpwniveg xed mepl 108 Adyou
o0tod %ol 10D viod adTod Aoyilécbuony: el 88 nepl Beod 10D xticavtog 1oV AvBpdrous, unrétt AvBpwrivas, GALY Alwg VnEQ Ty TAV
AvOpwnwy oo Stavosiobwoayv. Onolog yip Gy el 6 yevwdy, Totodtov wdyxn 1 1O yévwnua eivar, xad Omoiog Gy T O tod Adyou Tathp,
to100T0g Gv €in %ol 6 Aoyog adtod. 6 udv odv BvBownog &v xedve xad adTdg yewwd TO éxvov: xal énetdh &x toD ) dvtog yéyove, Sl
10010 nal O Adyog odtod maveton xod 00 péver: »0 8€ B¢ oy g BvBpwndg otk TobT0 Y0P elmey 1 yoogn: GAL" »(dv €otic ol del
€o1t* 81l 10070 %ol 0 Mdyog adtod Av €ott ol Adlwg €otl petd 10D TotE0C.”

7 St. Athanasius, Orations Against the Arians 1.7.23. Translation by Michael Marlowe. Greek: “ob yip 6 8e0¢ 8vBownov pupettio, GALG
udihov ol dvBpwnor Std TOv Bedv TOV nvElwg nal uovoy aAnBds dvia Tatéon 10D Eawtod viol nal adrol Tatépeg Mvoudsbnony T@v
iBlov énvev.”

* “Athanasius ... is clear that, beyond stating the logical distinction of Father from Son, charges of modalism and materialism are
most appropriately resisted by focusing attention on the character of the divine existence as unique and beyond comprehension”
(Ayres, Nicaea and Its Legacy, 117).
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CONCLUSION

The story of Trinitarian theology begins with a unique event crashing into the world like a meteor from

outer space. When something as radically new as the Incarnation happens, there are no concepts available to
explain it. New concepts have to be created through a long and involved process. Many explanations were
tried and then abandoned. You can imagine the competing doctrines like trees racing towards an empty
space in a forest canopy. Eventually one of them emerged at the top, and became the core confession of the
Church. The doctrine of the Trinity is like the Church’s DNA. It has become so central to everything
Christians believe that rejecting it would mean that it was no longer the Church. That doesn’t mean it’s
certainly correct. Like any doctrine, the Trinity could be wrong. It means that it is now so much a part of
Christian identity that if it is wrong, Christianity is wrong.

The Trinity is an “explanation” of the God proclaimed in the gospel, but that does not mean it is a complete
explanation that removes all mystery. On the contrary, mystery is precisely what it is meant to preserve. The
heresies that were rejected all had one thing in common: they had a high level of confidence in our ability to
understand God. The position that won its way to orthodoxy did not lack confidence that it was correct, but
it did lack confidence that it was comprehensive. In the fourth century, St. Augustine preached a sermon in

which he said this:

What then shall we say, brothers, of God? Whatever you say, if you have grasped it, that
is not God. For if you have been able to grasp it, what you have grasped is something
other than God. If you have been capable in any way of grasping him in your thought,
then by your thought you have deceived yourself. So if you have grasped him, it is not
God, and if it is God, you have not grasped him.”

How great is your God? If you can imagine or conceive him, then he’s not as great as the God the carly

Church worshipped as Trinity.

Now you might be thinking, “surely all this talk of God’s incomprehensibility is a dodge to avoid admitting
that the Trinity simply doesn’t make logical sense, that Christianity is incoherent at its core.” That's
absolutely possible and nothing said so far rules it out. In the same way, nothing in modern physics rules out

% St. Augustine, Sermons 52. Latin: “Quid ergo dicamus, fmtres, de deo? si enim quod vis dicere, si cepisti, non est deus: si comprehend@r@
potuisti, aliud pro deo comprehendisti. si quasi comprehendere potuisti, cogitatione tua te decepisti. hoc ergo non est, si comprehendisti: si autem
hoc est, non comprehendisti.” Latin and English translation from John Cottingham, ‘Skeptical Detachment or Loving Submission to the

;ood? Reason, Faith, and the Passions in Descartes’, in Fait ationality and the Passions, ed. Sarah Coakley (John Wile Sons
Good? R , Faith, and the P D ' in Faith, R lity and the P , ed. Sarah Coakley (John Wiley & Sons,
2012).
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the possibility that physics is incoherent and a failed attempt to describe the physical world. In both cases
one cannot do without faith. Faith is the springboard to understanding.

But there is another way to look at the challenging nature of the Trinity. It may be so complicated for the
same reason physics is complicated: because reality is complicated. It may be incomprehensible because God
is incomprehensible. A simpler description of God could have been more easily made up by someone. But
the flavour of the real hangs around things that are hard to explain or describe. They resist being
oversimplified.

Imagine a square talking to a cube, and the cube says “I'm a shape with six sides.” The square replies, “how
can any shape have more than one side? My side is the whole of me, identical with who I am." The square can
only conceive of a side being the whole of an object because it only exists in two dimensions. Tt can't
imagine - even Contcmplatc the idea of, say, an objcct that has more than one side, because his imagination
can't enter three dimensions. In the same way, for us who live in three dimensions, a person is the whole of
their bcing and identical with it. We can’t rcaily conceive the idea of a bcing existing in three persons. But
what we can do is understand that there might be something beyond understanding, something greater and
more wonderful and glorious than any human mind could ever conceive.

But now you may be thinking: “you’ve spent a very long time defining the Trinity only to say that it can’t
really be defined or understood. Couldn’t we have skipped all these complicated distinctions and fights and
simply admitted from the start that we can’t understand it so we shouldn’t bother trying?”

It may feel like a waste of time to think hard about something that can never be understood. But there is a
big difference between abandoning a marathon run at the start and collapsing exhausted at the end.
Something has happened to the marathon runner in the meantime. They have pushed themselves to the
limits of their ability and that has changed them. In the same way, when we don’t even try to understand the
Trinity, what really happens is that we are secretly misunderstanding it. We are Modalists or Tritheists or
Subordinationists without rca]ising. The work of thinking about the Trinity is the hard labour ofrejccting
false conceptions of God, and replacing them with an incomprehensible mystery. It is hard because our
minds want to fill chat mystery with some graspabic concept, and the effort of kccping the mystery is like
the effort of running a marathon. In truth, all Christian language to describe the Trinity is not meant to
Cxpiain it rationaﬂy7 but to protect it as a mystery — to protect it from any over-rationalisations that are too
simple and thus falsify the mystery of the transcendent God.”

The 12" Century “Shield of the Trinity” is a good example of something that is designed to protect the
mystery rather than Cxplain it. It protects against all the false ways of taiking about God, and makes it clear
what you can and can’t truly say as a Christian.

But even this doesn’t grasp the most fundamental point of the Trinity. The most fundamental point of the
Trinity is not to explain, or to understand, or to understand that we don’t understand, or anything at all to
do with our understanding. The most fundamental point of the Trinity is to guide us into a relationship
with our Creator, our Lord, our Saviour, and our Redeemer. As C.S. Lewis puts it:

You may ask, “If we cannot imagine a three-personal Being, what is the good of talking
about Him?” Well, there isn't any good talking about Him. The thing that matters is
being actually drawn into that three-personal life, and that may begin any time —
tonight, if you like.””

* 1In his lectures on Christology, Dietrich Bonhoeffer, notes that the definitions of the Ecumenical Councils (like Nicaea) don’t
actually give us positive definitions, but rather guard a mystery. They mark off a space for the incomprehensibility of God, a space in
which “getting it” is precisely expressed in the fact that one leaves that standing which is incomprehensible. See Bonhoeffer,
Christology, 205.

o' Lewis, Mere Christianity, 89.
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