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Introduction to the Topic
Deut 6:4 “Hear, O Israel: The Lord our 
God, the Lord is one. You shall love the 
Lord your God with all your heart and 
with all your soul and with all your 
might. And these words that I 
command you today shall be on your 
heart.”

If God is One, how then can He also 
be three?
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The Trinity in  
Early Christianity
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The Early Church
100 - 400 a time of uncertainty

No more Apostles
No settled biblical text

Biblical books
Non-biblical books

The presence of false doctrine during the Apostolic era
The Judiaizers
The Gnostics
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Challenges to the early church
What do you think of Christ?
Is he truly God? Is he truly man?
If God is one, how can Jesus be God?

Is Jesus the Father?
Are there three gods?

Without a settled Bible, how can these answers be known?

5
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A Church Divided –  
Controversies and Schisms

The Trinitarian Controversy – the relationship 
between persons in the Godhead  
The Christological Controversy – Who is Jesus? 

God? 
Man? 

What are our authoritative sources of information?
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A Church Divided –  
Controversies and Schisms

The Trinitarian Controversy – the relationship 
between persons in the Godhead 

Adoptionism – Jesus became Christ at baptism (aka dynamic 
monarchianism) 
Modalism and Sabellianism – God reveals himself 
in three ways (also called Patripassianism) 
Arianism – Christ is the first created being 
Semi-arianism – Christ of similar substance with the Father but 
subordinate 
Macedonianism – The Holy Spirit created being
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Responses to Heresy
Champions – articulators of the faith 

Tertulliuan 
Hippolytus 
Athanasius 

Creeds – carefully worded statements of orthodoxy 
The Apostles Creed 
Nicene Creed 

Councils – religio-political meetings to seek consensus and issue 
condemnations 

Nicea – 325 
Constantinople – 381 
Ephesus – 431 
Chalcedon – 451
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The Trinitarian Controversies - Who is Jesus?

Monarchianism, Modalism and Patripassianism 
In the face of polytheistic paganism, the oneness or unity of 
God was stressed 
Monarchia was applied to God; Christ was viewed as the 
subject of a special influence or δυναµις (Gk. ‘power’) of the 
one monarchia which came to reside in the man Jesus 
(Dynamic monarchianism) Adoptionism 
Theodotus of Byzantium said that Christ was a mere indwelt 
man. He was expelled from Rome about 190 for heresy
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Modal monarchianism - “started from a firm conviction of Christ’s 
divinity free from all compromising emanationisms and subordination-
isms. However, it called in question the integrity of Christ’s body and 
thus verged towards docetism. It sought to unite the deity of the Son and 
the oneness of God by declaring the designations Father and Son to be 
modes, or expressions of manifestation, of the one divine being.”
Praxeus of Asia Minor

“Praxeas, constantly appealing to Is. 45:5; John 10:30 (“I and my Father are one”), and 14:9 
(“He that hath seen me hath seen the Father”), as if the whole Bible consisted of these 
three passages, taught that the Father himself became man, hungered, thirsted, suffered, 
and died in Christ.”
Tertullian (wrote ca. 196– ca. 212) of Carthage responded to him Against Praxeas
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Noetus of Smyrna (200-225)
Answered by Hippolytus of Rome (170-235)  the most important father at 
Rome in 3rd century

Influenced by Irenæus who was by influenced Polycarp who was 
influenced by John
Became an antipope when he was elected by followers as a bishop in 
opposition to Callistus the bishop who was considered lax in dealing with 
sinners. Callistus favored the unity of God against Hippolytus’s ditheism.
Refutation of All Heresies (Philosophumena) (discovered in 1842) and Contra Noetum
Hippolytus was exiled from Rome and may have died in the mines; the divided 
parties reconciled and Hippolytus is considered a martyr of the Church

11

The Trinitarian Controversies - Who is Jesus?
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Sabellius of Rome (198-220)  
Born in Africa, but little known of him
In Rome during the time of Bishop Zephyrinus (198-217)
Subverted to modalism by Callistus, later excommunicated by him

Views
“In the interest of strict monotheism Sabellius declared that, although the names Father, Son 
and Holy Spirit were biblical, they were attached to the one being. . . .
God as a single monad is manifest in three distinct and successive operations of self-revealing. 
The unity of God is thus secured at the expense of the divine triunity of persons within the 
Godhead. 
The Son and the Holy Spirit are but temporary modes of self-expression of the one Father of 
all. It was the Father who became incarnate as the Son and was crucified (patripassianism—lit. 
‘Father-suffering’).”

12
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Arianism 
4

th
 century heresy centered in Alexandria between Arius 

(ca. 250- ca. 336) a presbyter in an urban parish and 
Alexander the bishop 
Was the Logos the preeternal Son divine or was he the 
Son and servant of God but not very God of very God? 
“Arius’ doctrine began from the absolute uniqueness 
and distinctness of God—‘one God, alone ingenerate, 
alone everlasting, alone unbegun, alone true, alone 
having immortality, alone wise, alone good, alone 
sovereign’.  
This God could not possibly have communicated his 
essence to any other, for that would remove the great 
gulf between creator and creature, and would in effect 
be a reversion to polytheism.” 

The Trinitarian Controversies Who is Jesus?
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These then are those who have become apostates: Arius, Achillas, Aithales, and Carpones, 
another Arius, Sarmates, Euzoïus, Lucius, Julian, Menas, Helladis, and Gaius; with these 

also must be reckoned Secundus and Theonas, who once were called bishops. The dogmas 
they have invented and assert, contrary to the Scriptures, are these: That God was not 

always the Father, but that there was a period when he was not the Father; that the Word of 
God was not from eternity, but was made out of nothing;123 for that the ever-existing God 

(‘the I AM’—the eternal One) made him who did not previously exist, out of nothing; 
wherefore there was a time when he did not exist, inasmuch as the Son is a creature and a 

work. That he is neither like the Father as it regards his essence, nor is by nature either the 
Father’s true Word, or true Wisdom, but indeed one of his works and creatures, being 

erroneously called Word and Wisdom, since he was himself made of God’s own Word and 
the Wisdom which is in God, whereby God both made all things and him also. Wherefore 
he is as to his nature mutable and susceptible of change, as all other rational creatures are: 
hence the Word is alien to and other than the essence of God; and the Father is inexplicable 
by the Son, and invisible to him, for neither does the Word perfectly and accurately know 

the Father, neither can he distinctly see him. The Son knows not the nature of his own 
essence: for he was made on our account, in order that God might create us by him, as by an 

instrument; nor would he ever have existed, unless God had wished to create us.
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The Trinitarian Controversies Who is Jesus?
Arius affirmed that  

Christ was created by the will and power of the Father and not “without 
beginning” 
As creature, Christ was liable to change 

In support of their views, the Arians used the texts that spoke of Jesus growth 
and development  
Later radical Arians (Aetius and Eunomius) held that Jesus was ετεροουσιας 
Eusebius led a third party – Christ was οµοιουσις (similar substance) (Semi-
arianism) 
The condemnation of Arianism 

First at Nicea in 325 (esp. in the West) 
Finally at Constantinople (381) 

Defender of orthodoxy - Athanasius
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The Trinitarian Controversies  
The Emperor Steps in

The Council of Nicea (325) 
1st of the great ecumenical councils; summoned 
by Constantine on the occasion of his 20th 
anniversary of his reign 
Presided over by Hosius of Cordoba, Alexander 
of Alexandria with Eustathius of Antioch. 
Athanasius was a deacon who attended 
The Creed, canons and a synodial letter are all 
that is extant. Athanasius suggested 318 
bishops attended (modern scholars, at most 
250). All but 8 from the East 
Constantine later resisted it Council’s views 
Pronounced against Arianism
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Athanasius (296-373) Champion of Orthodoxy

Personal 
Served as deacon and secretary to Alexander, bishop of Alexandria at Council 
of Nicea (325) 
In 328, succeeded Alexander at Alexandria 
Soon deposed by ecclesiastical enemies at Council of Tyre (335) as an opponent 
to politically sanctioned mediated theology. 1st exile. 
After the death of Constantine (337), he returned to Alexandria but was soon 
forced to flee again, this time to Rome. 2nd exile. Received in Rome as a 
champion of orthodoxy 
Returned to Alexandria in 346 under pressure from western emperor, 
Constans, but eastern emperor, Constantius exiles him again. 3rd exile, into 
Egypt. Met the monk Anthony and wrote Life of Anthony 
362 after death of Constantius, returned again to Alexandria but exiled again 
by Julian. 4th exile
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Athanasius (296-373) Champion of Orthodoxy

Personal 
After sudden death of Julian in 363, he returned again to Alexandria. 
Last exile, 5th exile, was brief (365-66) 
Died 3 May 373, having established the Nicene party firmly in Alexandria 

Importance 
Skilled debater against the Arians in Apologia Contra Arianos  
Commentary writings now fragmentary, expect for commentary on 
Psalms 
Authored Against the Heathen and On the Incarnation, The Life of St. Anthony



Seminar on the TrinityJuly 2017

Apologia Contra Arianos
6. When Arius, from whom the heresy of the Arian madmen has its name, was cast out of the Church for his 
impiety by Bishop Alexander, of blessed memory, Eusebius and his fellows, who are the disciples and 
partners of his impiety, considering themselves also to have been ejected, wrote frequently to Bishop 
Alexander, beseeching him not to leave the heretic Arius out of the Church. But when Alexander in his piety 
towards Christ refused to admit that impious man, they directed their resentment against Athanasius, who 
was then a Deacon, because in their busy enquiries they had heard that he was much in the familiarity of 
Bishop Alexander, and much honoured by him. And their hatred of him was greatly increased after they had 
experience of his piety towards Christ, in the Council assembled at Nicæa , wherein he spoke boldly against 
the impiety of the Arian madmen. But when God raised him to the Episcopate, their long-cherished malice 
burst forth into a flame, and fearing his orthodoxy and resistance of their impiety, they (and especially 
Eusebius , who was smitten with a consciousness of his own evil doings), engaged in all manner of 
treacherous designs against him. They prejudiced the Emperor against him; they frequently threatened him 
with Councils; and at last assembled at Tyre; and to this day they cease not to write against him, and are so 
implacable that they even find fault with his appointment to the Episcopate , taking every means of showing 
their enmity and hatred towards him, and spreading false reports for the sole purpose of thereby vilifying 
his character.
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We believe in one God the Father Almighty, Maker of heaven and earth, and of 
all things visible and invisible. And in one Lord Jesus Christ, the only-begotten 

Son of God, begotten of the Father before all worlds, God of God, Light of Light, 
Very God of Very God, begotten, not made, being of one substance with the 
Father by whom all things were made; who for us men, and for our salvation, 
came down from heaven, and was incarnate by the Holy Spirit of the Virgin 

Mary, and was made man, and was crucified also for us under Pontius Pilate. 
He suffered and was buried, and the third day he rose again according to the 

Scriptures, and ascended into heaven, and sitteth on the right hand of the 
Father. And he shall come again with glory to judge both the quick and the 

dead, whose kingdom shall have no end. And we believe in the Holy Spirit, the 
Lord and Giver of Life, who proceedeth from the Father and the Son, who with 
the Father and the Son together is worshipped and glorified, who spoke by the 

prophets. And we believe one holy catholic and apostolic Church. We 
acknowledge one baptism for the remission of sins. And we look for the 

resurrection of the dead, and the life of the world to come. Amen. 

The Nicene Creed
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Jesus and God
John 10:30ff  “I and the Father are one.” The Jews 
picked up stones again to stone him. Jesus answered 
them, “I have shown you many good works from the 
Father; for which of them are you going to stone me?” 
The Jews answered him, “It is not for a good work 
that we are going to stone you but for blasphemy, 
because you, being a man, make yourself God.”

21
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Contemporary Challenges 
to the Doctrine of the Trinity

22
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The Doctrine of the Trinity and Islam

The concept of God in Islam
The Qur’an rejects the notion of a triune God. “The Messiah Jesus, son of 
Mary, was only a messenger of God . . Do not say ‘Three’ . . . Allah is only 
one God. Exalted is he above having a son.” (Q. 4:171)

The Jews say, "Ezra is the son of Allah "; and the Christians say, "The 
Messiah is the son of Allah ." That is their statement from their mouths; 
they imitate the saying of those who disbelieved [before them]. May Allah 
destroy them; how are they deluded? (Q. 9:30)
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Muslims allege the corrupting of the Christian religion
First by Paul
Later by Nicea (325)

“The eleventh-century Muslim theologian ‘Abd al-Jabbar (d. 
1025) elaborates this narrative in lurid detail. He underlines 
Paul’s wickedness and cunning in adopting numerous Roman 
religious practices into Christianity to endear himself to Roman 
power. Likewise, Constantine manipulated church leaders to 
adopt the Nicene Creed, imposed it on the people, and killed 
those who opposed it.” 

24

The Doctrine of the Trinity and Islam



Seminar on the TrinityJuly 2017

The Doctrine of the Trinity and Islam

Contemporary Muslims theologians use the liberal Christian 
rejection of the Trinity to bolster their own arguments
Muslims argue that the Christian doctrine of Trinity is not rational. 
How can one be three? “[The Christians] say: One substance and 
three persons: Father, Son and Holy Spirit. These three are one as 
the sun consists in its circular shape, rays and warmth. They claim 
that the Father is divine, the Son is divine, the Spirit is divine, and 
the whole is one God. It is known to be false by the intuition of 
reason that three is not one and one is not three.”
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The Doctrine of the Trinity and Islam
“To sum up the Islamic criticism, the Trinity has not been 
revealed by God; it ends in tri-theism; and, according to 
many Muslims, it is positively irrational. There is of course 
no way apart from faith to adjudicate whether the Trinity is 
rooted in revelation from God. It is also not possible, in my 
view, to come to knowledge of the Triune God on the basis of 
reason alone. However, one can attempt to explain why 
Christians hold this doctrine and try to explicate something 
of its sense in dialogue with the beliefs of others. “
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Aka Oneness, Apostolic, Jesus Name
Dates back to the aftermath of Azusa Street (1913) and the question of a trinitarian baptismal 
formula.
Jesus is the Father and the Holy Spirit
Baptism in “in Jesus name” only Acts 2:38  cf. Matt. 28:19 and Col. 2:9. From the Minute Book 
of the PAW “We fully believe in the mystery of the Godhead. We believe that Jesus was both 
human and divine, and further, that the Godhead be understood to mean all of the fullness of 
God (Colossians 1:19, 2:9). We believe that Jesus was Mary's son and Mary's God, Creator and 
creature, God manifest in the flesh; that the flesh of Jesus was the same as ours with the 
exception that it had no sin; that Jesus was the Eternal Father made visible, apart from whom 
there is no God. We believe that at the final consummation of all things there will be only one 
God, and that will be our Lord Jesus Christ.”
Represented by Pentecostal Assemblies of the World, the oldest association

27
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Origins from a camp meeting in Arroyo Seco, John Schaepe, 
after a night of prayer and Bible study received a revelation 
in which he was to baptize in Jesus name only
Some began to be baptized in Jesus name only and soon 
rejected the Trinity
The Assemblies of God split at their 4th annual meeting 
when Trinitarianism was put forward as their only position; 
1/3 left to form Oneness groups
Garfield Thomas Haywood (1880–1931) was at the third 
annual meeting where the Jesus name only doctrine was 
debated; when the Assemblies split, he led in the formation 
of the Pentecostal Assemblies of the World

28
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The Doctrine of the Trinity and Pentecostalism

Thomas Dexter Jakes, pastor of the Potter’s House, 30k member church in Dallas

God - There is one God, Creator of all things, infinitely perfect, and eternally 
existing in three manifestations: Father, Son and Holy Spirit.
Jesus Christ - Jesus Christ is true God and true man, having been conceived of 
the Holy Spirit and born of the Virgin Mary. He died on the cross, the complete 
and final sacrifice for our sins according to the Scriptures. Further, He arose 
bodily from the dead, ascended into heaven, where, at the right hand of the 
Majesty on High, He is now our High Priest and Advocate.
The Holy Spirit - The ministry of the Holy Spirit is to glorify the Lord Jesus 
Christ and during this age, to convict men of sin, regenerate the believing sinner, 
indwell, guide, instruct, and empower the believer for godly living and service.
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The Doctrine of the Trinity and Pentecostalism
Jakes continues to associate with Oneness groups . . . He was at 
Higher Ground Always Abounding Assemblies as a speaker this 
past June
Oneness Pentecostalism in Africa - United Apostolic Faith 
Church which has branch churches in South Africa, Kenya, 
Zimbabwe, Malawi, Mozambique

“We believe that scriptures teach that there is only one true and living 
God who has chosen to reveal Himself as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.”
The current Prime minister of Ethiopia Hailemariam Desalegn is a Oneness 
Pentecostal
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Contemporary Rejection of the Trinity

Jehovah’s Witnesses are Arians

Mormons are Adoptionists. Lorenzo Snow, (1814–
1901) the fifth president of the Church of Jesus Christ 
of Latter Day Saints once said, "As man now is, God 
once was: As God now is, man may be.”

Unitarians also deny the Trinity
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Jehovah’s Witnesses on the Trinity

The Bible does not mention the word “Trinity.” 
Jesus never claimed to be equal to God. Instead, Jesus worshipped 
God. (Luke 22:41-44) 
Jesus’ relationship with his followers. Even after he was raised 
from the dead to the spirit realm, Jesus called his followers “my 
brothers.” (Matthew 28:10) Were they brothers of Almighty God? 
Of course not! But through their faith in Christ—God’s 
preeminent Son—they too became sons of the one Father. 
(Galatians 3:26)
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The UNITY and  
TRI-UNITY of God
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The UNITY of God
THE MEANING OF THE UNITY OF GOD

By the unity of God we mean that there is but one essence (the totality of 
God’s infinite perfections) in the Godhead, and this one essence wholly, 
equally, and eternally pervades each of the three persons of the Godhead 
without division or multiplication. Each person subsists in the essence. God 
is three persons in one and the same essence. The unity of God indicates 
that He is not divided or divisible in His essence.
Deut 6:4 “Hear, O Israel: The Lord our God, the Lord is one. You shall love 
the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all 
your might. And these words that I command you today shall be on your 
heart.”
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The UNITY of God
1. The Whole Essence of God Is in Each Trinitarian Person.

The Divine essence - The essence is not divided among the persons of the Godhead. It 
can wholly and indivisibly be in more than one person. The doctrine of the Simplicity 
of God means that He is incapable of division because He is the perfect Spirit.
The Human essence. Human nature can subsist in more than one person, but not 
wholly and indivisibly. Each human being is a part of humanity. A human person is 
an individual fraction of the essence of humanity. “Humanity” is a collection of all the 
fractions. 
The Essence is Neither Prior To Nor Subsequent To the Persons of the Godhead.
The Essence exists only as in the persons of the Trinity; it exists only as trinalized. The 
one essence is simultaneously three persons, and is eternally so. God did not exist 
singly in essence only for a time, and then became trinal. Nor will He cease to be three 
persons.

2. God Is A Unity, Not a Unit,
A unit is marked by singleness incapable of internal distinctions. God is a unity of one 
essence in three distinct persons.
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The UNITY of God
THE BIBLICAL MATERIAL – The material for the unity of God is intertwined 
with the material for the tri-unity of God. One aspect cannot be understood 
fully without the other.

Each of the Three Persons is Recognized As God.
The Father is God - John 20:17 I ascend to My Father. . . and My God. 
Jesus Christ is the Son of God - Titus 2:13 The great God and our Saviour, Jesus 
Christ
The Holy Spirit is God - Acts 5:3-4 When Ananias lied to the HS (v. 3) he lied 
to God (v, 4). These Three Persons are One God . (I.e., all are the same God.)

The Father and the Son are One. - John 5:18 Jesus called God His own Father, 
making Himself equal with God; John 10:30, 33 Jesus said, “1 and the Father are 
one.” The Jews accused Him of blasphemy because He made Himself equal with 
God.
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The UNITY of God
2. The Father and the Spirit are One - 1 Cor 3:16 You are a temple of God, and the 

Spirit of God dwells in you
3. The Son and the Spirit are One - Romans 8:9 Spirit of God and Spirit of 

Christ used interchangeably
4. The Father, Son, and Spirit are One.

John 14:16 The Helper will be with you forever, that is the Spirit of truth
John 14:18 1 will come to you
John 14:23 My Father will love him and We will come to him and make our 
abode with him
Technically only the Holy Spirit indwells the believer. Yet when He 
indwells, the whole Godhead indwells because of the unity of the essence 
in the three persons and the fact that they indwell each other in the 
continual inbeing of the Trinity.
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The Tri-Unity of God
INTRODUCTION

1. The tri-unity of God is one of the great doctrines concerning God. Without the tri-
unity of God there could be no incarnation of God the Son. Without the 
incarnation there could be no redemption accomplished by the second person of the 
Godhead. Without the tri-unity of God there could be no application of redemption 
by the third person of the Godhead, God the Holy Spirit.

2. The term “tri-unity” is actually more descriptive theologically than the word trinity. 
Trinitarian means three-fold or having three parts or aspects. Tri-unity means three-
in-one. God is trinal, not triple. He is three-in-one, not three and one.

THE MEANING OF THE TRI-UNITY OF GOD.
The tri-unity of God means that the divine essence subsists wholly and indivisibly , 
simultaneously and eternally, in Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. God is three persons 
in one essence. The tendency has been either to deny the personal distinctions in the 
Godhead (a basic unitarianism) or to hold to three Gods (tritheism).
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The Tri-Unity of God
THE BIBLICAL MATERIAL.

OT suggests of Three Divine Persons. A Plurality in the Godhead, but these do not 
prove trinitarianism.

Genesis 1:1 Elohim is a plural noun. Many take this to refer to the plurality in the 
Godhead, although this is probably a majestic or intensive plural and not a 
numerical plural as usually understood. John MacArthur reflects the common 
misunderstanding when he says that Elohim with its plural suffix (im) “presents a 
singular God who is expressed as a plurality” (God, p. 20).
Genesis 1:26 “Our” image (The pronoun must agree with the plural noun.)
Genesis 3:22 Man is become as one of “us” (Same idea)

Suggestions of Three Persons in Certain Texts.
Isaiah 48:16 The Lord God, and His Spirit hath sent Me (“me” is Messiah) 
Isaiah 61:1 The Spirit of the Lord is upon Me. 
Without the NT these are not clear indications of three persons in one and the same essence.
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The Tri-Unity of God

Basic New Testament Proof of Three Persons in the 
Godhead

1. The Baptism of Jesus Christ.
Matthew 3:16-17 The Son out of the water, the Father’s voice from heaven, 
and the Spirit in the form of a dove

2. Announcement to Mary. Luke 1  
Lord God (v. 32); Son of the Most High (v. 32) or Son of God (v. 35); and the 
Holy Spirit (v. 35).

3. The Formula of Christian Baptism.
Matthew 28:19 In the name of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit



Seminar on the TrinityJuly 2017 42

The Tri-Unity of God
Basic New Testament Proof of Three Persons in the Godhead

5. The Apostolic Benediction.
2 Corinthians 13:14 The grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, the love of God, 
and fellowship of the Holy Spirit

6. Personal Distinctions In the Godhead.
a) The Father and the Son Are Distinct Persons.

John 5:26 The Father has life in Himself and He appointed the Son the 
prerogative of having life in Himself
John 3.16 God so loved the world that He gave His Son
Galatians 4:4 In the fullness of time God sent forth His Son

b) The Father and the Son are Distinct From the Spirit.
John 14:16-17 The Son asks the Father and the Father sends the Spirit John 
15:26 Jesus would send the Spirit to them from the Father
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The Tri-Unity of God
The Three Persons of the Godhead are Objective To Each Other
A trinitarian Person includes all that is in the unity of God 
but not all that is in the trinality of God. He does not possess 
the personal peculiarities of the other two Persons.
The Godhead is not one person who is a father, son, and 
spirit, such as a believer may be a father, student, and 
employee (modalism)
Personal characteristics and activities cannot be predicated to 
any except to the one person to whom they belong.
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The Tri-Unity of God
1. The Actions of One Person Cannot Be Ascribed to Another.

• John 3:35 The Father loves the Son. I.e., the Father doesn’t love the Father, nor 
is the Son loved by the Son.

• Hebrews 2:9 The Father rewards the Son
2. Each Can Say “I” and Be Addressed as “Thou.”

• John 17:5 Glorify Thou Me together with Thyself, Father
3. Father, Son, and Holy Spirit are Three Persons 

Independently and Irrespective of Creation, Redemption, 
and Sanctification.

• The Son is never conscious that He is the Father or the Spirit, and the other 
persons are conscious only of being the persons that they are in the one 
essence of the Godhead.


