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Any reading of Scripture across the canon 
leads to one undeniable conclusion: this 
is a God-centered universe. From the 
opening verses of Scripture, God alone is 
presented as the primary actor, the sover-
eign Creator, the Sustainer, Life-giver, and 
Redeemer. He is the central figure of the 
story who alone is independent, self-suf-
ficient, transcendent (yet personal), mag-
nificent in all of his perfections, utterly 
glorious, and worthy of all of our love, 
devotion, and praise. There is no created 
thing or person in the entire universe 
that compares to him; rather he is in a cat-
egory all by himself. Scripture repeatedly 
reminds us that this universe is his, not 
ours, and as such, all glory and honor are 
due to his holy name. In the end, our chief 
end as his image bearing creatures is “to 
glorify God and enjoy him forever.”

However, what is crucial to note is that 
at the heart of Scripture’s presentation of 
our great and glorious God is the doctrine 
of the Trinity. Contrary to what many may 
think, the doctrine of the Trinity is not 
an esoteric, abstract conundrum that is 
unrelated to the “practical” affairs of life. 
Nothing could be further from the truth. 
Rather, understanding God as triune is 
central to everything Scripture says about 
him, and it is what distinguishes him from 
all other conceptions of “god.” In fact, the 
entire storyline of Scripture in terms of the 
plan of salvation would not even make 
sense without God being triune. Scripture 
presents our problem before the holy God 
as one of sin and moral rebellion. It also 

presents the solution to our problem as 
that of a divine solution centered in the 
divine initiative of the Father, the divine 
substitutionary work of the Son, and the 
divine application of the Son’s work to us 
by the Holy Spirit. In the end, to make 
sense of the Bible’s presentation of salva-
tion, we need to affirm what Scripture 
presents: God is triune.

Furthermore, the entire presentation 
of the God of Scripture only makes sense 
if we affirm that God is triune. Scripture 
presents the one true and living God as 
the one who is sovereign, independent 
(a se), self-sufficient, yet personal. In all 
non-Christian thought, it is very difficult 
to bring these attributes together simulta-
neously. Usually if God’s independent and 
sovereign nature is affirmed (e.g., Islam 
and other Unitarian traditions), God’s 
personal nature, especially the idea that 
God is love, is downplayed or marginal-
ized. Conversely, if God’s personal nature 
is stressed in that he loves, communicates, 
and relates, it is usually at the expense 
of his self-sufficiency and transcendence 
(e.g., process theism). Yet, the Bible stresses 
both the sovereign and personal nature of 
God, one who is complete in himself from 
all-eternity yet also the one who is love, 
who speaks, and who is truly personal. 
All of this makes sense, if we affirm what 
Scripture teaches us about God, namely, 
that from all-eternity, the one God has 
existed in three persons—Father, Son, and 
Holy Spirit (see for example John 1:1-18, 
5:16-30; 17:1-5). Truly, the heart of Chris-
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tian theology is rooted and grounded in 
our view of God as triune.

Now it is precisely because the doctrine 
of the Trinity is so important for Christian 
theology that we must be vigilant in cor-
rectly stating, explaining, and defending 
the doctrine in every generation. This is 
one of the main reasons why we have 
devoted an entire edition of SBJT to this 
subject. All of our articles and Forum 
pieces reflect some aspect of the impor-
tance of the doctrine of the Trinity for 
Christian faith and practice.

The first two articles written by your 
editor and Keith Johnson respectively, 
focus on Trinitarian reflection within 
evangelical and non-evangelical theology 
alike. In recent days there has been a huge 
resurgence in discussion regarding the 
doctrine of the Trinity. This is something 
that we should applaud. In an age of prag-
matism and biblical-theological illiteracy, 
a good dose of theological reflection, 
especially when it comes to who God is, is 
certainly welcome. However, much of this 
reflection has become quite speculative 
and far removed from Scriptural teach-
ing. So, for example, within evangelical 
theology some scholars appeal to the 
doctrine of the Trinity in order to ground 
a “wider-hope” or “inclusivist” theology 
that disassociates the work of the Spirit 
from the Son and, thus, allows these 
scholars to affirm that people who have 
never heard the gospel may be saved apart 
from explicit faith in Christ. Something 
similar is also occurring in non-evangeli-
cal theology, where appeal is made to the 
Trinity to warrant religious pluralism. 
My article investigates the recent discus-
sion within evangelical theology, while 
Johnson’s article masterfully describes 
and critiques what is happening in non-
evangelical theology.

Bruce Ware continues our discussion 
in his helpful article that seeks to ask and 
answer the question: Must God be triune 
for the Messiah to be our Savior and for 
his atoning death to be effacious? He gives 
us an exercise in “faith seeking under-
standing” as he unpacks the important 
relationships between the doctrine of the 
Trinity, Christology, and soteriology. Our 
final two articles, written by Fred Zaspel 
and Michael Haykin respectively, give 
us historical reflections on the famous 
Princetonian theologian, B. B. Warfield, 
and a less than famous Baptist pastor, 
Benjamin Beddome (1717-1795). Both 
individuals expounded and defended 
the doctrine of the Trinity during a time 
in which the doctrine faced some of its 
stiffest challenges. From both of these 
figures we learn to appreciate how those 
in the past sought to explain, expound, 
and defend God’s triune nature in light 
of the challenges of their day—something 
that we must do afresh today. Finally, our 
SBJT Forum discusses how the doctrine 
of the Trinity should impact our preach-
ing, hermeneutics, evangelism, and every 
aspect of our Christian lives.

In all of this, we have only begun to 
scratch the surface of such an incredible 
and glorious subject. But in so doing, it 
is my prayer that we will learn to think 
afresh about our great triune God, who 
is worthy of all of our thought, reflection, 
and praise. To him alone be all glory.
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Introduction
It is certainly an understatement to say 
that the doctrine of the Trinity is of critical 
importance to all Christian thought, life, 
and practice. The very heart and soul of 
Christian theology—the gospel itself—is 
rooted and grounded in our view of God 
as triune. Contrary to what many people 
sadly think, the doctrine of the Trinity 
is not some esoteric, abstract doctrine 
unrelated to the “practical” affairs of life. 
Nothing could be further from the truth. 
Rather, understanding God as triune is 
central to everything Scripture says about 
God. For example, without it, we could not 
make sense of the salvation that the Bible 
presents centered in a divine Father who 
initiates, a divine Savior who redeems, 
and a divine Spirit who applies Christ’s 
work to us by doing only what God can 
do, namely, give us resurrection life. In the 
end, the doctrine of the Trinity is at the 
heart of what distinguishes the Christian 
view of God from all its rivals. And that is 
certainly an important point to emphasize 
in our pluralistic and postmodern world 
that is constantly attempting to challenge 
the exclusive claims of the gospel.

Now it is precisely because the doc-
trine of the Trinity is so important that 
we must be very careful how we appeal 
to the doctrine and make use of it in our 
theological proposals. As Keith Johnson 
reminds us in his important article, a lot 
of current non-evangelical theologizing 

often appeals to various aspects of the 
doctrine of the Trinity in an illegitimate 
manner.1 But, unfortunately, this fact is 
also true within evangelical theology. 
Specifically, I have in mind recent appeals 
to the role relations within the triune 
Godhead, particularly, the Son-Spirit 
relationship, to ground a “wider-hope” 
or “inclusivist” theology. A “wider-hope” 
theology is one that wrestles with the 
relationship between the gospel and other 
world religions, especially regarding the 
status of the person who has never heard 
the gospel. It attempts to argue that the 
person who has never heard the gospel 
still may be saved by grace through faith 
due to the universal work of the Holy 
Spirit, but this is apart from actually hear-
ing and believing the gospel. In my view, 
we find in this position an illegitimate 
appeal to the doctrine of the Trinity and a 
presentation of the relations between the 
Son and Spirit that is simply unbiblical. 
In order to substantiate this assertion, 
this article will proceed in four steps: 
First, I will briefly describe the position of 
inclusivism. Second, I will explain how it 
attempts to ground its view by appeal to 
a specific understanding of the Son-Spirit 
relation by outlining the view of one of its 
most prolific proponents, Clark Pinnock. 
Third, I will give a biblical-theological 
critique of Pinnock’s proposal by thinking 
through the Son-Spirit relation across the 
canon of Scripture. Fourth, I will offer a 
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number of concluding reflections on this 
important subject.

A Description of Inclusivism
Living in a pluralistic and postmodern 

age not only challenges the exclusive 
claims of the gospel, but it also raises 
afresh legitimate issues that cannot be 
ignored by Christian theologians. One 
such example is the question of the status 
of those who have never heard the gospel, 
and whether such persons may experi-
ence the saving grace of God apart from 
hearing the gospel message and placing 
faith in the Lord Jesus Christ. 

In recent years, the threefold typology 
of pluralism, inclusivism, and exclusiv-
ism characterizes the various theological 
responses to the issue of the gospel’s 
relationship to other world religions.2 
Each of these views includes a spectrum 
of positions. For heuristic purposes, I will 
briefly describe each of the views in the 
broadest of terms, not noting all the fine 
nuances within each position.3  

First, pluralism is the view that relativ-
izes all religious claims to superiority 
over any other religion. This view entails 
a denial of the claims of historic Christi-
anity, including a denial of the Trinity, 
and its corollary, the uniqueness of Jesus 
Christ as Lord and Savior. If there is any 
“salvation” at all (which is variously con-
ceived), pluralism teaches that people may 
be “saved” through a number of different 
religious traditions and communities.4  

Second, in direct opposition to plural-
ism, is the view of exclusivism. This has 
been, at least up until recent times, the 
position of most evangelicals. It argues 
not only that the central claims and doc-
trines of Christianity are universally true, 
but also that in order to receive salvation, 
one must consciously repent of sin and 

believe in the Lord Jesus Christ alone as 
Lord and Savior. In addition, in relation to 
other non-Christian religions, exclusivism 
contends that salvation is not found in the 
structures of those religions even though, 
it is admitted, non-Christian religions are 
not always wrong in what they believe. 
Where their teachings conflict with the 
teaching of Scripture, though, they are 
necessarily wrong.5

Third, inclusivism is the view that 
attempts to provide a mediating position 
between pluralism and exclusivism.6 On 
the one hand, it agrees with exclusivism 
over against pluralism in affirming that 
Christianity is true and that Jesus Christ is 
the only Savior and Lord; no human being 
will be saved apart from him. However, 
it disagrees with exclusivism in that it 
affirms that God has revealed himself, 
even in saving ways in other religions, 
and that it is possible for someone who 
has never heard the gospel to receive sal-
vation apart from explicit faith in Christ. 
At this point, inclusivists often make a 
distinction between an ontological and 
epistemological necessity when it comes 
to Christ, salvation, and those who have 
never heard the gospel. A person cannot 
be saved apart from Christ (an affirmation 
of the ontological necessity of Christ for 
salvation), but it is possible for people to 
experience salvation apart from explicit 
faith in Christ, at least in this life (a denial 
of an epistemological necessity of believ-
ing in Christ). But this distinction raises 
an important question: How exactly does 
one receive the benefits of Christ’s work if 
one does not necessarily believe in him? 
Does not Scripture say, “For there is no 
difference between Jew and Gentile—the 
same Lord is Lord of all and richly blesses 
all who call on him, for, ‘Everyone who 
calls on the name of the Lord will be 
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saved’” (Rom 10:12-13)?  
Inclusivists differ in their answer to 

this question. Most inclusivists affirm that 
one may trust in God (be a “believer”) 
as known through God’s self-disclosure 
in the created order (general revelation), 
or even through, in some limited way, 
a person’s religion. Some even affirm a 
post-mortem second chance theology. 
But whatever precise position is argued, 
in the end, inclusivists argue that “the 
wideness of God’s mercy” is of such a 
nature that God will accept and save 
those honest, humble, and genuine seek-
ers, who through no fault of their own, 
have never heard the gospel.  If they cry 
out to the Lord, stirred by his prevenient 
grace, and turn to him as he is revealed 
in creation and their religious setting, 
they will discover, most probably after 
death, that the one who saved them was 
Christ, whether they were aware of it or 
believed in him.

However, this fairly standard inclusiv-
ist answer raises some further questions. 
How does God’s Spirit bring people to 
salvation when these people have no 
access to the gospel message? Does not 
Scripture teach that salvation is grounded 
in Jesus Christ both ontologically and 
epistemologically in this life (see John 
3:16; 14:6; Acts 4:12; cf. Heb 9:27)? How 
does God manifest his saving presence 
in the world apart from one hearing the 
gospel and placing faith in it? How are 
we to make theological sense of this kind 
of viewpoint? Clark Pinnock, a highly 
influential evangelical inclusivist, has 
sought to address these very questions. It 
is his answer to these questions that I now 
want to describe in some detail, specifi-
cally showing how his answer is centered 
in an illegitimate appeal to the doctrine 
of the Trinity. In his book, Flame of Love,7 

Pinnock develops a theology of the 
Spirit—what he calls the “pneumatologi-
cal proposal”—that, in my view, provides 
a much needed theological explanation as 
to how inclusivists attempt to reconcile 
the difficult challenge of affirming the 
uniqueness of Christ while denying that 
knowledge and faith in Christ is necessary 
for salvation.  Ultimately this explanation 
fails in regard to biblical fidelity. Pinnock’s 
pneumatological approach also has been 
a catalyst for other inclusivists to think 
through these important matters.8 Obvi-
ously within the confines of this article I 
cannot do justice to his entire argument. 
Instead, I will focus primarily on his 
specific arguments found in chapter 6 of 
Flame of Love, namely, “Spirit and Univer-
sality.” Why this chapter? Because in it, 
Pinnock succinctly gives what he believes 
is the biblical and theological grounding 
for his proposal and thus the inclusivist 
position. 

A Description of Clark Pinnock’s 
“Pneumatological Proposal”

A brief description of Pinnock’s pro-
posal will help prepare the way for a 
critical evaluation.  Inclusivists, including 
Pinnock, often present their view in light 
of the tension between two biblical axi-
oms: universality and particularity. The 
“universality axiom” is related to expres-
sions of God’s universal salvific will (e.g., 
1 Tim 2:4; 2 Pet 3:9) grounded in God’s 
universal presence in the world. Pinnock, 
in contrast to much of historic evangelical 
theology, seems to understand the will 
of God solely in terms of God’s universal 
salvific stance towards the world. He is 
not fond of making distinctions, such as 
God’s decretive and perceptive will, that 
have allowed theologians to speak of God 
genuinely valuing many states of affairs 
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that are not compatible with his chosen 
plan for the world.9 Nor is he fond of mak-
ing distinctions between “common” and 
“saving” grace, which has allowed theolo-
gians to speak of God’s relations to people 
in different ways, since, as he argues, “if 
the Triune God is present, grace must be 
present too.” 10 That is why, for Pinnock, to 
speak of the “universality axiom” entails 
that God’s grace must be available to all 
people. He states, “If God really loves the 
whole world and desires everyone to be 
saved, it follows logically that everyone 
must have access to salvation.”11  

But this creates a tension with the 
“particularity axiom,” namely “the belief 
that Jesus is the only way to God.”12 Why 
the tension? Because, as Pinnock argues, 
“if hearing the gospel clearly is required 
for salvation, it would seem that God does 
not want all to be saved.”13 Pinnock asks, 
“Does God love the whole world or not? 
God may desire all to be saved, but it is 
hard to see how they possibly can be. How 
can a large number meet the requirement 
of believing in the gospel? It would seem 
that they cannot.”14

So how do we resolve this tension? Pin-
nock entertains the possibility that gen-
eral revelation, including non-Christian 
religions, may play a role in the salvation 
of the human race, a role preparatory to 
the gospel of Christ. In contrast to much 
of historic evangelical theology, Pinnock 
affirms that general revelation is salvific. 
Since God meets us everywhere, includ-
ing the natural world which includes 
non-Christian religions, “no nook or 
cranny is untouched by the finger of God” 
and “God is always reaching out to sin-
ners. . . . There is no general revelation or 
natural knowledge of God that is not at 
the same time gracious revelation and a 
potentially saving knowledge. All reveal-

ing and reaching out are rooted in God’s 
grace and are aimed at bringing sinners 
home.”15 This is not to say, as Pinnock 
clearly states, that there is not “depths 
of darkness, deception, and bondage in 
them [world religions]” nor is it to affirm 
that “religions themselves as such are 
vehicles of salvation.” But it is to affirm 
that “God may use religion as a way of 
gracing people’s lives and that it is one of 
God’s options for evoking faith and com-
municating grace.”16

But how is one to make theological 
sense of this? What biblical warrant may 
be given for this proposal? This is where 
Pinnock’s pneumatological approach 
enters.  The approach is centered in a 
specific understanding of the personal 
relations within the triune Godhead. How 
are we to conceptualize the universality 
of God’s grace? How are we to conceive of 
access to God’s grace given the “scandal 
of historical particularity?” Pinnock’s 
proposal is that we see it in relation to 
the universal work of the Holy Spirit. In 
fact, as he states it, we must conceive of it 
in relation to the “twin, interdependent 
missions of the Son and Spirit.”17 Here is 
his proposal in summary:

Christ, the only mediator, sustains 
particularity, while Spirit, the pres-
ence of God everywhere, safeguards 
universality. Christ represents par-
ticularity by being the only mediator 
between God and humanity (1 Tim 
2:5-6), while Spirit upholds univer-
sality because no soul is beyond the 
sphere of the Spirit’s operations. 
Spirit is not confined to the church 
but is present everywhere, giving 
life and creating community. Hov-
ering over the waters of creation, 
Spirit is present also in the search for 
meaning and the struggle against 
sin and death. Because inspiration 
is ubiquitous and works everywhere 
in unseen ways, Spirit is in a posi-
tion to offer grace to every person. 
Because Spirit works everywhere 
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in advance of the church’s mission, 
preparing the way for Christ, God’s 
will can be truly and credibly uni-
versal.18

Once again, it is important to stress 
that Pinnock’s proposal is a move away 
from historic evangelical theology. How 
so? Simply, in how he conceives of the 
relationship of the work of the Son to the 
Spirit and then to that of the Father. His-
torically, and a point that Pinnock admits, 
evangelical thought has viewed the work 
of the Spirit in relation to Christ. However, 
Pinnock believes that this approach has 
had the effect of exalting Christ above 
the Spirit and subordinating the Spirit to 
the Son.19 Instead, he suggests, we should 
try a new idea. After all, he states, “it lies 
within the freedom of theology to experi-
ment with ideas.”20 What is this new idea? 
It is that we view “Christ as an aspect 
of the Spirit’s mission, instead of (as is 
more usual) viewing Spirit as a function 
of Christ’s.”21

What advantage does this new approach 
offer us? Pinnock is convinced that it not 
only will help reduce the tension between 
universality and particularity, it will also 
allow us to consider “particularity in the 
context of universality.”22 Thus, prior to 
and geographically larger than the Son’s 
mission is the universal and gracious 
work of God’s Spirit in the world.  Pin-
nock links the work of the Spirit with 
the Wisdom of God (Prov 8:1-4) and then 
concludes that “God’s wisdom is pres-
ent in creation, and God calls out to all 
people everywhere by means of it. Beyond 
Torah and special revelation, wisdom 
speaks within human experience itself 
. . . God speaks even where Christ is not 
yet named—God does not leave himself 
without witness (Acts 14:17).”23 Pinnock 
conceives of history as a stage play with 

the Spirit as its director. Wherever the 
Spirit touches, which is everywhere, God’s 
good gifts are spread generously, even to 
people outside of the church. And grace 
is found where the Spirit is. By the Spirit, 
God reaches out to sinners both in gen-
eral and special revelation, so working 
in them that they may ultimately become 
obedient to Jesus Christ. In this sense, 
Pinnock argues, we should not say there 
is no salvation outside the church, but 
simply that there is no salvation outside of 
grace.24 Thus with this proposal, Pinnock 
believes that he has greatly reduced the 
tension between the “universality” and 
“particularity” axioms. He states,

The truth of the incarnation does 
not eclipse truth about the Spirit, 
who was at work in the world before 
Christ and is present now where 
Christ is not named. The mission of 
the Son is not a threat to the mission 
of the Spirit, or vice versa. On the 
one hand, the Son’s mission presup-
poses the Spirit’s—Jesus was con-
ceived and empowered by the Spirit. 
On the other hand, the mission of 
the Spirit is oriented to the goals 
of incarnation. The Spirit’s mission 
is to bring history to completion 
and fulfillment in Christ. Thus the 
double mission of Son and Spirit can 
provide the perspective we need to 
handle the tension of universality 
and particularity.25

Pinnock is convinced that viewing the 
Son’s work in the context of the universal 
work of the Spirit, instead of the other way 
around, supplies the theological warrant 
for seeing “the offer of grace as something 
as broad as history itself.”26 Creation 
and redemption, then, for Pinnock, are 
continuous, not discontinuous. Creation 
and redemption are both works of grace 
thus grounding the possibility that God’s 
salvific intent is both universal and found 
in creation itself.
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Pinnock’s Biblical Warrant for the 
Pneumatological Proposal

To what biblical texts does Pinnock 
appeal in order to warrant his proposal? 
There are four kinds of texts to which he 
refers: (1) Pinnock appeals to texts such 
as 1 Tim 2:4 and Hos 11:8-10 to argue that 
God’s stance toward the world is that of 
grace, and not wrath, which seems to 
entail, at least for him, that God makes his 
grace available to all without exception.

(2) Texts such as Acts 17:27 are refer-
enced in order to justify that God’s pres-
ence, by his Spirit, is everywhere, and as 
such, given (1), God’s grace must then be 
viewed as universally accessible through 
general and special revelation. At this 
juncture, Pinnock also correlates texts 
that speak about the wisdom of God and 
the Spirit of God (Prov 8:1-4, 24, 30-31) to 
buttress his point.

(3) Texts such as Rom 5:18 imply, for 
Pinnock, that the mission and work of 
Christ, as our representative, not only have 
universal implications, but in some sense 
must be applied to all people everywhere, 
short of universalism, which can only take 
place by the universal work of the Spirit.  
He states, “Christ’s work is complete and 
for all—‘one man’s act of righteousness 
leads to justification and life for all’ (Rom 
5:18). There is no way around it—we must 
hope that God’s gift of salvation is being 
applied to people everywhere. If so, how 
else than by the universal presence and 
activity of Spirit?”27 Christ’s universal 
work, then, requires the universal work 
of the Spirit in all people.28

(4) Texts that speak of God’s salvific 
will not merely being limited to Jews 
and Christians imply that the Spirit is at 
work outside of the covenant community. 
Proof of this is found in such figures as 
Cornelius (Acts 10:34-35) and in such OT 

holy pagans as Enoch, Melchizedek, and 
Job. All of these individuals, Pinnock 
argues, were saved by the gracious work 
of the Spirit in them apart from explicit 
faith in Jesus Christ. In fact, Pinnock con-
tends, on the basis of John 10:16, one can 
say that there are “believers who do not 
belong to any church.”29 In this, Pinnock 
is playing off a common distinction made 
by inclusivists between “believers” and 
“Christians.” “Believers” are those who 
are saved simply because they have faith 
in God. “Christians” are those who have 
heard the gospel and have placed their 
faith in Jesus Christ.30 Both groups are 
saved by the name of Jesus, but only the 
latter are informed about that name. And 
it is these “believers” that Jesus refers to 
in John 10:16 who are not yet part of the 
sheep fold, but who are wooed by the 
Spirit who is at work universally in the 
world, drawing people to himself.  

Pinnock’s Theological Warrant for 
the Pneumatological Proposal

In addition to the above biblical rea-
sons, Pinnock gives us at least three theo-
logical reasons to warrant his proposal: (1) 
Pinnock appeals to his understanding of 
the doctrine of the Trinity—a relational 
ontology—as the ground of his proposal 
and a further justification of his view that 
God’s stance toward the world is always 
that of love and grace. In the triune iden-
tity, he argues, we discover a God who 
is relational, non-static, open—a God of 
love.31 Since God is a loving relationality, 
Pinnock concludes that we must think 
of grace as primary, because it is rooted 
in the loving divine communion. God is 
love and as such, when it comes to grace 
and salvation he has “the whole human 
race in view in his desire to save, and the 
Spirit everywhere draws sinners from the 
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far country to the Father’s love.”32 
(2) Pinnock appeals to the theological 

doctrine of “prevenient grace” to account 
for the universal, gracious operations 
of the Spirit in the world, even in the 
sphere of non-Christian religions. Pin-
nock writes, 

God wants a relationship with sin-
ners, and if we accept the category of 
prevenient grace, we acknowledge 
that God offers himself to creatures. 
The Spirit speaks to everyone in the 
depths of their being, urging them 
not to close themselves off from God 
but to open themselves up. Because 
of the Spirit, everyone has the pos-
sibility of encountering him—even 
those who have not heard of Christ 
may establish a relationship with 
God through prevenient grace.33

Interestingly, Pinnock does not place 
prevenient grace in the context of sote-
riology—where it is normally placed by 
evangelical Arminian theologians—but 
in the context of the doctrine of creation. 
This is clearly evident in Pinnock’s rejec-
tion of the Reformed distinction between 
“common” and “saving” grace. He states 
his opposition when he writes, 

God’s presence fills the world and 
touches every heart. Spirit should 
not be restricted to one segment 
of history or one sphere of reality. 
The Spirit flourishes everywhere, 
beyond the boundaries of church. 
The Spirit’s ministry is global, not 
only domestic, and ontic, not only 
noetic. The Spirit can be encountered 
in the entire range of experience, 
having always been present in the 
whole world, even in the groaning 
creation, preparing it for new birth 
(Rom 8:23).34 

In this regard, Pinnock’s view of “preve-
nient grace” has more in common with 
Karl Rahner than John Wesley.

(3) Pinnock continues to appeal to 
the doctrine of the Trinity, especially in 
regard to the role relations between the 

persons of the Godhead, by employing the 
Eastern church’s rejection of the Western 
church’s insertion of the filioque clause 
into the Nicene Creed.35 Pinnock thinks 
that this insertion represented a misuse 
of power. But his main problem with the 
clause is due to how the Western church 
has viewed the Son-Spirit relationship in 
light of it. Historically, as represented by 
the filioque clause, the work of the Spirit is 
viewed in light of the Son and gospel reali-
ties. Thus, when the Spirit operates in the 
world, it is always in relationship to the 
Word. In this sense, the work of the Spirit 
is viewed in light of the work of the Son, 
something Pinnock wants us to reverse. 
Listen to Pinnock’s complaint: 

The idea of adding filioque was not 
perverse theologically. The risen 
Lord did and does pour out the 
Spirit on the church. But the phrase 
in the creed can lead to a possible 
misunderstanding. It can threaten 
our understanding of the Spirit’s 
universality. It might suggest to the 
worshiper that Spirit is not the gift 
of the Father to creation universally 
but a gift confined to the sphere of 
the Son and even the sphere of the 
church. It could give the impression 
that the Spirit is not present in the 
whole world but limited to Christian 
territories. Though it need not, the 
filioque might threaten the principle 
of universality—the truth that the 
Spirit is universally present, imple-
menting the universal salvific will 
of Father and Son. One could say 
that the filioque promotes Christo-
monism.  
 In my view the phrase diminishes 
the role of the Spirit and gives the 
impression that he has no mission 
of his own. It does not encourage 
us to contemplate the broad range 
of his operations in the universe. 
It tends to restrict Spirit to the 
churchly domain and deny his pres-
ence among people outside. It does 
not encourage us to view the divine 
mission as being prior to and geo-
graphically larger than the Son’s. It 
could seem to limit Spirit to having a 
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noetic function in relation to Christ, 
as if the Spirit fostered faith in him 
and nothing more. It undercuts the 
idea that Spirit can be active where 
the Son is not named and supports 
the restrictive reading of the axiom 
‘Outside the church, no salvation’…. 
The creed [Nicene] was better before 
this term was added to it, because 
it recognized Spirit as the power 
permeating the cosmos and ener-
gizing all of history. The mission of 
the Spirit is not subordinate to the 
Son’s but equal and complementary.  
The filioque was introduced into 
the creed in an irregular way and 
adversely affects our understanding 
of salvation.36

From these biblical texts and theologi-
cal arguments, Pinnock believes he has 
warranted his pneumatological proposal 
and thus grounded his understanding of 
the Spirit’s universal, salvific work in the 
world, even in other religions. For, after 
all, asks Pinnock, “If the Spirit gives life to 
creation and offers grace to every creature, 
one would expect him to be present and 
make himself felt (at least occasionally) 
in the religious dimension of cultural 
life. Why would the Spirit be working 
everywhere else but not here?”37 Why 
cannot non-Christian religions be viewed 
as mutually beneficial for Christian theol-
ogy, just as non-Christian philosophical 
thought has been? This is not to say that 
Pinnock thinks everything in non-Chris-
tian religions is equally valid. He states, 

We have to say both yes and no to 
other religions. On the one hand, we 
should accept any spiritual depth 
and truth in them. On the other 
hand, we must reject darkness and 
error and at the very least see other 
faiths as insufficient apart from 
fulfillment in Christ. The key is to 
hold fast to two truths: the universal 
operations of grace and the unique-
ness of its manifestation in Jesus 
Christ.38

But Pinnock is quite convinced that since 

over the centuries the majority of human-
ity has existed without hearing the gospel, 
it is important to affirm that the Spirit is at 
work in the world, even in other religions. 
On the question of revelation in other 
religions, we must preserve the decisive 
self-revelation in Jesus Christ, but we are 
not to think that God is our property and 
possession.39 In fact, we should view other 
religions in a similar situation to the his-
tory of Israel. Just as the history of Israel 
led to the coming of Jesus, and as it shows 
God at work apart from Jesus Christ and 
leading up to him, Pinnock believes that 
we may “watch for anticipations in other 
faiths to be fulfilled in Christ . . . [this] 
allows us to hear the word of God from 
others and deepens our own understand-
ing of revelation.”40

But, it may be legitimately asked, by 
what criterion does one discern whether 
the Spirit is at work in other religions? 
After all, as Pinnock acknowledges, “there 
are things in the world that cannot be 
attributed to God.”41 For Pinnock, the 
answer is found in the double mission 
of Son and Spirit and the link between 
them. He states, 

Truth incarnate is the criterion for 
testing spirits. The question to ask 
is christological (1 Jn 4:2-3). Spirit 
is in agreement with the Son and 
agrees with what he said and did…. 
What the Spirit says and does cannot 
be opposed to revelation in Christ, 
because Spirit is bound to the Word 
of God . . . To identify provenience, 
we look for the fruit of the Spirit and 
for the way of Jesus Christ.42

But what exactly does this mean? His-
torically, as we have noted, the work of the 
Spirit has been linked to the work of the 
Son. When we ask the question, “How do 
we discern whether the Spirit is at work in 
the world?” the answer is found in terms 
of the gospel. Is there repentance of sin 
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and faith in the Lord Jesus Christ? Is there 
a turning away from what we once were 
and a turning to God by faith in the gos-
pel message? Obviously that is not what 
Pinnock means since that would entail 
that the universality axiom would have to 
be placed under the particularity axiom. 
Instead, for Pinnock, the Christological 
criterion is one that looks for the fruit of 
the Spirit and the way of Jesus Christ, 
primarily in the ethical domain. Pinnock 
underscores this when he states, 

So wherever we see traces of Jesus 
in the world and people opening 
up to his ideals, we know we are 
in the presence of Spirit. Wherever, 
for example, we find self-sacrificing 
love, care about community, long-
ings for justice, wherever people 
love one another, care for the sick, 
make peace not war, wherever there 
is beauty and concord, generosity 
and forgiveness, the cup of cold 
water, we know the Spirit of Jesus 
is present.43 

In this regard Pinnock appeals to Matt 
25:31-46 to argue that this is Jesus’ own 
criterion for recognizing his sheep. Pin-
nock asks, “Why does he [Jesus] consider 
these his sheep? Because they are just 
like the children of the merciful Father. 
Obviously they belong to the kingdom, 
because their faith is manifest in their 
actions. They are doing the works of 
the kingdom by the grace of God.”44 He 
then goes on to argue that “fruits of the 
Spirit” are not merely cognitive. Rather, 
signs of the kingdom have to do with the 
transformation of life. He states, “Good 
works do not merit grace, but they may 
signal a response to grace . . . Jesus is the 
criterion of salvation even for those who 
never knew him or his message. Partici-
pation in salvation is not impossible for 
people outside the church. The factors are 
behavioral as well as cognitive.”45

Here is Pinnock’s “pneumatological 
proposal” in a nutshell, his new way of 
viewing Christ as an aspect of the Spirit’s 
mission, instead of the other way around. 
At its heart, his proposal is tied to the doc-
trine of the Trinity, and even more impor-
tantly, it is through his understanding of 
the Son-Spirit relation that he believes he 
has provided biblical and theological war-
rant for inclusivism, namely, that God’s 
wide mercy is extended to all, regardless 
of whether they have heard the gospel 
or not.

A Critique of Clark Pinnock’s 
Pneumatological Proposal

What should we think of this very 
creative proposal? Certainly within the 
confines of this article, I cannot do justice 
to every aspect of it.46 Point after point of 
exegesis and theological argumentation 
is interrelated with other doctrinal com-
mitments that would take a whole book 
to unpack and evaluate properly. Pinnock 
truly gives us a whole theological vision 
of the God-world relationship that at 
any point is intertwined with numerous 
other theological views, such as, an open 
view of God, a libertarian view of human 
freedom, a risk view of divine providence, 
a certain conception of Scripture and a 
specific methodological and hermeneu-
tical approach to reading it, and so on. 
Instead, I want to focus on one main point 
of critique that takes us to the heart of his 
proposal, namely, his understanding of 
the Son-Spirit relation as it unfolds along 
the redemptive-historical plot line of 
Scripture. It is my contention that Pinnock 
fails to do justice to an overall biblical 
theology, and as such, his “new” idea of 
viewing Christ as an aspect of the Spirit’s 
mission is not biblically warranted, and 
thus, it must be rejected.
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A Preliminary Observation on 
Theological Method

How does one do a theology of the Holy 
Spirit? In fact, how does one resolve the 
question that is at stake here: What are the 
role relations within the Godhead with 
specific focus on the Son-Spirit relation-
ship? In other words, how does one move 
from biblical text to theological formula-
tion? Obviously, much could be said on 
such a subject and my reflections here 
are only for the purpose of making clear 
how I approach the task, especially in my 
evaluation of Pinnock’s proposal.47

It is of crucial importance that our 
reading of Scripture must reflect what 
it is and claims to be. What, then, is it? 
What does it claim to be? Scripture is 
nothing less than God’s self-revelation 
through human authors—God’s Word 
written—that comes to us progressively 
and with a Christological focus. Since 
Scripture is God’s self-revelation, there is 
a unity to it—a unified divine commu-
nicative act48—declaring God’s unfail-
ing purposes and plan. Furthermore, 
God’s self-revelation, in Word and Act, 
involves historical progression, along a 
redemptive-historical story line, which 
entails that the task of a biblical theology 
is to trace out this historical unfolding 
of redemptive history, which presses on 
toward its consummation in Jesus Christ 
(cf. Heb 1:1-2). In light of this, it is helpful 
to think of reading Scripture according 
to three horizons: textual, epochal, and 
canonical.49 Thus, in reading any text we 
not only exegete it in terms of its syntax, 
context, and genre, but we also place that 
text in light of where it is in redemptive-
history, and even, in the final analysis, 
where it is in light of the entire canon of 
Scripture. It is only when we do the latter 
that we read Scripture according to its 

truest, fullest, divine intention. In fact, to 
read the Bible as unified Scripture is not 
just one interpretative interest among 
others, but the interpretative strategy that 
best corresponds to the nature of the text 
itself, given its divine inspiration.

What does this have to do with dis-
cerning the Son-Spirit relation in Scrip-
ture? Everything. As we seek to unpack 
this relation, it is best to do so along the 
redemptive-historical story line, in light 
of the whole canon, discovering how the 
Spirit of God is presented, both in the OT 
and in light of the coming of Jesus Christ. 
And when we do so, it is my contention 
that what we discover is the opposite of 
Pinnock’s proposal. Instead we discover 
what much of evangelical theology has 
always claimed, namely, that the Spirit 
is the Spirit of the crucified and exalted 
Christ and, in the words of Kevin Van-
hoozer, is “the deputy of Christ rather 
than an independent itinerant evange-
list.”50 

Toward a Biblical Theology of the 
Son-Spirit Relationship

This section uses the word “toward” for 
the simple reason that all I can do in this 
article is sketch out, as I see it, the main 
structures of thought in regard to the 
Son-Spirit relation as it is progressively 
revealed in the canon. 

The Work of the Spirit in the OT Era 
and His Relationship to the Son

There is much that could be said at this 
point. There are just under one hundred 
explicit references to the “Spirit [ruach] 
of God” throughout the OT, starting 
from Gen 1:2.51 None of these references 
unambiguously demand that we think of 
the “Spirit of God” as one with God yet 
differentiable from him (except possibly 
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Isa 63:7-14). The Spirit’s distinct “personal” 
nature will become clearer in the NT, in 
light of the coming of the Christ, since 
there we must think of the Spirit not 
merely as the “power” of God, nor merely 
the “manifest presence” of God, but as the 
third person of the triune Godhead. But 
with that said, when it comes to describ-
ing the work of the “Spirit of God” in the 
OT, it is important to distinguish between 
a general and more specific work. Let us 
look at each of these in turn.

First, we may think of the work of 
“God’s Spirit” in a general way, active 
as creator, sustainer, revealer, quickener, 
and enabler. We may even summarize 
the Spirit’s work in terms of seven main 
functions.52 (1) We see the Spirit’s work 
in creation in the way God created and 
sustains the universe and all animate 
beings (Gen 1:2; 2:7; cf. Ps 33:6; Job 26:13; 
33:4; 34:14-15; Isa 55:19). (2) The Spirit of 
God is active in the control of nature and 
history (Ps 104:29-30; Isa 34:16; 40:7). (3) 
God’s Spirit is active in revelation as he 
makes known what was not known (Num 
24:2; 2 Sam 23:2; 2 Chron 12:18; 15:1; Neh 
9:30; Job 32:8; Isa 61:1-4; Ezek 2:2; 11:24; 
37:1; Mic 3:8; Zech 7:12). (4) By these revela-
tions the Spirit of God taught the people of 
God the way to be faithful and obedient 
to the Lord (Neh 9:20; Ps 143:10; Isa 48:16; 
63:10-14). (5) The Spirit’s power is that 
which elicits personal responses to God 
in terms of faith, repentance, obedience, 
willingness to listen to God’s instruc-
tions, as well as fellowship with the Lord 
through praise and prayer (Ps 51:10-12; Isa 
11:2; 44:3; Ezek 11:19; 36:25-27; 37:14; 39:29; 
Joel 2:28-29; Zech 12:10). (6) The Spirit of 
God is instrumental in equipping people 
for leadership, particularly those leaders 
in Israel—prophets, priests, and kings 
(Gen 41:38; Num 11:16-29; 27:16,18; Deut 

34:9; Judg 3:10; 6:34; 11:29; 13:25; 14:19; 
15:14; 1 Sam 10:10; 11:6). (7) It was God’s 
Spirit who equipped people with skill and 
strength for creative work, such as in the 
construction of the tabernacle and temple 
(Exod 28:3; 31:1-11; cf. 1 Kgs 7:14; Hag 2:5; 
Zech 4:6).

At this point, contra Pinnock, it is 
important to stress that this general 
work—even the universal work of the 
“Spirit of God” in the OT—does not entail 
that the Spirit’s presence is always a sav-
ing or transforming presence (e.g., Balaam, 
Saul). Nor should we hastily conclude that 
what is true of a particular individual 
in Scripture is assumed to be true of all 
humanity. As Sinclair Ferguson wisely 
reminds us, we cannot assume from the 
fact that the Spirit endowed Bezalel with 
gifts of design and craftsmanship (Exod 
31:1-15) that all artistic gifts, however 
used, are general endowments of the 
Spirit,53 let alone evidence of God’s sav-
ing presence. Yes, the Spirit is described 
as the one who works in relation to the 
created order, but it is clear, in both the 
OT and NT, that this general ministry of 
the Spirit should not always be identified 
with the Spirit’s work in saving grace. It is 
possible for the former to be present when 
the latter is not.54

Second, in a more specific and signifi-
cant way, as we read through the OT, the 
Spirit’s work is not only viewed in these 
general terms, but it is also narrowed 
and focused in a more direct way as it is 
linked with a future, eschatological age 
tied to the coming of Messiah and the new 
covenant, Messianic age. Pinnock fails to 
do justice to this point. Let us think of 
this more specific work of the Spirit in at 
least two ways.55  

(1) The OT predicts that when Messiah 
comes, David’s greater Son, he will have 
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the Spirit in full measure (Isa 11:1-5; 42:1-8; 
61:1-3; cf. Luke 4:17ff and Matt 12:28). This 
taps into a whole stream of thought in the 
OT. In the OT, leaders (primarily prophets, 
priests, and kings) were anointed by the 
Spirit (see 1 Sam 16:13-14), but they often 
failed in their representative tasks before 
the Lord and the people of God. The  
prophets, however, announce a coming 
Messiah, Abraham’s promised seed and 
David’s greater Son, who will have the 
Spirit in full measure. And, most impor-
tantly, he will not fail in his saving work, 
for in his coming, he will literally usher 
in the “age to come.” Of course, this is 
precisely what is picked up in the NT as 
the Spirit is linked with the conception, 
birth, growth, baptism, temptations, 
ministry, and cross work of Christ (Luke 
1:31, 35; 2:47; 4:16-21; John 1:33-34; Mark 
1:10; Matt 4:3, 6; Rom 1:4; 1 Cor 15:45; 2 
Cor 3:17-18; 1 Tim 3:16; 1 Pet 3:18). This 
portrait of Jesus and the Spirit functions 
primarily, as Max Turner reminds us, “to 
confirm to readers that Jesus is indeed the 
Messiah anticipated by the OT,”56 that the 
eschatological era predicted in the OT has 
finally dawned in him. But it is also more 
than this. As Jesus himself reminds us in 
John 13-16, the primary significance of the 
Spirit’s coming is announced in program-
matic terms: “When the Counselor comes, 
whom I will send to you from the Father, 
the Spirit of truth who goes out from the 
Father, he will testify about me. And you 
also must testify, for you have been with 
me from the beginning” (John 15:26-27). 
In other words, the linkage of the Spirit 
with Christ is to bear witness to him. As 
Ferguson reminds us, “From womb to 
tomb to throne, the Spirit was the constant 
companion of the Son.”57 As a result, his 
work is that of chief witness for Christ, 
to bear witness of him, indeed to bring 

people to him in saving faith.  After all, 
the Spirit is the Spirit of Christ.

(2) The OT predicts that the coming 
of the Holy Spirit will signify nothing 
less than the dawn of the new covenant 
age (Isa 32:15-17; 44:3-4; 59:20-21; Ezek 
36:25-27; 37:14; 39:29; Joel 2:28-32 [cf. Jer 
31:29-34]; Zech 12:10). OT prophets often 
presented the time of the Lord’s visitation 
of his people, “the time of the anticipated 
new covenant, as the time when the Spirit 
will be poured out upon men and women, 
young and old, without the distinctions 
implicit in the essentially tribal nature of 
the old covenant.”58 Joel 2 is significant in 
this regard. Peter, in Acts 2, quotes Joel 2 
as proof that the work of Jesus, the Christ, 
is complete, and as a result, that the Spirit, 
anticipated and promised in the OT, has 
now come. That is why, as D. A. Carson 
reminds us, 

when in Acts the prophetic Spirit 
falls upon the church, mediating 
God’s presence, enabling believers to 
speak with tongues and to perform 
deeds of power, forging the early 
links among Jewish, Samaritan, and 
Gentile believers, and gently nudg-
ing the church into an expanding 
vision of Gentile mission, this is 
understood to be nothing other than 
what God himself had promised in 
Scripture.59 

That is why it is best to interpret the events 
at Pentecost as a unique, redemptive-
historical event, rooted and grounded in 
OT prophetic expectation. In this crucial 
sense, Pentecost must be viewed as part 
and parcel of Jesus’ saving work; in fact it 
is the culmination of his earthly work (cf. 
John 7:39) by which he has inaugurated 
the new covenant age, thus giving the 
Spirit to all Christians, so that they may 
not only come to know him, but also be 
gifted and empowered for service.
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The Work of the Spirit in the NT Era in 
Relation to the Son

In describing the work of the Holy 
Spirit in the OT, I have already made 
specific application to the Spirit’s work in 
the NT. Probably the best way to capture 
the Spirit’s work in the NT is in terms 
of “inaugurated eschatology” and the 
famous “already/not yet” tension. As 
I have already observed, the NT picks 
up the OT perspective and expectation. 
The Spirit’s work, in a direct and specific 
way, is linked to the coming of Messiah 
and the new covenant age. The NT pro-
claims, beyond question, that what the 
OT anticipated has now come about in 
terms of fulfillment. The eschatological, 
future age that the prophets anticipated 
has now arrived even though it still awaits 
the final consummation. And the proof 
of all of this, is not only found in the 
coming of the Messiah—his life, death, 
resurrection, and exaltation—but also in 
the gift that the risen and exalted Lord 
has now poured out at Pentecost, namely 
the promised Holy Spirit (Acts 2; cf. John 
14-16; Eph 1:13-14).

That is why, especially in Paul, the Holy 
Spirit “not only prompts us to look back-
ward to God’s earlier promises about his 
coming and work, but forward as well, for 
in Pauline thought the Spirit is the arrabōn, 
the deposit and hence the guarantee, of the 
promised inheritance awaiting us in the 
consummation.”60 Thus, for Paul and the 
rest of the NT, the reception of the Spirit 
means that one has become a participant 
in the new mode of existence associated 
with the future age, and now partakes of 
the powers of the “age to come.” Yet Paul 
also insists that what the Spirit gives is 
only a foretaste of far greater blessings to 
come. This understanding is borne out in 
the five ways that Paul relates the Holy 

Spirit to the believer in the NT.  First, the 
Spirit testifies of our “sonship” (Gal 4:4-
5; Rom 8:14-27). The Spirit bears witness 
that we are the children of God now, 
even though we still await our full rights 
associated with sonship. Second, the role 
of the Spirit is that of “firstfruits” (aparchē, 
1 Cor 15:20, 23; Rom 8:23), which speaks 
both of what we have now and what we 
await in the future. Third, the Spirit is 
our “pledge” or “deposit” (arrabōn, 2 Cor 
1:22; 5:5; Eph 1:14) guaranteeing our future 
inheritance. Fourth, the Holy Spirit is also 
called a “seal” (2 Cor 1:22; Eph 4:30; 1:13) 
which signifies that believers are noth-
ing less than God’s possession. Fifth, the 
Spirit is related to the resurrection of our 
bodies (Rom 1:3-4; 8:11; 1 Cor 15:42-44). 
Not only is the Spirit said to be active in 
relation to Christ’s resurrection, but ours 
as well, which signifies that some day our 
bodies shall be raised from the dead, just 
as Christ, the Last Adam, was risen from 
the dead, so that we may share in the 
glorious existence of the final, consum-
mated state. Anthony Hoekema nicely 
summarizes this data when he writes, “In 
conclusion we may say that in the pos-
session of the Spirit we who are in Christ 
have a foretaste of the blessings of the age 
to come, and a pledge and guarantee of 
the resurrection of the body. Yet we have 
only the firstfruits. We look forward to 
the final consummation of the kingdom of 
God, when we shall enjoy these blessings 
to the full.”61

It is crucial to stress the significance of 
this framework of inaugurated eschatol-
ogy in seeking to understand the work 
of the Spirit (and the Son). David Wells 
captures its importance when he asserts,

When Paul speaks of the God-sent 
Holy Spirit, his perspective is always 
eschatological, looking forward 
to the end, of which our present 



17

experience of redemption and life 
in the Spirit is the beginning. The 
Spirit is the gift of the new age, the 
guarantee and foretaste, the pledge 
and first installment of what is to 
come when the fullness of salvation 
is revealed at Christ’s return (Eph 
1:13-14; Rom 8:23). It is this teaching 
on the relation between the old and 
the new, the flesh and the Spirit, 
the historical and the eschatological 
that forms the whole context within 
which Paul expounds his doctrines 
of the church and of salvation. It is 
in this context that he elaborates on 
his doctrine of the Spirit.62

I would also add to Wells’ statement: it 
is this teaching and framework of inau-
gurated eschatology that expounds the 
Christology of the NT as well.

Concluding Reflections
What are we to conclude from this 

redemptive-historical look at Scripture in 
terms of the role relations within the God-
head, with specific focus on the Son-Spirit 
relation? Does it yield the same conclu-
sions that Pinnock has proposed? I offer 
three concluding reflections regarding 
Pinnock’s view and his “pneumatological 
proposal.”

First, even though Pinnock’s view is 
creative, it does not have any biblical 
warrant. As we trace out the Son-Spirit 
relation progressively throughout the 
canon, what we discover is the opposite 
of Pinnock’s proposal. In the canon, the 
work of the Spirit, as it is progressively 
disclosed, is never divorced from the 
work of the Son; his work is always tied 
to gospel realities.63 Thus, in light of the 
coming of Christ, it is the Spirit’s role to 
bear witness of him; to convict the world 
of sin, righteousness and judgment so 
that they may believe in him (John 16:7-
11).64 In truth, the Spirit’s work, now in 
redemptive history, is to apply the work 
of Christ to us so that we may be brought 

to saving faith in Christ and increasingly 
conformed to his image. What, then, is the 
main problem with Pinnock’s proposal? 
It is simply this: the work of the Spirit 
is stripped of its redemptive-historical 
connections, and then made to buttress 
the theological underpinning of the 
inclusivist’s understanding of the “uni-
versality axiom.” Or, as Daniel Strange 
states it in a similar fashion, “rather than 
being Christocentric in his inclusivism, 
which I believe he [Pinnock] would claim 
to be, Pinnock’s position is pneumato-
centric and as a result the particularity 
of Christ is compromised. . . . Pinnock’s 
desire to universalize the particular has 
meant a separation of the epistemologi-
cal from the ontological.”65 And, I would 
add, Pinnock’s desire to universalize 
the particular has further compromised 
the whole plot line of Scripture and the 
presentation of the Son-Spirit relation in 
redemptive history.66

Second, the rejection of Pinnock’s 
pneumatological proposal on biblical 
grounds removes the crucial theological 
grounding for the inclusivist separation 
of the epistemological from the ontologi-
cal. The Spirit’s work is to bring people 
to Christ so that they may know and 
believe in him. To affirm that the Spirit 
may work in us graciously so that we 
“believe” in God, but not in Jesus Christ 
as the object of our faith, is foreign to the 
entire work of the Spirit as described in 
the NT, as well as the OT. In fact, when 
the NT speaks of faith, it is never faith in 
the abstract or divorced from the proper 
object of saving faith. Nor is it the Spirit 
so working in people that they exhibit 
“Christ-like” qualities and a mere faith 
in “God.” There is no biblical evidence 
for Pinnock’s assertions. The only NT tex-
tual data that Pinnock appeals to is Matt 
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25:31-46, which should not be interpreted 
to refer to people in general, but, in con-
text, to Jesus’ disciples.67 No, the Spirit’s 
work, as we see it disclosed in the NT, is 
to bear witness to him so that people, by 
grace, may be brought to saving faith in 
Christ and Christ alone. I cannot help but 
concur with the late Ronald Nash when he 
asserts, “I believe it is reckless, dangerous, 
and unbiblical to lead people to think that 
the preaching of the gospel (which I insist 
must contain specifics about the person 
and work of Christ) and personal faith in 
Jesus are not necessary for salvation.”68

Third, no doubt the issue of the status 
of those who have never heard the gospel 
is not an easy subject. But the proposal of 
inclusivism, at least at this point, is found 
wanting. That, of course, places upon us 
the challenge to take seriously the procla-
mation of the gospel. We may have a lot of 
questions to wrestle through, but we must 
never compromise this point: apart from 
the preaching, hearing, and believing of 
the gospel, there is no salvation. May we 
not attempt to construct theological pro-
posals that are not warranted in Scripture, 
and may we call out to the sovereign Lord 
of the church to make us more faithful in 
gospel proclamation as we seek to do what 
he commands, namely, to take the gospel 
to the nations (Matt 28:18-20).
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Introduction
A remarkable revival of Trinitarian the-
ology emerged in the twentieth century. 
Karl Rahner, on the Catholic side, and Karl 
Barth, on the Protestant side, played key 
roles in the “ecumenical rediscovery” of 
the Trinity.1 In addition to rethinking ele-
ments of this central doctrine (e.g., nature 
of divine personhood, Filioque, etc.), this 
resurgence of interest in the Trinity has 
provided the impetus for a fresh examina-
tion of other aspects of Christian theology 
and practice from a Trinitarian standpoint 
including divine revelation, human 
personhood, worship, ecclesiology, mis-
sions, marriage, ethics, societal relations, 
and even political theory.2 Theologians 
of every stripe are attempting to relate 
Trinitarian doctrine to a wide variety of 
contemporary issues.3

In this context, several Christian theo-
logians have suggested that the doctrine 
of the Trinity holds the key to a Christian 
theology of religions.4 According to one 
theologian, 

God has something to do with the 
fact that a diversity of independent 
ways of salvation appears in the 
history of the world. This diversity 
reflects the diversity or plurality 
within the divine life itself, of which 
the Christian doctrine of the Trinity 
provides an account. The mystery of 
the Trinity is for Christians the ulti-
mate foundation for pluralism.5 

Similarly, 

I believe that the Trinitarian doc-
trine of God facilitates an authen-
tically Christian response to the 
world religions because it takes the 
particularities of history seriously 
as well as the universality of God’s 
action. This is so because the doc-
trine seeks to affirm that God has 
disclosed himself unreservedly and 
irreversibly in the contingencies and 
particularity of the person Jesus. But 
within Trinitarian thinking, we are 
also able to affirm, in the action of 
the third person, that God is con-
stantly revealing himself through 
history by means of the Holy Spirit. 
. . . Such a Trinitarian orientation 
thereby facilitates an openness to 
the world religions, for the activity 
of the Spirit cannot be confined to 
Christianity.6 

Finally, 

It is impossible to believe in the Trin-
ity instead of the distinctive claims of 
all other religions. If Trinity is real, 
then many of these specific religious 
claims and ends must be real also. 
. . . The Trinity is a map that finds 
room for, indeed requires, concrete 
truth in other religions.7 

The purpose of this essay is to evaluate 
the claim that the doctrine of the Trinity 
offers the basis for a positive appraisal 
of non-Christian religions.8 To this end, 
I will critically examine the Trinitarian 
doctrine in three recent proposals in the 
Christian theology of religions:9 Amos 
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Yong’s pneumatological theology of reli-
gions,10 Mark Heim’s Trinitarian theology 
of religious ends11 and Jacques Dupuis’s 
Christian theology of religious plural-
ism.12 Several factors shaped my selec-
tion of these theologians. First, I wanted 
to limit my investigation to proposals 
in which Trinitarian doctrine plays an 
explicit role.13 Second, I wanted to focus 
upon proposals that intend to affirm 
historic Trinitarian orthodoxy. Finally, 
I wanted to select proposals that would 
provide a representative cross-section of 
the kind of appeal to Trinitarian doctrine 
one encounters in the Christian theology 
of religions.14

Amos Yong has suggested that the 
adequacy of his proposal should be evalu-
ated with respect to three criteria: “The 
trinitarianism to be developed should 
relate the missions of the Word and Spirit 
without identifying them. It should also 
be sensitive to the classical Christian con-
cerns regarding the doctrine of the Trinity 
as well as the contemporary methodologi-
cal issues that confront transcendental 
theology.”15 I will argue that the proposals 
of Yong, Heim, and Dupuis ultimately fail 
to satisfy Yong’s second criterion (“clas-
sical Christian concerns regarding the 
doctrine of the Trinity”). These “classical 
concerns” are most clearly expressed in 
the Augustinian Trinitarian tradition. 
Augustine’s doctrine of the Trinity is by 
far the most influential in the history of 
the West.16 Moreover, despite popular por-
trayals to the contrary, Augustine’s Trini-
tarian doctrine shares much in common 
with the Greek-speaking theologians of 
the East (e.g., the Cappadocians).17 Thus, 
my evaluation will draw upon what is 
arguably the most representative version 
of Trinitarian doctrine in the history of 
the church (particularly among Protes-

tants and Catholics).18 I will attempt to 
demonstrate that these three proposals 
ultimately fail to satisfy the “classical con-
cerns” of the Augustinian tradition and 
that this reality undermines the claim that 
the Trinity represents the key to a new 
understanding of religious diversity. First, 
I will outline the proposals of Yong, Heim, 
and Dupuis paying special attention to 
the role of Trinitarian doctrine. Next, I 
will evaluate the Trinitarian “grammar” 
they each employ from an Augustinian 
perspective. I will close by reflecting on 
the implications of my investigation for 
contemporary Trinitarian theology.

Three Recent Proposals 
The Christian theology of religions 

(which should be distinguished from 
the “history of religions” and the “phi-
losophy of religion”) emerged as a distinct 
theological discipline following Vatican 
II.19 Much of the discussion regarding 
the relationship of Christianity to other 
religions has taken place under the rubric 
of the exclusivist-inclusivist-pluralist typol-
ogy.20 Although Yong’s proposal might 
safely be characterized as “inclusivist,” 
the proposals of Dupuis and Heim defy 
easy categorization falling somewhere 
between “inclusivism” and “pluralism.” 

Amos Yong’s Pneumatological 
Theology of Religions

In a monograph entitled Discerning the 
Spirit(s): A Pentecostal-Charismatic Contri-
bution to a Christian Theology of Religions, 
Amos Yong, a young Pentecostal theolo-
gian, attempts to develop a “Pentecostal-
charismatic” theology of religions.21 While 
affirming that christological questions 
will always play an important role in any 
attempt to formulate a viable theology of 
religions, Yong suggests that pneumatology 
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may provide the key to moving beyond 
what he calls the “christological impasse,” 
that is, “the almost irreconcilable axioms 
of God’s universal salvific will and the 
historical particularity of Jesus of Naza-
reth as Savior of all persons.”22 The meta-
physical basis for Yong’s proposal is the 
universal presence and work of the Holy 
Spirit.23 Yong argues that the Holy Spirit is 
present and active among non-Christian 
religions and that Christians must learn 
to discern the Spirit’s presence.

The “foundational pneumatology” 
Yong develops in Discerning the Spirit(s) is 
predicated upon a Trinitarian distinction 
between the “economy” of the Word and 
the “economy” of the Spirit: “The entire 
objective of shifting to a pneumatological 
framework in order to understand non-
Christian faiths is premised upon the 
recognition that there is a distinction 
between the economy of the Son and 
that of the Spirit relative to the redemp-
tion of the world.”24 It would not be an 
overstatement to say that this distinction 
constitutes the Trinitarian key to his 
proposal. On the basis of this distinction, 
Yong affirms the presence and activity 
of the Holy Spirit among non-Christian 
religions and justifies the use of non-
christological criteria for discerning the 
Spirit’s presence. According to Yong, the 
economies of the Son and Spirit are, on the 
one hand, “mutually related, and should 
not be subordinated either to the other.”25 
On the other hand, these economies pos-
sess a measure of autonomy inasmuch as 
they originate in the Father: “the divine 
missions should also be seen as dimen-
sionally affiliated and thus implying 
autonomy in relationality and vice versa, 
and as somehow commonly originating 
in the mystery of the Father.”26

Having established this framework, 

Yong turns to the problem of criteria for 
discerning this presence of the Spirit. 
He argues that previous pneumatologi-
cal approaches floundered because they 
were unable to identify non-christological 
criteria for discerning the presence of the 
Spirit. Although christological criteria are 
clearly useful in certain contexts, Yong 
contends that they are not particularly 
helpful outside the church. Other criteria 
are needed. Because the Spirit acts in an 
economy distinct from that of the Son, one 
should be able to identify aspects of the 
Spirit’s work that are not “constrained” 
by the Son.27 To this end Yong proposes a 
“three-tiered process” for discerning the 
“religious” activity of the Spirit among 
adherents of other religions. At the first 
level (“phenomenological-experiential”) 
one compares the religious experiences 
of adherents of other religions with Pen-
tecostals looking for phenomenological 
similarities. On the second level (“moral-
ethical”) one looks for “concrete signs that 
follow claims of experiencing the tran-
scendent. The primary norms on this level 
are moral and ethical in nature.”28 On the 
third level (“theological-soteriological”) 
one must consider the difficult question 
of the “reference” of the religious symbols 
in non-Christian religions: “[T]o what 
transcendental reality, if any, do religious 
symbols refer?”29 In addition to the Holy 
Spirit (“divine presence”), one must also 
acknowledge the possibility of the pres-
ence of the “demonic” (“divine absence”). 
While the Holy Spirit “points to the idea 
of law or legality, rationality, relationality, 
and processive continuity culminating in 
the eschaton,” the demonic “sets in motion 
fields or habits of chaos, irrationality, iso-
lation or alienation, and stagnation.”30 
Thus, a Pentecostal theology of religions 
is able to account both for the “transfor-
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mative” nature of religious experience 
as well negative elements. Pentecostals 
can learn to “discern” the presence of the 
Spirit (or spirits) in other religions by cul-
tivating a “pneumatological imagination” 
informed by these three elements. When 
the Spirit’s presence is discerned, one may 
recognize a non-Christian religion “as 
salvific in the Christian sense.”31 As a test 
case for his proposal, Yong investigates 
the possibility of discerning the presence 
of the Holy Spirit within “Umbanda” (an 
Afro-Brazilian tradition).32 Traditionally 
Pentecostals have dismissed “Umbanda” 
as demonically inspired; however, Yong 
believes that evidence of the Spirit’s 
presence among the Umbanda can be 
seen in “the movement toward personal 
authenticity in the lives of individuals and 
toward social solidarity.”33 

Although there is good reason to 
believe the Spirit is present and active in 
other religions, confirmation of the Spirit’s 
presence can come only through concrete 
engagement. Christians should not merely 
view non-Christian religions in terms of 
praeparatio evangelica. Although religions 
can function this way, “to understand 
indigenous traditions solely on these terms 
leads to the kind of restrictive christologi-
cal quests that continue to denigrate the 
Holy Spirit as having less-than-equal 
status as a trinitarian member.”34 If the 
Holy Spirit is genuinely at work in other 
religions, Christians must acknowledge 
this and be willing to learn from them. 
Yong claims that none of this undermines 
the mission of the church but rather 
invigorates it.

Mark Heim’s Trinitarian Theology 
of Religious Ends

In a book entitled The Depth of the 
Riches: A Trinitarian Theology of Religious 

Ends, Mark Heim, a Baptist theologian, 
suggests that the debate over the theol-
ogy of religions proceeds on “a largely 
undefended assumption that there is and 
can only be one religious end, one actual 
religious fulfillment.”35 This assumption 
must be rejected. While Christians will 
experience salvation (i.e., communion 
with the triune God), adherents of other 
religions may experience other positive 
ends that are not salvation: 

As a Christian, it appears to me to 
make perfectly good sense to say 
two kinds of things. First, we may 
say that another religion is a true 
and valid path to the religious ful-
fillment it seeks. . . . Second, we may 
say what the book of Acts says of 
Jesus Christ, that ‘there is salvation 
in no one else, for there is no other 
name under heaven given among 
mortals by which we must be saved’ 
(Acts 4:12).36 

Although he offers several arguments 
in support of his proposal, Heim’s notion 
of multiple religious ends is ultimately 
rooted in a particular vision of the triune 
God. In short, the “complex” nature of 
God as Trinity constitutes the basis for 
multiple ends. 

According to Heim, the divine life 
of the triune God is “complex” in that 
it is characterized by three dimensions: 
(1) “impersonal,” (2) “personal,” and (3) 
“communion.” The impersonal dimen-
sion of the triune God involves the infi-
nite divine life as it circulates among the 
persons. Divine impersonality can be 
perceived in two ways. First, the exchange 
among persons can be experienced as a 
kind of “flux” which would give rise to 
the perception that “all is changing and 
impermanent: all is arising. . . . The only 
thing that could be more fundamental 
would be the cessation of such arising: 
something like what Buddhism calls 
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nirvana.”37 Second, divine impersonality 
can be perceived as “self without rela-
tion.” “If there were but one absolute self, 
then the flux and impermanence humans 
perceive as a dimension of the divine pres-
ence could be taken as the natural inner 
reality of the self.”38 One might call this 
“self-without-another.” This would cor-
respond most closely to Advaita Vedanta 
Hindu thought. A second dimension 
involves God’s personal involvement 
in the world. Through this dimension 
humans “seek God’s presence, hear God’s 
word, see God’s acts, obey or disobey 
God’s commandments, and offer praise 
or petition.”39 This dimension is charac-
teristic not only of Christianity but also of 
Islam and Judaism. A third dimension of 
relation involves “communion,” that is, a 
“mutual indwelling, in which the distinct 
persons are not confused or identified but 
are enriched by their participation in each 
other’s inner life.”40 

Corresponding to these three “dimen-
sions” are three types of “relations” with 
God: (1) “impersonal identity,” (2) “icono-
graphic encounter” and (3) “personal com-
munion.” Impersonal identity involves a 
relation with the impersonal dimension 
of God’s nature and exists in two forms. 
The first variation “is grounded in the 
emptiness by which each of the divine 
persons makes space for the others.”41 In 
terms of God’s “economic” interaction 
with creation, the first variation involves 
God’s withdrawal or transcendence from 
creation. The second variation, which 
is unitive, “is grounded in the coinher-
ence or complete immanence of each of 
the divine persons in the others.”42 In 
economic terms, the second variation 
involves God’s immanence in the form 
of his sustaining presence: “This con-
stant divine activity reveals a universal 

immanence of God in every creature. It 
reflects the impersonal mutual indwell-
ing of the three triune persons.”43 The 
“iconographic encounter” is grounded in 
the interpersonal encounter of the three 
persons of the Trinity. Each encounters the 
other as a unique character. In a parallel 
way, humans encounter God as a “dis-
tinct other.” As in the first relation, two 
variations exist. In the first variation one 
encounters the divine life as a “law, an 
order or structure.”44 An example of this 
would be the Buddhist dharma. A second 
variation centers upon God as a personal 
being. Here one experiences an “I-thou” 
relation with God. The third relation, 
“personal communion,” derives from the 
“perichoresis or mutual communion of the 
three divine persons.”45 

When a relation with God is pursued 
“consistently and exclusively” through 
one of the three dimensions the result is 
a “distinctive religious end.” Four types 
of human destiny are possible: (1) salva-
tion (communion with the triune God), 
(2) alternative religious ends (which rep-
resent a response to an economic mani-
festation of an immanent dimension of 
the triune life), (3) non-religious human 
destinies (which result from fixation on 
some created good), and (4) negation of 
the created self. Alternative religious 
ends are rooted in an “authentic revela-
tion of the triune God, but not revelation 
of God as triune.”46 Furthermore, they 
depend upon God’s grace: “The triune 
God is party to the realization of alternate 
religious ends. They are not simply the 
actualization of innate human capacities; 
they are distinct relations with aspects of 
the triune life. A particular grace of God 
is operative within them.”47
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Jacques Dupuis’s Christian Theology 
of Religious Pluralism

In his book, Toward a Christian Theol-
ogy of Religious Pluralism, the late Jacques 
Dupuis, a Roman Catholic theologian, 
argues on Trinitarian grounds that non-
Christian religions mediate God’s saving 
grace. Before outlining his proposal, it 
will be helpful to locate Dupuis’s work 
in the context of contemporary Catho-
lic approaches to religious pluralism. 
Although Vatican II clearly affirmed that 
non-Christian religions are—in some 
sense—to be viewed positively and that 
individuals who have never heard the 
gospel can experience salvation,48 the 
conciliar bishops were silent regarding 
the means through which salvific grace is 
mediated apart from the church. Silence 
on this question has led to two conflict-
ing positions among Catholics that can 
be summarized as follows: (P1) Although 
salvation is available outside the Church, 
it is not mediated through non-Christian 
religions.49 (P2) Salvation is not only 
available outside the Church, but it is also 
mediated through non-Christian religions 
in such a way that non-Christian religions 
are to be viewed as means of salvation.50 
Dupuis embraces a form of P2.

According to Dupuis, the triune God 
constitutes the ultimate source of all genu-
ine religious experience.51 Thus, different 
religions are able to convey differing—yet 
legitimate—insights into this divine ulti-
mate reality: 

The religious traditions of the world 
convey different insights into the 
mystery of Ultimate Reality. Incom-
plete as these may be, they nev-
ertheless witness to a manifold 
self-manifestation of God to human 
beings in diverse faith-communities. 
They are incomplete “faces” of the 
Divine Mystery experienced in vari-
ous ways, to be fulfilled in him who 
is “the human face of God.”52

Although Jesus Christ is the “univer-
sal” savior of humankind, he is not the 
“absolute” savior. “Absoluteness” can be 
attributed only to God the Father. Jesus 
Christ is savior only in the derivative 
sense that “the world and humankind 
find salvation in and through him.”53 
Therefore, rather than speaking of Jesus 
Christ as “absolute” savior, Dupuis main-
tains that it would be better to speak of 
Jesus Christ as “constitutive” savior. By 
insisting that Jesus Christ is “constitu-
tive” savior, Dupuis wants to open the 
door to other “saviors” who somehow 
“participate” in the universal mediation 
of Christ. God’s saving action, he insists, 
is not limited to the Christ-event. On the 
contrary, the “two hands” of God, the 
Word and the Spirit, are universally pres-
ent and active in non-Christian religions: 
“Yet the action of the Word of God is not 
constrained by its historically becoming 
human in Jesus Christ; nor is the Spirit’s 
work in history limited to its outpouring 
upon the world by the risen and exalted 
Christ.”54 A “distinct action” of the non-
incarnate Logos continues following 
Christ’s resurrection: “While, then, the 
human action of the Logos ensarkos is 
the universal sacrament of God’s saving 
action, it does not exhaust the action of 
the Logos. A distinct action of the Logos 
asarkos endures.”55 Furthermore, the Spirit 
is also universally active following the 
incarnation. For example, as the result of 
the Spirit’s inspiration, “revelation” can 
be encountered in the sacred writings of 
non-Christian religions. On this basis, 
one may affirm that sacred scriptures, 
such as the Qu’ran, contain the “word of 
God” and that the Prophet Muhammad is 
a “genuine prophet of God.”56

Moreover, God’s saving grace is medi-
ated through other religions in such a 
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way that they may legitimately be called 
“channels of salvation.” According to 
Dupuis, salvation does not reach human 
beings in spite of their religious traditions 
but in and through them. For example, the 
worship of images may represent a means 
through which God’s grace reaches Hin-
dus: “[T]he worship of sacred images can 
be the sacramental sign in and through 
which the devotee responds to the offer 
of divine grace; it can mediate secretly 
the grace offered by God in Jesus Christ 
and express the human response to God’s 
gratuitous gift in him.”57

Finally, Dupuis claims that non-Chris-
tian religions share in the reign of God. The 
universal reign of God must be carefully 
distinguished from the church. Although 
they are not members of the church, 
adherents of other religious traditions are, 
nevertheless, members of the kingdom: 
“While the believers of other religious 
faiths perceive God’s call through their 
own traditions and respond to it in the 
sincere practice of these traditions, they 
become in all truth—even without being 
formally conscious of it—active members 
of the Kingdom.” 58 In light of these and 
other factors, religious pluralism should 
not be viewed with suspicion but wel-
comed with open arms recognizing that 
“God has manifested himself to human-
kind in manifold ways.”59

 
A Critical Evaluation
Amos Yong’s Trinitarian 
Pneumatology

Inasmuch as Yong’s pneumatological 
theology of religions is rooted in a dis-
tinction between the “economy” of the 
Son and the “economy” of the Spirit, his 
proposal raises important questions about 
the relations of the Trinitarian persons 
both within the divine life of the triune 

God (ad intra) and within the economy 
of salvation (ad extra). I will argue that 
Yong’s proposal ultimately fails to offer 
an adequate account of the relation of the 
Spirit to the Father and the Son.60

 
Insufficient Trinitarian Framework

Although Yong acknowledges that the 
“mission” of the Spirit must ultimately 
be understood in a Trinitarian context, 
he offers no comprehensive Trinitarian 
framework at the outset within which to 
relate the work of the Father, Son and Holy 
Spirit. At the economic level, “mission” 
plays a key role in his proposal. Although 
he frequently refers to the “missions” of 
the Son and Spirit, he offers no substan-
tive discussion of the content of these 
missions from a salvation-historical per-
spective. Echoing several contemporary 
theologians, he simply asserts that the 
Spirit operates in an “economy” distinct 
from that of the Son, brackets the “mis-
sion” of the Son and then focuses almost 
exclusively on the “mission” of the Holy 
Spirit.

At the level of the immanent Trinity, 
Yong offers no account of the relations of 
the Trinitarian persons ad intra as ground 
for his understanding of the divine 
“missions.” Inasmuch as his distinc-
tion between the “economy” of the Son 
and “economy” of the Spirit necessarily 
depends upon the hypostatic distinction 
between the Son and Spirit, some discus-
sion of intra-Trinitarian relations seems 
to be required. The closest he comes to a 
discussion of intra-Trinitarian relations is 
a brief discussion of the procession of the 
Spirit. Yong rejects the traditional Western 
view, expressed in the Filioque clause, 
that the Spirit proceeds jointly from the 
Father and the Son. What is at stake for 
Yong in problematizing the Filioque is 
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not an alternative understanding of the 
immanent Trinity. Rather, it is maintain-
ing a theological basis for an independent 
“economy” of the Holy Spirit (which is 
then used to justify the search for non-
christological criteria to discern the 
Spirit’s presence).61 However, inasmuch as 
compelling reasons exist to affirm the pro-
cession of the Spirit from the Father and 
the Son,62 Yong’s rejection of the twofold 
procession of the Spirit is unwarranted. 
Furthermore, evidence against the twofold 
procession of the Spirit ad intra does not 
count as evidence for a distinct economy 
of the Spirit ad extra. Finally, it is possible 
to affirm the full “equality” of the Spirit 
to the Son (one of the concerns that drives 
Eastern rejection of the Filioque) without 
positing two distinct “economies.”63

 
Severing the “Two Hands” of the Father

Throughout Discerning the Spirit(s), 
Yong repeatedly appeals to Irenaeus’s 
image of the Son and Spirit as the “two 
hands” of God as a way of conceptualiz-
ing the Son/Spirit relationship.64 His use 
of this image, however, stands in tension 
with his emphasis upon a distinct “econ-
omy” of the Spirit. From an economic 
standpoint, the “two hands” imagery is 
not about a left hand doing one activity 
and the right hand doing another (which 
seems to be implied by associating a dis-
tinct “economy” with each of the hands). 
It is fundamentally about the Father acting 
through the Son and Spirit to a particular 
end.65 It underscores unity of action,66 
combining hypostatic distinction at the 
intra-Trinitarian level (i.e., Father, Son and 
Spirit) with unity of action at the economic 
level. Yong’s use of this image causes one 
to wonder if his proposal implicitly severs 
the “two hands” of the Father.67

Although Augustine would likely have 

viewed the “two hands” metaphor as sub-
ordinationist, he too emphasizes the unity 
of the divine persons ad extra. According 
to Augustine, Father, Son, and Spirit work 
together in a single economy of salva-
tion. Although the missiones of the Son 
and Spirit are distinct in such a way that 
one must speak of two “sendings” (Gal 
4:4-6), these two sendings have one ulti-
mate goal—bringing human beings into 
communion with the triune God. Yong’s 
Trinitarian pneumatology is deficient not 
because it affirms differing economic roles 
of the Son and the Spirit (e.g., the fact that 
the Son alone became incarnate). Rather, 
it is deficient because it affirms two dis-
tinct economies—one associated with the 
Son and other with the Spirit. From two 
“sendings” (missiones) one should not 
infer two distinct “economies.”68 As Kilian 
McDonnell rightly notes, “To insist on the 
equality of the Spirit and the Spirit’s mis-
sion, it is neither necessary nor advisable 
to postulate a ‘distinct economy of the 
Spirit’ as does Vladimir Lossky. There 
is one economy from the Father consti-
tuted by the missions of the Son and the 
Spirit, each of the missions being present 
and active at the interior of the other.”69 
The missions issue from the Father and 
lead back to the Father.70 By positing two 
“economies,” Yong implicitly severs the 
“two hands” and undermines the unicity 
of the economy of salvation.

Further evidence that Yong’s Trinitar-
ian pneumatology severs the “two hands” 
can be seen in the way he relates the 
work of the Spirit to the Son. Although 
Yong emphasizes the empowering role of 
the Spirit in the incarnation and earthly 
ministry of Christ,71 he fails to take seri-
ously biblical teaching regarding the 
Spirit’s unique role in bearing witness to 
and glorifying the risen Christ (e.g., John 
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15:26-27; 16:7-15; Acts 1:6-9; 4:24-31, etc.).72 
In his discussion of Pentecost (Acts 2), 
Augustine discerns a special significance 
in the sign through which the bestowal 
of the Spirit was manifested (i.e., bearing 
witness to Christ in multiple languages). 
It offers a proleptic fulfillment of the goal 
of the Holy Spirit’s work—namely, lead-
ing people in every nation to believe in 
Jesus Christ.73 It is precisely in this sense 
that the Spirit “universalizes” the work 
of Jesus Christ. This universal work of 
the Spirit constitutes the basis for the 
evangelistic mission of the church.74 Com-
menting on John 16:14, Augustine explains 
that Christ is glorified when his followers, 
filled with love, proclaim him and spread 
his fame around the world.75 Thus, from a 
salvation-historical perspective, the work 
of the Spirit (along with the Father and 
Son) among adherents of other religions 
must be understood in terms of praeparatio 
evangelica.76 No grounds exist for positing 
a distinct salvation-historical economy of 
the Spirit leading to some other end. Inas-
much as Yong’s proposal attempts to move 
beyond a praeparatio evangelica approach 
to the Spirit’s work in the lives of non-
Christians (including adherents of other 
religions),77 it severs the “two hands” of 
the Father and obscures the missionary 
nature of the economic Trinity.78

A final way Yong’s Trinitarian pneuma-
tology severs the two hands of the Father 
is by bracketing christological criteria for 
discerning God’s work: “The value of a 
pneumatological theology of religions 
can now be seen in clearer light. I have 
argued that insofar as Word and Spirit are 
related but yet distinct as the two hands of 
the Father, we should be able to identify 
dimensions of the Spirit’s presence and 
activity that are not constrained by that 
of the Word.”79 Yong claims that many 

earlier pneumatological proposals failed 
because they were unable to move beyond 
christological criteria. For example, 
because of his commitment to the Filioque, 
Karl Rahner was ultimately unable to 
distinguish the economy of the Son and 
the Spirit. As a result, Rahner was unable 
to articulate non-christological criteria for 
discerning God’s presence. Furthermore, 
even Clark Pinnock, who rejects the Fil-
ioque, yields too quickly “to the theological 
pressure exerted by Christology.”80 But 
the problem with Yong’s proposal is that 
if, as Augustine rightly insists, the Father, 
Son, and the Spirit are working together 
in a single economy which exists to draw 
men and women into the life of the triune 
God, then any criteria for discerning the 
Spirit’s redemptive work must include a 
christological element.

In a more recent book entitled Beyond 
the Impasse: Toward a Pneumatological Theol-
ogy of Religions, Yong acknowledges, to a 
greater degree, the inherent relatedness of 
the Son and the Spirit as the “two hands” 
of the Father.81 He also seems more aware 
of the problems associated with a search 
for non-christological criteria for discern-
ing the Spirit’s presence. Nevertheless, 
none of these acknowledgements leads 
to any explicit revision of his earlier 
proposal. On the contrary, he continues 
to affirm a distinct “economy” of the 
Spirit and still wants to maintain the 
legitimacy of non-christological criteria 
for discerning the Spirit’s presence and 
activity.82 Thus, at the end of the day, a 
significant tension remains. Inasmuch as 
Yong emphasizes the distinct economy 
of the Spirit in order to gain traction for 
his non-christological approach to other 
religions, he implicitly severs the “two 
hands” of the Father. However, inasmuch 
as he acknowledges the intrinsic related-
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ness of the “two hands” under pressures 
of “classical Christian concerns regarding 
the doctrine of the Trinity,” he under-
mines his quest for non-christological 
criteria.

Mark Heim’s Trinity of Three 
Dimensions

Since the patristic period, Christian 
theologians have drawn an important 
distinction between God in se (God in 
himself) and God pro nobis (God for us).83 
The latter denotes God’s self-communica-
tion through the economy of salvation 
(the “economic” Trinity) while the former 
refers to the intra-Trinitarian life of the 
three divine persons (the “immanent” 
Trinity).84 From an epistemological perspec-
tive, God’s self-revelation in the economy 
of salvation constitutes the foundation for 
our knowledge of the immanent Trinity. 
Since we have no independent access 
to the immanent life of the triune God 
apart from the economy of salvation, any 
claims about the immanent Trinity must 
ultimately be grounded in the oikonomia 
revealed in Scripture. From an ontological 
perspective, the immanent Trinity con-
stitutes the foundation for the economic 
Trinity.85

Regarding the epistemological order, 
David Coffey has proposed that we dis-
tinguish three steps in our knowledge 
of God’ triunity.86 In the first step, we 
encounter the self-revelation of the triune 
God in the oikonomia recorded in Scripture 
(the “biblical Trinity”). In the second step, 
we reflect upon what must be true regard-
ing being and nature of the divine persons 
in light of God’s self-revelation in the 
oikonomia. The outcome of this reflection 
represents a doctrine of the “immanent 
Trinity” (God in se). In the third step, we 
articulate a systematic conceptualization 

of the triune God in the oikonomia—a 
doctrine of the “economic Trinity.”87 In the 
discussion that follows, I will argue that 
the problems in Heim’s proposal center 
on the relationship of the economic and 
immanent Trinity. More specifically, I 
will show that the breakdown in Heim’s 
Trinitarian grammar occurs in steps two 
and three of the epistemic order. In step 
two, Heim articulates a speculative under-
standing of the immanent Trinity that has 
little basis in the “biblical Trinity.” Then, 
in step three, he outlines a conception 
of the “economic Trinity” that includes 
“economies” of divine activity that bypass 
the temporal missions of the Son and the 
Spirit as revealed in the oikonomia.
 
Breakdown #1: From the Biblical to the 
Immanent Trinity

At the root of Heim’s proposal is an 
assumption that the immanent life of 
the triune God is constituted by three 
dimensions: “impersonal,” “personal,” 
and “communion.” These “dimensions” 
constitute the Trinitarian foundation for 
multiple ends. For example, through a 
“relation” with the impersonal dimension 
of the triune life, Buddhists may experi-
ence the Buddhist religious end—Nirvana. 
Inasmuch as the knowledge of the Trinity 
can be gained only through the “bibli-
cal Trinity,” one must ask the following 
question: What constitutes the epistemic 
basis for Heim’s claim that inner life of the 
triune God is constituted by three “dimen-
sions”? Although Heim would insist that 
Scripture constitutes the ultimate basis 
for his understanding of immanent Trin-
ity,88 there are good reasons to question 
this claim. The primary source for these 
“dimensions” is not God’s self-revelation 
in Scripture but Smart and Konstantine’s 
Christian Systematic Theology in World 
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Context (to which Heim acknowledges his 
indebtedness).89 Smart and Konstantine 
simply assert the existence of these three 
dimensions and then attempt to explain 
the “economic” activity of the triune 
God among other religions on this basis 
of this assumption. Although Smart and 
Konstantine insist that the “Trinity” is 
the ultimate divine reality, they are quite 
skeptical regarding the foundation on 
which this affirmation ultimately rests 
(i.e., the biblical Trinity).90 Inasmuch as 
Heim’s account of the three immanent 
“dimensions” is consciously dependent 
upon Smart and Konstantine, it represents 
a speculative account of the immanent 
Trinity (step two) that is inadequately 
rooted in the oikonomia revealed in Scrip-
ture (step one).91

 
Breakdown #2: From the Immanent to 
the Economic Trinity

A second Trinitarian problem involves 
the way in which Heim’s proposal moves 
from the immanent Trinity (step two) to 
the economic Trinity (step three). To better 
understand the nature of this problem, we 
must revisit Heim’s description of the eco-
nomic Trinity. According to Heim, three 
“relations” characterize the economic 
activity of the triune God: “impersonal 
identity,” “iconographic encounter” and 
“personal communion.” These “real rela-
tions”92 constitute the economic means 
through which alternative religious ends 
(e.g., moksha, nirvana, etc.) obtain. To say 
that other “ends” are part of God’s “econ-
omy” implies that they are willed by God: 
“The triune God is party to the realization 
of alternate religious ends. They are not 
simply the actualization of innate human 
capacities; they are distinct relations with 
aspects of the triune life. A particular grace 
of God is operative in them.”93 It is crucial to 

recognize the implications of the above 
affirmation. Alongside God’s economy 
of “salvation” in Christ, other “econo-
mies” of divine activity exist: there is an 
economy of salvation (the Christian end), 
an “economy” of nirvana (the Buddhist 
end), an “economy” of moksha (the Hindu 
end), etc.94 No epistemic warrant exists for 
these alternative economies. In book four 
of De Trinitate Augustine explains that 
the “sendings” (missiones) of the Son and 
Spirit have as their goal restoring fallen 
humans into a relationship of communion 
with the triune God. Missio constitutes a 
central link between the divine persons 
(immanent Trinity) and the economy of 
salvation (economic Trinity). By positing 
“economies” of divine activity that effec-
tively bypass the work of Christ, Heim 
implicitly severs this link. No epistemic 
warrant exists for positing additional 
“economies” of divine activity that bypass 
(or constitute an alternative) to this one 
economy of salvation effected in Christ.95 
On the basis of a speculative understand-
ing of the immanent Trinity (step two), 
Heim outlines a deficient account of the 
economic Trinity (step three) that ulti-
mately undermines the divine oikonomia 
revealed in Scripture (step one).
 
A Trinity of “Dimensions” Replaces the 
Trinity of Persons

At the level of the immanent Trinity, 
Heim’s proposal ultimately employs two 
trinities. The first Trinity (Father, Son 
and Holy Spirit) is the Trinity of Chris-
tian confession; however, this Trinity is 
not the one that does the real work in 
Heim’s project. Heim subtly substitutes 
his three “dimensions” for the Trinitarian 
“persons” effectively creating an alternate 
“trinity.” The term “complex” plays a key 
role in this substitution. When Heim first 



35

introduces the term “complex,” it denotes 
the fact that God’s being is constituted by 
a multiplicity of persons; however, as his 
argument unfolds, “complex” shifts to 
denote his three “dimensions.” His sub-
stitution of “dimensions” for “persons” 
can be seen most clearly in the application 
of language, reserved for the Trinitarian 
“persons,” to these “dimensions.” For 
example, Heim claims that only “three” 
dimensions exist. Why three? Why not 
two, four, or even ten? Is it merely coinci-
dental that there also happen to be three 
divine persons? Moreover, Heim suggests 
that “each of the dimensions is granted 
co-equality with the others.”96 Here Heim 
applies the language of co-equality to the 
dimensions; yet co-equality applies only 
to the Trinitarian persons. Finally, he 
claims that individuals experience “rela-
tions” with these “dimensions” in such 
a way that the “dimensions” effectively 
replace the Trinitarian persons.97 Heim’s 
immanent “trinity of dimensions” has 
subtly replaced the triune God of Chris-
tian confession.

Jacques Dupuis’s Trinitarian 
Christology

There is no question that the Trinity 
plays a central role in Dupuis’s proposal 
for he claims that the “Christian vision 
of the Triune God” paves the way for a 
“positive evaluation of other religious 
traditions.”98 Although, at first glance, 
Dupuis appears to be faithful to the Cath-
olic Trinitarian tradition, I will attempt to 
demonstrate that a close reading reveals 
that his proposal gains traction only by 
introducing subordinationism into the 
Father/Son relationship, undermining the 
unicity of the economy of salvation and 
severing the economic and the immanent 
Trinity.99

 

Subordinationism in the Father/Son 
Relationship

In order to make space for other “sav-
iors” and “mediators,” Dupuis appeals 
to a “trinitarian Christology” in which 
Christ is recognized not as “absolute” 
savior but merely as “constitutive” savior. 
According to Dupuis, only “God” (i.e., 
the Father) is the “absolute” savior in the 
sense of being the primary and ultimate 
source of salvation. Jesus Christ is savior 
only in a secondary and derivative sense. 
That Jesus Christ is “constitutive” savior 
means, among other things, that he is 
not the goal of salvation but merely the 
constitutive means of salvation: “[Christo-
centrism] never places Jesus Christ in the 
place of God; it merely affirms that God 
has placed him at the center of his saving 
plan for humankind, not as the end but as 
the way, not as the goal of every human 
quest for God but as the universal ‘media-
tor’ (cf. I Tim 2:5) of God’s saving action 
toward people.”100 What is troubling about 
the preceding statement is not his claim 
that Jesus Christ is the means of salva-
tion but rather the obvious attempt to 
distinguish the salvific role of incarnate 
Son (constitutive savior) from that of the 
Father (absolute savior) by limiting the 
Son to an instrumental role in salvation. 
To suggest that the salvific role of Jesus 
Christ is merely instrumental sounds 
suspiciously subordinationist. One of 
the fundamental axioms of Augustine’s 
theology—an assumption he shares with 
the Cappadocians—is that the Father, 
Son, and Holy Spirit act with one will in 
the economy of salvation.101 Of particular 
relevance is Augustine’s discussion of the 
Passion. In contrast to Dupuis, Augustine 
argues that the decision leading to the 
Passion involved not only the Father but 
also the Son.102 Inasmuch as Jesus Christ 
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is Savior as God-incarnate (homoousios 
with the Father), one must affirm that the 
Son also willed salvation along with the 
Father. If one instead maintains that Jesus 
Christ is merely a constitutive means of sal-
vation and did not also will it (along with 
the Father and the Spirit), then it would 
seem that some from of subordinationism 
is unavoidable.

Dupuis is not unaware of this problem. 
In order to avoid positing subordination-
ism in the immanent life of the triune 
God, he appeals to the distinction between 
human and divine natures of Jesus Christ 
as the basis for his claim that Jesus Christ 
is “constitutive” savior.103 Although this 
move may solve the problem of subordi-
nationism, it does so only by undermin-
ing the unity of the two natures in one 
person. It was not a nature that the Father 
sent to save the world but a person. It was 
not a nature that died on the cross but a 
person. That person was the Son of God. 
To speak of Jesus Christ as “constitutive 
Savior” is to speak of the person of the Son 
as “constitutive Savior” and it is precisely 
at this point that subordination arises. The 
only way Dupuis can avoid subordina-
tionism is by sharply distinguishing the 
two natures of Jesus Christ in a way that 
undermines their unity. At the end of the 
day Dupuis faces a serious dilemma. He 
cannot continue to affirm that Jesus Christ 
is merely “constitutive” savior and uphold 
an orthodox “Trinitarian Christology.” If, 
on the one hand, he suggests that Jesus 
Christ is merely the constitutive means of 
salvation and did not will it along with 
the Father, he necessarily introduces 
subordinationism into the immanent life 
of the triune God. If, on the other hand, 
he attempts to overcome this problem by 
emphasizing the “unbridgeable distance” 
between God the Father and Jesus Christ 

in his human nature, he undermines the 
unity of the two natures.
 
Undermining the Unicity of the 
Economy of Salvation

Central to Dupuis’s proposal is a dis-
tinction between the work of the Logos 
ensarkos (the incarnate Logos) and the 
work of the Logos asarkos (the non-incar-
nate Logos).104 On the basis of this distinc-
tion, he claims that an enduring work 
of the Logos asarkos (distinct from the 
Logos ensarkos) continues following the 
incarnation: “[T]here is a salvific working 
of the Word as such, distinct from that of 
the Word operating through his human 
being in Jesus Christ, risen and glorified, 
though in ‘union’ with it.”105 The distinc-
tion Dupuis draws between the economic 
activity of Logos ensarkos and economic 
activity of the Logos asarkos prompts a 
crucial question from an Augustinian 
standpoint: Does the work of the Logos 
asarkos constitute a second economy of sal-
vation existing in parallel with the first? 
Although Dupuis would insist it does not, 
the way he employs the Logos ensarkos / 
Logos asarkos distinction seems to require 
two parallel economies of salvation.106 This 
can be seen by comparing the economic 
activity of the Logos asarkos with that of 
the Logos ensarkos. Through the work of 
the Logos ensarkos (and the Spirit),107 the 
Christian Scriptures contain the Word 
of God. Through the work of the Logos 
asarkos (and the Spirit),108 the Qu’ran and 
other non-Christian scriptures contain 
the Word of God.109 Through the work of 
the Logos ensarkos, there is one mediator 
between humans and God. Though the 
work of the Logos asarkos, other mediators 
exist between humans and God (although 
these “mediators” somehow participate in 
the mediation of Jesus Christ). Through 
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the work of the Logos ensarkos, the Church 
mediates salvific grace. Though the work 
of the Logos asarkos, the worship of 
Hindu images mediates salvific grace.110 
Through the work of the Logos ensarkos, 
men and women are reconciled to God 
and incorporated into Christ’s Church. 
Though the work of the Logos asarkos, 
men and women are not incorporated into 
the Church but become members of “the 
kingdom of God.” Moving beyond Karl 
Rahner, Dupuis no longer wants to talk 
about “anonymous Christians.”111 How-
ever, following Christ’s resurrection, how 
can one be savingly related to the Father 
without concomitantly being included in 
Christ’s Church? The latter contrast seems 
to suggest a second parallel economy.112 

From an Augustinian perspective, no 
epistemic warrant exists for positing a sec-
ond economy of salvation in parallel with 
that of the incarnate Word. Augustine is 
quite clear that the sending of the Son and 
the sending of the Spirit have one goal: 
bringing men and women into fellowship 
with the triune God by leading people in 
every nation to confess Jesus as Savior and 
Lord.113 Inasmuch as Dupuis implicitly 
posits two economies, he undermines the 
unicity of the economy of salvation. 

Moreover, if it is true that Dupuis 
distinguishes the work of the Logos 
asarkos and Logos ensarkos in a way that 
undermines the unicity of the economy 
of salvation, this also suggests a further 
deficiency in his Christology (inasmuch 
as the distinction between the work of 
the Logos asarkos and Logos ensarkos is 
grounded in the distinction of the divine 
and human natures). When one combines 
Dupuis’s emphasis on the “unbridgeable 
gap” between “God” and Jesus Christ 
in his human nature as the basis for his 
“constitutive” Christology along with his 

insistence upon the distinction between 
the divine and human natures as the 
basis for a distinct and continuing action 
of the Logos asarkos, it appears that his 
“Trinitarian Christology” may implicitly 
undermine the unity of the divine and 
human natures of Jesus Christ in a “Nesto-
rian” fashion.
 
Severing the Unity of the Economic and 
Immanent Trinity

One final Trinitarian problem should 
be noted. On the one hand, Dupuis 
claims that “the mystery of the Triune 
God—Father, Son, Spirit—corresponds 
objectively to the inner reality of God, 
even though only analogically.”114 On 
the other hand, Dupuis also insists that 
authentic economic manifestations of the 
triune God can be found in other religious 
communities. Obviously a number of 
these economic “manifestations” of the 
triune God are conflicting, and in some 
cases, even contradictory. Buddhists, 
for example, envision the triune God as 
emptiness while Muslims, according to 
Dupuis, conceive of the triune God as a 
personal absolute. This leads to a problem. 
Inasmuch as these conflicting economic 
manifestations of the triune God are 
to be viewed as authentic, one seems to 
encounter a situation in which a kind of 
“God-above-God” must be posited with 
the result that the identity of the economic 
Trinity with the immanent Trinity is 
implicitly undermined. Dupuis’s answer 
to this dilemma is found in his analysis 
of religious experience. While adherents 
of other religions have authentic “expe-
riences” of the triune God, they do not 
possess adequate “formulations.” The 
“economic” faces they posit are—objec-
tively speaking—false. To the extent 
Dupuis emphasizes that these economic 
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faces are false (ostensibly to protect his 
Trinitarian grammar), he undercuts their 
authenticity. To the extent Dupuis empha-
sizes the authenticity of these alternative 
economic manifestations, he implicitly 
severs the unity of the economic and 
the immanent Trinity. At the end of the 
day, his proposal rests upon a deficient 
Trinitarianism.

Conclusion
The purpose of this essay was to evalu-

ate the claim that a proper understanding 
of “the Trinity” provides the basis for a 
new understanding of religious diver-
sity. To this end I critically examined 
the Trinitarian doctrine in three recent 
proposals in the Christian theology of 
religions. We saw that Yong’s Trinitarian 
pneumatology severs the “two hands” 
of the Father, Heim’s Trinitarian theol-
ogy of religious ends effectively replaces 
the Trinity of persons with a trinity of 
“dimensions” that bears little resemblance 
to the God of Christian confession, and 
that Dupuis’s Trinitarian Christology 
posits subordination in the Father/Son 
relationship and undermines the unicity 
of the economy of salvation. Inasmuch as 
the proposals of Yong, Heim, and Dupuis 
are representative of current appeal to 
Trinitarian doctrine in the Christian the-
ology of religions, there is good reason to 
question the claim that “the Trinity” offers 
the key to a new theology of religions. On 
the contrary, it appears that current use 
of Trinitarian theology in the Christian 
theology of religions is having a deleteri-
ous effect upon the doctrine.

Immanuel Kant once asserted that the 
doctrine of the Trinity has no practical 
value whatsoever.115 Kant would be hard-
pressed to make this criticism stick today. 
Contemporary theology, Protestant and 

Catholic, is driven by a quest to make the 
Trinity “relevant.”116 One is told that the 
Trinity provides the basis for a proper 
understanding of human personhood,117 
that the Trinity represents the model for 
the proper form of church government,118 
that the Trinity provides the model for 
societal relations,119 that the Trinity offers 
the model for an egalitarian political 
democracy,120 that the Trinity provides the 
basis for affirming same-sex marriage,121 
that the Trinity offers the model for relat-
ing theology and science,122 and so on.

On the one hand, this contemporary 
flowering of Trinitarian reflection is a 
welcome development. Since the triune 
God is the central premise of all orthodox 
theology, Christians must think in “Trini-
tarian” terms about every aspect of theol-
ogy. Consider evangelism. The missionary 
nature of the church is rooted not in an 
outdated form of cultural imperialism but 
in the very life of the triune God.123 The 
missio (sending) of the church is rooted 
in the dual missiones of the Son and the 
Spirit (Gal 4:4-6).124 Just as the Father sent 
the Son into the world, so the Son sends 
his followers into the world (John 20:21). 
The Spirit, who is sent into the world by 
the Father and the Son, bears witness to 
the Son by preparing the way for and 
empowering the witness of Christ’s dis-
ciples (John 15:26-27; Acts 1:8). Consider 
ecclesiology. There is a sense in which the 
unity of the church is to mirror—albeit 
analogically—the unity of the Father, 
Son, and Holy Spirit (John 17:21). Finally, 
consider redemption. Unless the one who 
died on the cross was fully God (yet also 
hypostatically distinct from the Father), 
there could be no salvation in a Christian 
sense.125 Our preaching should under-
score these Trinitarian connections.126

On the other hand, to the extent that 



39

appeal to Trinitarian doctrine in the 
theology of religions is representative of 
broader trends in contemporary theology, 
there may be cause for concern. I will 
briefly register two concerns. First, prob-
lems arise when one attempts to draw a 
straight line from a speculative construal 
of the immanent Trinity to some perceived 
good in a way that bypasses (or, in some 
cases, even undermines) the economy of 
salvation revealed in Scripture. Heim’s 
proposal exemplifies the latter problem: 
he draws a straight line from a speculative 
understanding of the immanent Trin-
ity (i.e., three “dimensions”) to multiple 
religious ends. Similarly, a number of 
contemporary proposals draw a straight 
line from a speculative understanding 
of the immanent life of the triune God 
(e.g., “perichoresis”) to some beneficial 
practice (e.g., egalitarian human rela-
tions, countering individualism, etc.).127 
Not only do we lack experiential access 
to the immanent life of the triune God to 
know what “perichoresis” might mean for 
the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit in se, but 
Scripture ultimately directs us to imitate 
the redemptive work of the triune God in 
the economy of salvation (i.e., the economic 
Trinity): “Therefore be imitators of God, 
as beloved children. And walk in love, 
as Christ loved us and gave himself up 
for us, a fragrant offering and sacrifice to 
God” (Eph 5:1-2, ESV). 

My other concern centers on the end to 
which Trinitarian doctrine is currently 
being used. One cannot help but wonder 
if the recent “usefulness” of Trinitarian 
doctrine is driven more by Jamesian prag-
matism128 rather than a compelling vision 
of the triune God as the ultimate good.129 
Here contemporary theologians can learn 
an important lesson from Augustine. His 
Trinitarian reflection in De Trinitate is 

driven by a quest to know and enjoy the 
triune God.130 He wants to draw his read-
ers more deeply into the life of the triune 
God.131 Augustine challenges contempo-
rary theologians to consider whether their 
“functionalizing” of Trinitarian doctrine 
leads their readers “to know and enjoy, 
and not merely use, the strong Name of 
the Holy Trinity.”132
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tends toward modalism, and he 
severs the life of the triune God 
from the economy of salvation by 
focusing on the immanent Trinity. 
These criticisms can be found in 
Colin E. Gunton, “Augustine, the 
Trinity and the Theological Crisis of 
the West,” Scottish Journal of Theol-
ogy 43 (1990): 33-58; and Catherine 
M. LaCugna, God For Us: The Trinity 
and Christian Life (San Francisco: 
Harper Collins, 1991). Lewis Ayres 
and Michel Barnes, however, have 
convincingly demonstrated that 
these criticisms are based on a 
misreading of Augustine’s Trini-
tarian theology. See Lewis Ayres, 
“The Fundamental Grammar of 
Augustine’s Trinitarian Theology,” 
in Augustine and his Critics: Essays in 
Honour of Gerald Bonner (ed. Dodaro 

and George Lawless; (New York: 
Routledge, 2000) 51-76; Michel R. 
Barnes, “Rereading Augustine’s 
theology of the Trinity,” in The Trin-
ity: An Interdisciplinary Symposium 
on the Trinity (ed. Stephen T. Davis, 
Daniel Kendall, Gerald O’Collins; 
New York: Oxford, 1999), 145-176.

17This is not to say that no differ-
ences exist between the Trinitarian 
theology of Augustine and the 
Cappadocians. My claim regard-
ing the unity of Augustine and the 
Cappadocians is directed at the 
unwarranted assumption that sig-
nificant differences exist between 
early “Western” approaches (which 
emphasize divine unity) and “East-
ern” approaches (which empha-
size a trinity of divine persons). 
This assumption can be traced to 
the work of a nineteenth-century 
Jesuit, Théodore de Régnon. Tren-
chant criticisms of this polarizing 
paradigm can be found in Michel 
R. Barnes, “De Régnon Reconsid-
ered,” Augustinian Studies 26 (1995): 
51-79; idem, “Augustine in Con-
temporary Trinitarian Theology,” 
Theological Studies 56 (1995): 237-50; 
David B. Hart, “The Mirror of the 
Infinite: Gregory of Nyssa on the 
Vestigia Trinitatis,” Modern Theology 
18 (2002): 541-61; and Lewis Ayres, 
Nicaea and its Legacy: An Approach to 
Fourth-Century Trinitarian Theology 
(New York: Oxford, 2004), 273-383.

18My evaluation of these proposals 
will draw implicitly and explicitly 
upon Augustine’s most significant 
Trinitarian work—De Trinitate. 
All citations of De Trinitate will 
be taken from Hill’s translation: 
Saint Augustine, The Trinity (trans. 
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Edmund Hill; vol. 5 of The Works of 
St. Augustine; Brooklyn: New City, 
1991).

19Questions discussed under the 
rubric of the theology of religions 
include the following: Under what 
circumstances, if any, may indi-
viduals experience salvation apart 
from the witness of the church? 
To what extent, and on what basis, 
can one recognize elements of truth 
and goodness in non-Christian 
religions? What role, if any, do non-
Christian religions qua religions 
play in salvation-history? To what 
end, and on what basis, should 
Christians enter into dialogue 
with adherents of other religions? 
Finally, to what extent can one 
incorporate non-Christian religious 
practices into the development of 
indigenous churches in missionary 
contexts? For a helpful introduction 
to the theology of religions, see Veli-
Matti Kärkkäinen, An Introduction 
to the Theology of Religions: Biblical, 
Historical, and Contemporary Perspec-
tives (Downers Grove: InterVarsity, 
2003).

20Not only is the explanatory power of 
this typology quite limited (focus-
ing exclusively on soteriology), but 
this typology also veils the fact that 
every interpretation of religion is 
“exclusive” inasmuch as it offers a 
“tradition-specific” account of other 
religions that claims to be ontologi-
cally and epistemologically correct. 
Gavin D’Costa cogently argues this 
point as the basis for a trenchant 
critique of a pluralist theology of 
religions in The Meeting of Religions 
and the Trinity (Maryknoll: Orbis, 
2000).

21Discerning the Spirit(s) is a revised 
version of Yong’s dissertation which 
he completed at Boston University 
under Robert Cummings Neville 
in 1998.

22Yong, Discerning the Spirit(s), 94.
23Readers who are familiar with the 

work of Clark Pinnock will imme-
diately note the similarities between 
Pinnock and Yong.

24Yong, Discerning the Spirit(s), 61. In 
arguing for a “distinct economy” 
of the Spirit, Yong builds upon 
the work of Georges Khodr. See 
Georges Khodr, “Christianity and 
the Pluralistic World—The Econ-
omy of the Holy Spirit” Ecumenical 
Review 23 (1971): 118-28. Although in 
the immediate context (p. 61) Yong is 
describing the proposal of Georges 
Khodr, it is clear that he embraces 
this assumption as well.

25Yong, Discerning the Spirit(s), 69.
26Ibid., 69.
27Ibid., 136.
28Ibid., 251.
29Ibid., 254.
30Ibid., 131.
31Ibid., 312.
32Ibid, 256-309.
33Ibid., 279. 
34Ibid., 320 (italics original). 
35Heim, Depth of the Riches, 17.
36Ibid., 31-32.
37Ibid., 187.
38Ibid., 189.
39Ibid., 92-93. 
40Ibid., 196.
41Ibid., 210.
42Ibid.
43Ibid.
44Ibid., 211.
45Ibid.
46Ibid., 275 (italics original).

47Ibid.
48See Miikka Ruokanen, The Catholic 

Doctrine of Non-Christian Religions 
According to the Second Vatican Coun-
cil (New York: E. J. Brill, 1992). 

49Catholic proponents of P1 would 
include Gavin D’Costa and Joseph 
DiNoia.

50Catholic proponents of P2 would 
include Karl Rahner, Paul Knitter, 
Hans Küng and Raimundo Panik-
kar.

51Dupuis, Toward a Christian Theology 
of Religious Pluralism, 277.

52Ibid., 279.
53Ibid., 293. 
54Ibid., 316.
55Ibid., 299.
56Ibid., 245.
57Ibid., 303.
58Ibid., 345.
59Ibid., 386.
60My critique will focus upon Yong’s 

proposal as outlined in Discern-
ing the Spirit(s). At the end of my 
analysis I will briefly discuss a 
more recent book entitled Beyond 
the Impasse: Toward a Pneumatological 
Theology of Religions (Grand Rapids: 
Baker Academic, 2003). At this point 
I would simply note that Yong does 
not make any revisions to the sub-
stance of his proposal in the latter 
book. On the contrary, he continues 
to affirm a distinct “economy” of the 
Spirit as well the legitimacy of non-
christological criteria for discerning 
the Spirit’s presence.

61Inasmuch as the Filioque ostensibly 
“subordinates” the work of the 
Spirit to the Son, it ostensibly under-
mines his project.

62The question regarding the formal 
legitimacy of the insertion of the 



42

Filioque clause into the creed must 
be distinguished from the substan-
tive theological question of whether 
the Holy Spirit proceeds from the 
Father and the Son. One can affirm 
the latter while denying the propri-
ety of the former. 

63See Kilian McDonnell, The Other 
Hand of God: The Holy Spirit as the 
Universal Touch and Goal (Colleg-
eville, MN: Liturgical, 2003), 86-97, 
196-201, 228-29.

64Yong refers to the Son and Spirit 
as the “two hands” of God on at 
least sixteen different occasions in 
Discerning the Spirit(s). Notice how 
he acknowledges his indebted-
ness to Khodr, Knitter, and others: 
“Khodr’s suggestion, echoed by 
Samartha, Dupuis and Knitter, 
is that a retrieval of Irenaeus’s 
theological metaphor allows us to 
recognize the different economies 
of the Word and the Spirit” (Yong, 
Discerning the Spirit(s), 62).

65In the original context of Irenae-
us’s trinitarian theology, the “two 
hands” metaphor served to high-
light the “direct” nature of God’s 
involvement in the world over and 
against Gnostics who posited a 
chain of intermediaries between 
God and the world.

66“A striking way of expressing 
the divine unity and its embrace 
is through the description of the 
word and spirit as the hands of 
God” (Eric Osborn, Irenaeus of Lyons 
[Cambridge: Cambridge University, 
2001], 91).

67In fairness to Yong, it should be 
noted that in many places where he 
employs the “two hands” metaphor, 
he explicitly acknowledges that 

the Son and Spirit work together. 
For example, commenting on the 
Son and Spirit as the “two hands,” 
Yong explains, “As such, they are 
both present universally and par-
ticularly in creation, and, in the 
words of Congar, they ‘do God’s 
work together’” (Yong, Discerning 
the Spirit(s), 116). 

68Yong makes the mistake of equat-
ing “mission” and “economy.” 
Notice how he uses these terms 
interchangeably in the following 
statement: “Preliminarily then, a 
pneumatological theology of reli-
gions that validates the distinction 
between the economy of the Word 
and Spirit holds the christological 
problem in abeyance. For now, it 
is sufficient to grant that there is a 
relationship-in-autonomy between 
the two divine missions” (Ibid., 70 
[italics mine]).

69McDonnell, The Other Hand of God, 
198. “While insisting on the ‘real’ 
distinction between the two mis-
sions of the Word and Spirit, there 
is a danger of conceiving of them 
as two foci at the ends of an ellipse 
. . . . Such a conception, although 
not necessarily heretical, would 
be dangerous and might lead to a 
kind of economic tritheism” (Ibid., 
200). Perhaps it would be more 
accurate to say that positing two 
economies could lead to economic 
“bitheism.”

70This highlights another problem 
with Yong’s proposal. Yong not 
only brackets a christological per-
spective but he also brackets what 
might be called a “patrological” 
perspective. If the Spirit represents 
divine presence in Yong’s proposal, 

one might rightly say with McDon-
nell that the Father symbolizes 
divine purpose: “The Father is the 
origin of the downward (outward) 
movement and the goal of ascend-
ing (returning) movement” (Ibid., 
94). By bracketing the Father, Yong 
effectively obscures the goal of the 
economy of salvation. 

71At several points Yong highlights 
the biblical basis for and benefits of 
a “Spirit-Christology” for a pneu-
matological theology of religions. 
See Yong, Discerning the Spirit(s), 
118-120. “Spirit-Christology” is 
attractive because it emphasizes the 
dependence of Jesus upon the Spirit 
in his earthly life and ministry in 
a way that undermines “subordi-
nationist” understandings of the 
Spirit’s ministry. Yong’s appeal to 
Spirit-Christology, however, raises 
an important question: If there 
is no “Christ without Spirit” (as 
advocates of Spirit-Christology 
insist), then how can there be “Spirit 
without Christ” as Yong’s pro-
posal seems to imply? Inasmuch as 
Spirit-Christology emphasizes the 
intrinsic economic relatedness of the 
Son and Spirit, it stands in tension 
with Yong’s “distinct economy” of 
the Spirit.

72In the Pauline epistles we see fur-
ther evidence that the Holy Spirit 
bears witness to, and glorifies the 
Son. The Spirit glorifies Christ by 
witnessing to the “sonship” of the 
redeemed (Rom 8:1-17), empower-
ing the preaching of the gospel (1 
Cor 2:2-5; Rom 15:14-21), enabling 
believers to confess that Jesus Christ 
is Lord (1 Cor 12:2-3), removing 
the “veil” so that men and women 
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can see the glory of Christ who is 
the image of God (2 Cor 3:7-4:6), 
enabling believers to become con-
formed to the image of the Son (Rom 
8:26-30), and enabling believers to 
know and experience the love of 
Christ (Eph 3:14-21).

73According to Augustine, The Holy 
Spirit’s “coming needed to be dem-
onstrated by perceptible signs, to 
show that the whole world and all 
nations with their variety of lan-
guage was going to believe in Christ 
by the gift of the Holy Spirit.” De 
Trin. IV.29, 175.

74As Lesslie Newbigin rightly notes, 
“The Spirit who thus bears witness 
in the life of the Church to the pur-
pose of the Father is not confined 
within the limits the Church. It is 
the clear teaching of the Acts of the 
Apostles, as it is the experience of 
missionaries, that the Spirit goes, 
so to speak, ahead of the Church. 
Like Cornelius, men of every age 
and nation have been miraculously 
prepared beforehand to receive the 
message of Christ. But—because the 
Spirit and the Father are one—this 
work of the Spirit is not in any sense 
an alternative way to God apart 
from the Church; it is the prepara-
tion for the coming of the Church, 
which means that the Church must 
be ever ready to follow where the 
Spirit leads.” Lesslie Newbigin, 
Trinitarian Themes for Today’s Mission 
(London: Paternoster, 1998), 53-54.

75“For his words, ‘He will glorify 
me,’ can be understood in this way: 
by pouring out love in the hearts 
of believers and by making them 
spiritual, he revealed to them how 
the Son, whom they only knew 

before according to the flesh and, 
as men, thought him a man, was 
equal to the Father. Or at least in this 
way: filled with confidence by love 
itself, and with fear driven out, they 
announced Christ to men, and thus 
his fame was spread out in all the 
world.” Saint Augustine, Tractates 
on the Gospel of John, 55-111 (Fathers 
of the Church; vol. 90; trans. by 
John W. Rettig; Washington D.C.: 
Catholic University of America 
Press, 1994), 229. 

76Adopting this view does not require 
one to deny the presence of truth 
and goodness in the lives of adher-
ents of other religions. On the con-
trary, I would argue that elements 
of truth and goodness in the lives 
of non-Christians can be accounted 
for in terms of a Christian anthro-
pology informed by the doctrines 
of creation and fall. For example, in 
his Institutes of the Christian Religion, 
John Calvin argues that inside each 
person there resides an “awareness 
of divinity” (sensus divinitatis). All 
religion—even pagan religion—can 
be viewed as a response to this 
awareness of divinity. For a help-
ful discussion of the implications 
of Christian anthropology for an 
evangelical theology of religions, 
see Harold A. Netland, Encountering 
Religious Pluralism: The Challenge to 
Christian Faith and Mission (Downers 
Grove: InterVarsity, 2001), 308-48.

77On the one hand, Yong acknowl-
edges the legitimacy of praeparatio 
evangelica approach. On the other 
hand, it appears that Yong wants 
to move beyond this approach. He 
claims that viewing religions solely 
in terms of praeparatio evangelica 

“leads to the kind of restrictive 
christological quests that continue 
to denigrate the Holy Spirit as hav-
ing less-than-equal status as a trini-
tarian member” (Yong, Discerning 
the Spirit(s), 320). 

78I am not merely offering a pragmatic 
critique (i.e., that Yong’s proposal 
undermines an important “motiva-
tion” for evangelism). I am making 
a substantive theological claim 
about how his proposal obscures 
the missionary nature of the eco-
nomic Trinity. If anything, rigor-
ous Trinitarian reflection should 
lead one to take more seriously the 
missionary nature of the church: 
“The ultimate basis of mission is the 
triune God—the Father who cre-
ated the world and sent his Son by 
the Holy Spirit to be our salvation. 
The proximate basis of mission is the 
redemption of the Son by his life, 
death and resurrection, and the 
immediate power of mission the Holy 
Spirit. It is, in trinitarian terms, a 
missio Dei. Thus mission is based on 
the will, movement, and action of 
the grace and love of God—Father, 
Son and Holy Spirit” (Thompson, 
Modern Trinitarian Perspectives, 72 
[italics original]).

79Yong, Discerning the Spirit(s), 136.
80Ibid., 201.
81This shift can be seen in his reading 

of Khodr. In Discerning the Spirit(s) 
Yong reads Khodr almost solely as 
emphasizing an independent econ-
omy of the Holy Spirit; he effectively 
brackets Khodr’s discussion of how 
this distinct economy of the Spirit 
inherently points to Christ. See 
Yong, Discerning the Spirit(s), 60-64. 
In Beyond the Impasse, he acknowl-
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edges the christological dimension of 
Khodr’s proposal (which he seems 
to view as somewhat problematic): 
“Khodr’s presentation is neverthe-
less not free from tension. Theolo-
gizing as he does from within the 
framework of Orthodox trinitarian-
ism, he sees the missions of the Son 
and Spirit as much more connected 
than not. While the religions may 
be the working of the economy of 
the Spirit, yet they are at the same 
time in a very real sense connected 
to the economy of the Son” (Yong, 
Beyond the Impasse, 89).

82Perhaps the best way to summarize 
the difference between Discerning 
the Spirit(s) and Beyond the Impasse 
would be to say that the latter book, 
while articulating the same pro-
posal, is marked by much greater 
reserve. Beyond the Impasse, for 
example, contains no bold asser-
tions regarding the salvific work of 
the Holy Spirit among the Umbanda 
in Brazil.

83Augustine, for example, carefully 
distinguished “procession” (imma-
nent Trinity) from “mission” (eco-
nomic Trinity). See De Trin. II-IV. 

84Karl Rahner’s famous axiom that 
“[t]he ‘economic’ Trinity is the 
‘immanent’ Trinity and the ‘imma-
nent’ Trinity is the ‘economic’ 
Trinity,” constitutes the point of 
departure for much contemporary 
Trinitarian reflection. Karl Rahner, 
The Trinity (trans. Joseph Donceel; 
New York: Crossroad Publishing 
Company, 1999), 22. Broadly speak-
ing Rahner’s axiom has evoked two 
responses. One group of theologians 
follows Rahner in emphasizing the 
“identity” of the economic and the 

immanent Trinity (in some cases 
pushing this “identity” to the point 
that the latter is collapsed into the 
former). A second group claims that 
Rahner’s axiom does not maintain 
an adequate distinction between 
the economic and the immanent 
Trinity. These theologians are will-
ing to affirm, at least in a quali-
fied way, the first half of Rahner’s 
axiom (“the economic Trinity is the 
immanent Trinity”) but often reject, 
or significantly qualify, the second 
half (“the immanent Trinity is the 
economic Trinity”) in order to pro-
tect the freedom and transcendence 
of God. For a helpful discussion of 
the relationship of the economic and 
immanent Trinity, see Fred Sanders, 
The Image of the Immanent Trinity: 
Rahner’s Rule and the Theological 
Interpretation of Scripture (Issues in 
Systematic Theology Series; vol. 12; 
New York: Peter Lang, 2005).

85If the triune God does not exist 
apart from the economy, there can 
be no economic revelation in the 
first place.

86David Coffey, Deus Trinitas: The 
Doctrine of the Triune God. (New 
York: Oxford, 1999), 16-17. Coffey 
notes that one of the weaknesses 
of Karl Rahner’s axiom is that it 
“does not tell us which perspective 
[economic or immanent] is the more 
fundamental, nor does it throw light 
on the order of our knowledge of 
the Trinity” (Ibid., 14-15). Coffey 
addresses this lacuna by distin-
guishing “epistemological” and 
“ontological” orders.

87Coffey’s typology rightly challenges 
the tendency to identity the “eco-
nomic Trinity” with the teaching of 

Scripture. As a systematic concep-
tualization of the triune God in the 
economy of salvation, the “economic 
Trinity” is no less speculative than 
the “immanent Trinity” inasmuch 
as it incorporates (either explicitly 
or implicitly) assumptions regard-
ing the immanent Trinity.

88Heim argues that an “impersonal” 
dimension can be seen in Old 
Testament theophanies (e.g., the 
“fire” through which God appears 
to Moses). See Heim, Depth of the 
Riches, 185-86. There are at least two 
problems with his argument. First, 
these apparently “impersonal” 
manifestations represent one aspect 
of a fundamentally “personal” self-
revelation: it is the God of Abraham, 
Isaac, and Jacob who “speaks” to 
Moses from the “burning bush.” 
To sever an “impersonal” aspect 
(e.g., “fire”) from the “personal” 
and make it stand alone is highly 
problematic. Second, no epistemic 
warrant exists for assuming that 
a particular created form (e.g., fire) 
necessarily reveals something about 
the immanent nature of the triune 
God.

89See Ninian Smart and Stephen Kon-
stantine, Christian Systematic Theol-
ogy in World Context (Minneapolis: 
Fortress, 1991), 174.

90The following encapsulates their 
view of Scripture: “It therefore 
seems nonsense to pretend that 
the Bible has doctrinal or narrative 
authority” (Ibid., 47). By rejecting 
the authority of Scripture, they 
reject the epistemic basis for a 
Christian doctrine of the Trinity.

91Moreover, it is without support in 
the Christian tradition.
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92“It is important to make the point 
that relations with God in all three 
dimensions we have described are 
real relations with God. They are 
not relations with something else 
(idols) or with false gods. What 
humans find in such relations is 
truly there” (Heim, Depth of the 
Riches, 199).

93Ibid., 275 (italics mine).
94One cannot call these “economies of 

salvation” because Christian salva-
tion does not represent their goal.

95For Augustine (just as for the New 
Testament), all divine activity is 
focused on the one divine economy 
effected in Christ by the Holy 
Spirit. 

96Heim, Depth of the Riches, 213. 
97Heim’s equivocation on this point 

is quite revealing. On one hand, 
he insists that individuals relate to 
the triune God. See ibid., 199. On 
the other hand, he also claims that 
individuals experience a relation 
with an “aspect” of God’s nature. 
Multiple religious ends result from 
an “intensification of a particular 
kind of relation with an aspect of 
divine life” (Ibid., 289 [italics mine]). 
Thus, it is unclear whether the “rela-
tion” exists with the triune God or 
merely with an “aspect” of God.

98Dupuis, Toward a Christian Theology 
of Religious Pluralism, 313. 

99In addition to Toward a Christian 
Theology of Religious Pluralism, I will 
also draw upon a more recent work: 
Christianity and the Religions: From 
Confrontation to Dialogue (trans. by 
Phillip Berryman; Maryknoll, Orbis 
Books, 2002).

100Dupuis, From Confrontation to Dia-
logue, 88. 

101See De Trin. IV.30, 175. The unity 
of action of the divine persons is a 
fundamental axiom of Trinitarian 
theology. It represents a point on 
which Augustine and the Cappa-
docians were in clear agreement. 
For a discussion of unity of action 
in Gregory of Nyssa, see Lewis 
Ayres, “On Not Three People: The 
Fundamental Themes of Gregory 
of Nyssa’s Trinitarian Theology as 
seen in ‘To Ablabius: On Not Three 
Gods’,” Modern Theology 18 (2002): 
445-474.

102Augustine notes that while Rom 
8:32 attributes the giving of the Son 
to the Father, Gal 2:20 attributes the 
Son’s death to his own decision. 

103“The unique closeness that exists 
between God and Jesus by virtue 
of the mystery of the incarnation 
may never be forgotten, but neither 
can the unbridgeable distance that 
remains between the Father and 
Jesus in his human existence. . . . 
While it is true that Jesus the man 
is uniquely the Son of God, it is 
equally true that God (the Father) 
stands beyond Jesus” (Dupuis, From 
Confrontation to Dialogue, 92 [italics 
mine]).

104His distinction between the work 
of the Logos ensarkos and Logos 
asarkos following the incarnation is 
grounded, to a significant degree, 
in the distinction between the two 
natures of Christ: “Admittedly, in 
the mystery of Jesus-the-Christ, 
the Word cannot be separated 
from the flesh it has assumed. But, 
inseparable as the divine Word and 
Jesus’ human existence may be, 
they nevertheless remain distinct. 
While, then, the human action of 

the Logos ensarkos is the universal 
sacrament of God’s saving action, it 
does not exhaust the action of the 
Logos” (Dupuis, Christian Theology 
of Religious Pluralism, 299).

105Dupuis, From Confrontation to Dia-
logue, 139.

106I am not suggesting that any kind 
of distinction between the Logos 
ensarkos and Logos asarkos neces-
sarily implies two economies of 
salvation; rather I am arguing that 
the specific way Dupuis employs 
this distinction implies this.

107Although I am focusing on the 
work of the Logos, Dupuis is careful 
not to sever the action of the Logos 
from the action of the Spirit. It will 
become clear that Dupuis does not 
sever the unicity of the economy of 
salvation by severing the Word from 
the Spirit but rather by severing the 
work of the Logos ensarkos from the 
work of the Logos asarkos.

108See previous endnote. In the rest of 
this paragraph, it should be under-
stood that the Spirit is included 
when I speak of the work of the 
Logos ensarkos or the Logos asar-
kos.

109See Dupuis, From Confrontation to 
Dialogue, 115-37. Dupuis suggests 
that while Jesus Christ represents 
the “qualitative fullness” of rev-
elation, he does not represent the 
“quantitative fullness” of revelation. 
It is precisely in this sense that the 
revelation of the incarnate Christ 
is not “absolute.” On this basis, 
Dupuis claims that one may recog-
nize that other religious scriptures 
contain the “word of God.”

110Dupuis, Christian Theology of Reli-
gious Pluralism, 303.



46

111Karl Rahner coined the phrase the 
“anonymous Christian” to describe 
individuals who experienced Chris-
tian salvation without knowing it.

112The net result is two parallel econo-
mies that converge only eschato-
logically; in the present stage of 
salvation-history, they exist more 
or less in parallel. 

113See De Trin. IV.29, 174-75.
114Dupuis, Toward a Christian Theology 

of Religious Pluralism, 259.
115Immanuel Kant, The Conflict of the 

Faculties (trans. Mary J. Gregor; New 
York: Abaris Books, 1979), 65-67.

116This is the driving force behind 
Catherine M. LaCugna’s controver-
sial book God For Us: The Trinity and 
Christian Life (San Francisco: Harper 
Collins, 1991).

117John D. Zizioulas, Being as Com-
munion: Studies in Personhood and 
the Church (Crestwood, NY: St. 
Vladimir’s Seminary, 1985).

118Miroslav Volf, After Our Likeness: 
The Church as the Image of the Trinity 
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998).

119Leonardo Boff, Trinity and Soci-
ety (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 1988); 
Thomas J. Scirghi, “The Trinity: A 
Model for Belonging in Contempo-
rary Society,” Ecumenical Review 54 
(2002): 333-42.

120Jürgen Moltmann, The Trinity and 
the Kingdom (Minneapolis: Fortress 
Press, 1993). 

121Eugene F. Rogers, Sexuality and the 
Christian Body: Their Way into the Tri-
une God (Oxford: Blackwell, 1999).

122Reich, K. Helmut, “The Doctrine of 
the Trinity as a Model for Structur-
ing the Relations Between Science 
and Theology,” Zygon 30 (1995): 
383-405.

123“The sending of the church to 
the world is a continuation of the 
Father’s sending of the Son and the 
Spirit. It is the aim of these send-
ing operations to awaken faith, to 
baptize, and to start new communi-
ties of discipleship. The Holy Spirit 
leads the church to open new fields 
of mission, continuing the apostolic 
history that began at Pentecost in 
Jerusalem. . . . Should the church 
today continue to evangelize the 
nations in the name of the triune 
God? That is basically the same 
question as: Should the church con-
tinue to be the church? The church 
is constituted by the structure of 
the trinitarian mission of God in 
the history of salvation. The church 
is the eschatological creation of 
God’s Word serving to unite all 
humankind.” Carl E. Braaten, “The 
Triune God: the Source and Model 
of Christian Unity and Mission,” 
Missiology 18 (1990): 425.

124From an Augustinian perspective, 
the missiones of the Son and Spirit 
represent a temporal extension of 
their eternal processiones.

125It is helpful to remember that the 
early Trinitarian debates were 
driven by soteriology.

126“Trinitarian” preaching should 
not be construed as an alternative 
to “Christocentric” preaching. Our 
preaching is Christocentric because 
Jesus Christ represents the focal 
point of the Trinitarian economy of 
salvation. At the same time, Chris-
tocentric preaching must be Trini-
tarian in order to accurately present 
the identity of Jesus Christ.

127Karen Kilby has argued that prob-
lematic appeals to “perichoresis” 

frequently involve three steps. 
First, “perichoresis” is named as 
that which constitutes the unity 
of Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. 
Next, “perichoresis” is defined by 
projecting some aspect of human 
relatedness into God’s immanent 
life. Finally, “perichoresis” is com-
mended as an important resource 
Christians have to offer the broader 
world. Karen Kilby, “Perichoresis 
and Projection: Problems with 
Social Doctrines of the Trinity,” New 
Blackfriars 81 (2000): 442.

128For a discussion of the influence of 
William James’s philosophy upon 
contemporary Trinitarian theology, 
see Matthew W. Levering, “Beyond 
the Jamesian Impasse in Trinitar-
ian Theology,” Thomist 66 (2002): 
395-420.

129This is not to say that doctrines 
should have no practical value. 
Kevin Vanhoozer rightly argues 
that the ultimate purpose of Chris-
tian doctrine is not merely to lead 
us to correct understanding but to 
guide us in fitting participation on 
the drama of redemption. See Kevin 
J. Vanhoozer, The Drama of Doctrine: 
A Canonical-Linguistic Approach to 
Christian Theology (Louisville: West-
minster John Knox Press, 2005). 

130One of the biblical texts that frames 
Augustine’s quest is Ps 105:4, “Seek 
his face.” Augustine cites this text 
as several key points in De Trinitate. 
John Cooper has argued that one of 
the most basic notions in Augus-
tine’s thought is that of a spiritual 
quest. See John Cooper, “The Basic 
Philosophical and Theological 
Notions of Saint Augustine,” Augus-
tinian Studies 15 (1984): 93-113.
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Introduction
In the eleventh century, St. Anselm 
famously asked the question, “Cur Deus 
Homo?”, that is, “Why did God become 
Man?” In contemplating the doctrine of 
the incarnation and the Chalcedonian 
affirmation that in Christ the divine 
nature and a human nature are fully con-
joined but not confused in the one Person, 
Jesus Christ of Nazareth, Anselm sought 
to give explanation to why this hypostatic 
union of the divine and human ousia was 
in fact necessary for our salvation. One 
might think of Anselm’s purpose, then, 
in these terms: he sought to articulate 
just why God must become man in order 
for the Messiah to be a Savior and for his 
atoning death to be efficacious. Anselm 
expresses the heart of his answer to this 
question in one place this way, saying 
that “it is necessary that a God-Man 
should pay” for sin, since, “no one can 
pay except God, and no one ought to pay 
except man.”1

In more recent days of this twenty-first 
century, I have been led to contemplate 
a similar kind of question, but this in 
regard to the doctrine of the Trinity and 
its relationship both to Christ as Savior 
and to the efficacy of his atoning death. 
So, rather than “Cur Deus Homo?”, our 
question here is “Cur Deus Trinus?”, that 
is, “Why must God be triune, or three in 
one, for salvation to be effected?” Thus, 
the overall question that frames this 

article, then, is this: Must God be triune 
for the Messiah to be our Savior and for his 
atoning death to be efficacious? That is, is it 
necessary that the God who saves be the 
Trinitarian deity of the Christian faith? 
Or, yet differently, is there a necessary 
relationship between the doctrine of the 
Trinity and our doctrines of Christology 
and soteriology? Cur Deus Trinus? Must 
God be triune for Christ’s identity and his 
atoning death to be what they are?

I will argue that yes, the Trinitarian 
Personhood of God is necessary in both 
respects, and I shall present a summary of 
the case for each in the two main parts of 
this article. First, then, we focus attention 
on the question of the relationship of the 
Trinity to the identity of Christ as Savior 
to be followed in the second section by 
focused attention upon the relationship 
of the Trinity to the efficacy of Christ’s 
atoning death.

The Trinity and the Identity of 
Christ as Savior

 The identity of Jesus as Messiah and 
Savior is tied, both historically and of 
necessity, to his relationships with the 
Father and Spirit, respectively. Put dif-
ferently, if you imagine for a moment 
removing the Father and the Spirit from 
the historical Person Jesus Christ of Naza-
reth, you realize that this Jesus the Christ 
could not be—i.e., he could not exist and 
be who he is—devoid of the Father and 
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the Spirit. Indeed, the identity of Christ 
as Savior depends on the reality of the 
Trinity. Consider with me the relationship 
of the Christ as Savior to the Father and 
to the Spirit, each in turn.

The Identity of Jesus and the Father 
To announce the bottom line at the 

top, the identity of Jesus as Savior is inex-
tricably tied to his being the Son of the 
Father, sent by the Father to accomplish 
the Father’s will. In other words, who 
Jesus is and what it is he came to do has 
everything to do with his Sonship, both in 
the immanent and in the economic Trini-
ties, or more simply, both in eternity and 
in history. Consider some of the biblical 
teaching supporting this contention:

I will surely tell of the decree of the 
LORD: He said to Me, “You are My 
Son, Today I have begotten You. 
Ask of Me, and I will surely give the 
nations as Your inheritance, And the 
very ends of the earth as Your pos-
session. You shall break them with 
a rod of iron, You shall shatter them 
like earthenware” (Ps 2:7-9).2 

It is not merely that Jesus is a Son, per se, 
but that he is the Son of this Father—this 
Father who himself uniquely is King and 
Redeemer, and who decrees to exercise 
both his salvation of and triumph over 
the nations through none other than his 
Son. We express no disrespect for the Son 
when we observe that it is absolutely true 
that Jesus the Christ could not be who he 
is, nor could his mission be what it was, 
apart from his being the Son of the Father, 
begotten by the Father, and commissioned 
by the Father for his mission. We have no 
Savior who is not the Son of this Father.

I kept looking in the night visions, 
and behold, with the clouds of 
heaven One like a Son of Man was 
coming, and He came up to the 
Ancient of Days and was presented 

before Him. And to Him was given 
dominion, Glory and a kingdom, 
that all the peoples, nations and 
men of every language might serve 
Him. His dominion is an everlasting 
dominion which will not pass away; 
and His kingdom is one which will 
not be destroyed (Daniel 7:13-14).

Note that the language of “given” in v. 
14 indicates that the Son’s identity as the 
coming King of kings and Lord of lords 
depends on his being Son of this Ancient 
of Days.

  As these texts imply, it was the will of 
the Father in eternity past to send the Son 
into the world to be Savior and King. The 
historical Sonship of the Messiah, then, 
reflects the eternal relationship of the 
Sonship of the second Person of the Trin-
ity with his Father. Here, as elsewhere, 
the immanent Trinity takes priority over 
and explains the economic Trinity, Karl 
Rahner’s maxim notwithstanding.3 The 
identity of Jesus as Savior is inexplicable 
without reference to his being the eternal 
Son of the eternal Father, now begotten 
as the Christ, the incarnate Son of his 
Father.

  New Testament teaching, and par-
ticularly the teaching of Jesus himself, 
confirms that his identity as Son and Sav-
ior is dependent on his being sent by the 
Father. Over forty times in John’s gospel, 
Jesus mentions the fact that the Father 
has sent him to accomplish the mission 
he is here to do. Some instances might be 
understood as a “sending” that occurred 
during the incarnation itself. But not all. 

  Consider John 3:16-17:

For God so loved the world, that 
He gave His only begotten Son, 
that whoever believes in Him shall 
not perish, but have eternal life. For 
God did not send the Son into the 
world to judge the world, but that 
the world might be saved through 
Him.
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In John 6:38 Jesus says, “For I have come 
down from heaven, not to do My own 
will, but the will of Him who sent Me.” 
Similarly, Jesus says in John 10:36, “Do 
you say of Him, whom the Father sanc-
tified and sent into the world, ‘You are 
blaspheming,’ because I said, ‘I am the 
Son of God’?”

  So, it is clear that the Son obeyed the 
Father in heaven, in order to come from 
heaven and do the will of his Father in 
his earthly mission. He was the Son of 
the Father in heaven, and he obeyed his 
Father in coming from heaven. Therefore, 
his submission to the Father existed in 
eternity past and his role here as Son 
and Savior is only thereby rightly under-
stood.

Hear how Augustine discusses both 
the essential equality of the Father and 
Son, and the mission of the Son who was 
sent, in eternity past, to obey and carry 
out the will of the Father:

If however the reason why the Son is 
said to have been sent by the Father 
is simply that the one is the Father 
and the other the Son then there is 
nothing at all to stop us believing 
that the Son is equal to the Father 
and consubstantial and co-eternal, 
and yet that the Son is sent by the 
Father. Not because one is greater and 
the other less, but because one is the 
Father and the other the Son; one is 
the begetter, the other begotten; the 
first is the one from whom the sent 
one is; the other is the one who is 
from the sender. For the Son is from 
the Father, not the Father from the 
Son. In the light of this we can now 
perceive that the Son is not just said to 
have been sent because the Word became 
flesh, but that he was sent in order for 
the Word to become flesh, and by his 
bodily presence to do all that was 
written. That is, we should under-
stand that it was not just the man 
who the Word became that was sent, 
but that the Word was sent to become 
man. For he was not sent in virtue of 
some disparity of power or substance or 

anything in him that was not equal to the 
Father, but in virtue of the Son being 
from the Father, not the Father being 
from the Son.4

  While the Son was fully God—“con-
substantial and co-eternal” with the 
Father—yet he was sent, as Augustine 
says, “in order for the Word to become 
flesh.” This indicates the taxis, the order, in 
the Trinity prior to the incarnation, which 
taxis is manifest as he becomes incarnate 
and obeys the will of the Father. Apart 
from Jesus’ relationship to his Father, his 
identity as Savior sent into the world is 
inexplicable.

  And of course, this very reality of 
being in submission to the Father marks 
the Son’s relationship with the Father for 
all of eternity future. Recall the remark-
able words of 1 Cor 15:25-28:

For He must reign until He has put 
all His enemies under His feet. The 
last enemy that will be abolished 
is death. For he has put all things 
in subjection under his feet. But 
when He says, “All things are put 
in subjection,” it is evident that He 
is excepted who put all things in 
subjection to Him. When all things 
are subjected to Him, then the Son 
Himself also will be subjected to 
the One who subjected all things to 
Him, so that God may be all in all.

Regarding this text, the late Colin 
Gunton has commented, reflecting on the 
subjection of the Son to the Father. This 
description in 1 Cor 15:28, of the Son’s 
future subjection to the Father, has 

implications for what we may say 
about the being of God eternally, 
and would seem to suggest a subor-
dination of taxis—of ordering within 
the divine life—but not one of deity 
or regard. It is as truly divine to be 
the obedient self-giving Son as it is 
to be the Father who sends and the 
Spirit who renews and perfects.5 
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We are enabled to see here something 
of what constitutes the beauty, the wis-
dom, and the goodness of the relations 
among the Trinitarian Persons when we 
see the Son at work accomplishing the will 
of the Father. It is the nature of God both 
to exert authority and to obey in submis-
sion. And since this is the eternal nature 
of God, we may know that it is beautiful 
and it is good, and because of this, we are 
prompted to marvel a bit more at the glory 
that is our Triune God. Indeed, then, the 
Son’s identity is wrapped up essentially 
with his being the Son in submission to 
this Father.

Finally, listen afresh to the interchange 
Jesus had with his disciples at Caesarea 
Philippi:

Now when Jesus came into the 
district of Caesarea Philippi, He 
was asking His disciples, “Who 
do people say that the Son of Man 
is?” And they said, “Some say John 
the Baptist; and others, Elijah; but 
still others, Jeremiah, or one of the 
prophets.” He said to them, “But 
who do you say that I am?” Simon 
Peter answered, “You are the Christ, 
the Son of the living God.” And 
Jesus said to him, “Blessed are you, 
Simon Barjona, because flesh and 
blood did not reveal this to you, but 
My Father who is in heaven” (Matt 
16:13-17).

The identity of Jesus, the Christ, is impos-
sible to comprehend or account for apart 
from his relationship with the Father.

The Identity of Jesus and the Spirit 
 In addition, the identity of Jesus as 

Savior is inextricably tied to his being 
the Spirit-anointed Messiah, whose 
very Person requires the indwelling and 
empowering Spirit for him to be who he 
is and to accomplish what he has come to 
do. Consider some of the biblical teaching 
supporting this contention:

The angel said to her, “Do not be 
afraid, Mary; for you have found 
favor with God. And behold, you 
will conceive in your womb and 
bear a son, and you shall name 
Him Jesus. He will be great and 
will be called the Son of the Most 
High; and the Lord God will give 
Him the throne of His father David; 
and He will reign over the house 
of Jacob forever, and His kingdom 
will have no end.” Mary said to the 
angel, “How can this be, since I am 
a virgin?” The angel answered and 
said to her, “The Holy Spirit will 
come upon you, and the power of 
the Most High will overshadow you; 
and for that reason the holy Child 
shall be called the Son of God” (Luke 
1:30-35).

“I did not recognize Him, but so that 
He might be manifested to Israel, I 
came baptizing in water.” John testi-
fied saying, “I have seen the Spirit 
descending as a dove out of heaven, 
and He remained upon Him. I did 
not recognize Him, but He who sent 
me to baptize in water said to me, 
‘He upon whom you see the Spirit 
descending and remaining upon 
Him, this is the One who baptizes in 
the Holy Spirit.’ I myself have seen, 
and have testified that this is the Son 
of God” (John 1:31-34).

And He came to Nazareth, where He 
had been brought up; and as was His 
custom, He entered the synagogue 
on the Sabbath, and stood up to 
read. And the book of the prophet 
Isaiah was handed to Him. And He 
opened the book and found the place 
where it was written, “The Spirit of 
the Lord is upon Me, because He 
anointed Me to preach the gospel to 
the poor. He has sent Me to proclaim 
release to the captives, and recovery 
of sight to the blind, to set free those 
who are oppressed, to proclaim the 
favorable year of the Lord.” And He 
closed the book, gave it back to the 
attendant and sat down; and the 
eyes of all in the synagogue were 
fixed on Him. And He began to 
say to them, “Today this Scripture 
has been fulfilled in your hearing” 
(Luke 4:16-21).
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But if I cast out demons by the Spirit 
of God, then the kingdom of God 
has come upon you (Matt 12:28).

You know of Jesus of Nazareth, how 
God anointed Him with the Holy 
Spirit and with power, and how He 
went about doing good and healing 
all who were oppressed by the devil, 
for God was with Him (Acts 10:38).

  Jesus is none other than the Spirit-
anointed Messiah. His very conception 
as the God-man is supernaturally accom-
plished by the power of the Spirit (Luke 
1:35). His life is lived and his mission 
accomplished through the leading and 
empowerment of the Spirit (Luke 4:1, 14). 
If he casts out demons by the Spirit of 
God, then we know that the kingdom of 
God has come (Matt 12:28). None other 
than a Messiah who brings with him the 
Spirit is the true Messiah long-ago foretold 
(e.g., Isa 11:1-9; 42:1-9; 61:1-3). When he 
comes into Nazareth and announces his 
true identity to the townspeople of his 
upbringing, he selects from the prophet 
Isaiah, not Isa 53, but Isa 61. The Spirit 
of the Lord upon him demonstrates his 
authentic messianic identity. And, as the 
Spirit-anointed Messiah, he will then 
live his life and carry out his mission in 
the power of this Spirit (Acts 10:38). As 
Bobrinskoy writes, “Henceforth, Jesus 
will live our entire human existence with 
its anxieties, its temptations, its struggles, 
its sufferings and its joys. But it is in the 
Spirit that He will live His humanity as 
the Son of God in an unceasing, free obe-
dience to the Father.”6 

  The very identity of Jesus as the Christ 
is inexplicable apart from his relation-
ship with both the Father and the Spirit. 
The Father is the Father of the Son, and 
as such he commissions and sends his 
Son into the world to be and do what he 
calls him to. The Son, though, cannot be 

who he is apart from the anointing of the 
Spirit who brings him into being in the 
virgin conception within Mary, and then 
abides with him as the necessary pres-
ence and power of his messianic identity 
and ability.7 Cur Deus Trinus? Must God 
be triune for Christ to be our Savior? Yes 
indeed. The Trinity is necessary for the 
identity of Christ as Savior, and we will 
explore in the next section the necessity 
of the Trinity also to the efficacy of his 
atoning death.

The Trinity and the Efficacy of 
Christ’s Atoning Death

 The identity of Jesus as Messiah and 
Savior is tied, both historically and of 
necessity, to his relationships with the 
Father and Spirit, respectively. In addi-
tion, it is clear upon reflection that the 
efficacy of his atoning death is tied, both 
historically and of necessity, to the work of 
the Father and the Spirit, along with and 
through the Son, to effect our salvation. 
Just how is salvation dependent upon 
the saving God being triune? Consider 
the work of the Father, and of the Spirit, 
respectively, in relation to the question 
of the efficacy of the atoning work of 
Christ

The Efficacy of Christ’s Atonement 
and the Father

The efficacy of Christ’s atoning work 
is inextricably tied to his accomplish-
ing the work that the Father sent him to 
do, a work designed by the Father and 
carried out through the obedience and 
faithfulness of the Son. But when you 
ask, “Just whose work ultimately is this 
work of salvation?” or “Who designed 
the plan of salvation that is carried out 
historically in and through the cross and 
resurrection of Christ?” the answer from 
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Scripture, clearly, is that the Father is the 
grand architect, the wise designer, of our 
salvation, brought into actuality by the 
Son he commissioned and sent. Consider 
some of the evidence of the Father’s role 
as grand architect and wise designer of 
the salvation wrought in Christ.

  One of the clearest passages that indi-
cates that the Father in fact has designed 
and regulates all of creation and its history 
is Eph 1:3-14. Consider how Paul begins 
his praise to God by specifying the Father 
as the ultimate source from which all our 
blessings come: “Blessed be the God and 
Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has 
blessed us with every spiritual blessing 
in the heavenly places in Christ” (Eph 
1:3). Among the blessings, a very telling 
statement occurs in v. 9. Ephesians 1:9-12 
says,

He made known to us the mystery 
of His will, according to His kind 
intention which He purposed in 
Him with a view to an administra-
tion suitable to the fullness of the 
times, that is, the summing up of 
all things in Christ, things in the 
heavens and things on the earth. 
In Him also we have obtained an 
inheritance, having been predes-
tined according to His purpose who 
works all things after the counsel of 
His will, to the end that we who were 
the first to hope in Christ would be 
to the praise of His glory.

And similarly, notice how in Col 1:12ff 
Paul says that he is 

giving thanks to the Father, who 
has qualified us to share in the 
inheritance of the saints in Light. 
For He rescued us from the domain 
of darkness, and transferred us to 
the kingdom of His beloved Son, 
in whom we have redemption, the 
forgiveness of sins.

Of course, Paul continues the same line of 
thought indicating that creation (Col 1:16) 
and ultimate reconciliation (Col 1:20) are 

done “by” or “in” or “through” the Son 
as he carries out the will of the Father. 
It is clear, then, that the Father is said to 
have worked through the Son in creation, 
redemption, and ultimate reconciliation of 
all things to himself.

 Along with the clear indications that 
the work of the Son is designed by the 
Father, we also have an abundance of 
statements from the Son himself that 
he was not here to do his own will, or 
accomplish his own work, but to fulfill the 
will and work of his Father. Of the many 
texts we could consider, look carefully at 
this one:

“I have many things to speak and to 
judge concerning you, but He who 
sent Me is true; and the things which 
I heard from Him, these I speak to the 
world.” They did not realize that He 
had been speaking to them about 
the Father. So Jesus said, “When you 
lift up the Son of Man, then you will 
know that I am He, and I do nothing 
on My own initiative, but I speak these 
things as the Father taught Me. “And 
He who sent Me is with Me; He has 
not left Me alone, for I always do the 
things that are pleasing to Him” (John 
8:26-29; emphasis added).

There is not a hint in Jesus’ self-under-
standing or teaching that differs with the 
themes announced here. From beginning 
to end, he came to do the will of his Father. 
All the way to the Garden of Gethsemane, 
when in agony he cried “not my will but 
Yours be done,” he accomplished, in every 
word spoken, every action performed, 
every attitude and motive of heart, always 
and only the will of the Father. Indeed, it 
is only because of his absolute obedience 
that it can be said, as Paul declares in 2 
Cor 5:21, “God made Christ who knew no 
sin to be sin for us, that we might become 
the righteousness of God in him.” Or, as 
stated in Phil 2:8, Christ “was obedient 
to the point of death, even death on the 
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cross.” So verse 9: “Therefore, God highly 
exalted him . . . .” We conclude, then, that 
the efficacy of the atoning work of Christ 
is dependent upon the Father’s design of 
our redemption, his commissioning of his 
Son to come and accomplish the salvation 
he planned, and on the Son obeying, every 
moment of every day of his life, always 
and only the will of his Father. Indeed, 
the efficacy of the atoning work of Christ 
is impossible without Christ’s relationship 
to the Father.

 But one further point must be seen 
and stressed if we are to understand the 
necessary relationship of the Father to 
the efficacy of Christ’s atoning death. 
It is only by the work of the Father that 
his (i.e., the Father’s) own justice against 
our sin, in Christ, is met. That is, Christ’s 
death could not have atoned for sin had 
not the Father judged our sin in his Son. 
This, I take it, is the heart of what Rom 
3:23-26 is about:

[F]or all have sinned and fall short 
of the glory of God, being justified 
as a gift by His grace through the 
redemption which is in Christ Jesus; 
whom God displayed publicly as a 
propitiation in His blood through 
faith. This was to demonstrate His 
righteousness, because in the for-
bearance of God He passed over the 
sins previously committed; for the 
demonstration, I say, of His righ-
teousness at the present time, so that 
He would be just and the justifier of 
the one who has faith in Jesus.

The Father displayed Christ as the satis-
faction for sin in his blood, to be received 
by faith. The imputation of our sin to 
Christ (2 Cor 5:21) and the judgment of 
our sin in Christ (Rom 3:25) was the work 
of the Father, without which the death of 
Christ could not have accomplished the 
atoning benefit that it has, through faith 
in him.

The Efficacy of Christ’s Atonement 
and the Spirit

 The efficacy of Christ’s atoning work 
is inextricably tied to his being the Spirit-
anointed Messiah, whose very obedience, 
miracles, and fulfillment of the Father’s 
will requires the indwelling and empow-
ering Spirit for him to accomplish what 
he came to do. 

 One must ask the question, “Why is 
so much emphasis laid throughout the 
Scriptures on the identity of the Messiah 
being Spirit-anointed?” As we saw previ-
ously, Jesus’ self-understanding, and the 
OT prophetic tradition, laid emphasis 
on the true Messiah as none other than 
the Spirit-anointed Messiah. But, why 
this Spirit? Since Jesus is fully God, what 
possibly could the Spirit of God add to 
him? Certainly, the Spirit of God cannot 
add to or assist or empower the divine 
nature of Jesus, per se. But, Jesus came as 
the second Adam, the Seed of Abraham, 
the Son of David, and as such, he lived 
his life as a man. In living his life as a 
man, what could the Spirit of God add to 
the human nature of Christ? Answer: So 
very much!

  One very telling text is one we consid-
ered also earlier. Think again about Matt 
12:28: “But if I cast out demons by the 
Spirit of God, then the kingdom of God 
has come upon you.” Although Jesus was 
God incarnate and as such possessed full 
divine power and authority to cast out this 
demon by the resource of his own divine 
nature, yet he specifically indicates that 
he cast out this demon by the power of 
the Spirit. Precisely because he was the 
Spirit-anointed Messiah, shown here by 
performing this miracle in the power of 
the Spirit, he then can affirm that this 
action testifies to the fact that the kingdom 
of God has now come. Since the King of 
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this kingdom would be none other than 
the Spirit-anointed Messiah (e.g., Isa 11:1-5 
with its “stem of Jesse” with Luke 1:32-
33), and since Jesus’ miracle showed him 
acting in the power of the Spirit, this mir-
acle demonstrated that the long-awaited 
kingdom had come. But all this requires, 
then, that Jesus act in his human nature, 
empowered by the Spirit, rather than act 
by his divine power and authority. The 
Spirit, then, adds supernatural power and 
enablement to this Son of David, the long-
awaited human king of Israel.

 How was Jesus, in the end, able to 
accept the will of the Father “for the joy 
set before him” and endure “the cross, 
despising the shame” and sit down at the 
right hand of the throne of his Father (Heb 
12:2)? The writer of Hebrews had already 
answered this earlier. Hebrews 9:14 says, 
“how much more will the blood of Christ, 
who through the eternal Spirit offered Him-
self without blemish to God, cleanse your 
conscience from dead works to serve the 
living God?” (emphasis added). Yes, Jesus 
lived his life and performed his miracles 
and fulfilled the will of his Father, all 
through the empowerment of the Spirit. 
Hawthorne is correct when he writes, 
“It was as the Bearer of the Spirit that he 
consciously stood as the champion of God 
in the battle with Satan.”8 

  Lest you think we are extrapolat-
ing beyond the data, consider just how 
comprehensive is the empowerment of 
the Spirit in enabling Jesus to perform 
his miracles and fulfill the work the 
Father had given him to do. Listen again 
to the statement of Peter to Cornelius, 
summarizing the whole of Jesus’ life and 
ministry:

You know of Jesus of Nazareth, how 
God anointed Him with the Holy 
Spirit and with power, and how He 
went about doing good and healing 

all who were oppressed by the devil, 
for God was with Him (Acts 10:38)

If Peter chooses to summarize the life, 
work, miracles, and ministry of Jesus as 
being done by the power of the Spirit, it 
seems to me we should learn from him 
and follow suit.

Conclusion
  The very efficacy of the atoning work 

of Christ is inexplicable apart from his 
relationship with both the Father and the 
Spirit. The Father is the Father of the Son, 
and as such he commissions and sends 
his Son into the world to be and do that 
to which he calls him. The design of salva-
tion is the Father’s, and the justice brought 
to bear against our sin was executed by 
the Father. The Son, though, could not 
accomplish the obedience and perform 
the works that he did apart from the 
anointing of the Spirit who abides with 
him as the necessary presence and power 
of his messianic identity and ability. Cur 
Deus Trinus? Must God be triune for 
Christ to be a Savior? Indeed, the Trinity 
is necessary for the identity of Christ as 
Savior, and the Trinity is necessary also 
for the efficacy of his atoning death. The 
God of salvation, then, can be none other 
than the triune God of the Bible.
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Trinitarian concerns loom large in B. B. 
Warfield.1 First and foremost a “Chris-
tologian,” yet as an heir of the best of 
reformed orthodoxy, Warfield manifests 
throughout his works an enthusiastic and 
robust Trinitarianism. He acknowledges 
his indebtedness to the tradition—e.g., 
Tertullian, Augustine, the Nicene Creed, 
Calvin, and the Puritans—but Warfield 
does not merely rehash the work of those 
who went before him. Both in method 
of exposition and in substance, Warfield 
offers substantive contribution to the 
discussion. 

Biblical Approach: The Revelation 
of the Trinity
Progressive Revelation

 The common approach to the doctrine 
of the Trinity involves a successive exami-
nation of the following propositions: (1) 
There is but one God; (2) the Father is 
God, the Son is God, and the Spirit is God; 
(3) the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit are 
distinct persons. These more traditional 
propositions, found commonly with 
slight variations in the standard theologi-
cal texts, are useful for Warfield, and he 
summarizes them at various points.2 But 
he gives comparatively little attention to 
them. His treatment of these familiar lines 
of argument are relatively brief and not of 
primary interest for him. For Warfield, the 
Trinity is a mysterious truth about God 
that was progressively revealed with and 
because of the unfolding of his purpose 
in grace. Full benefit from the doctrine 
is not found in a systematic presentation 
of its static, constituent elements but in 

observing its progressive revelation in 
gospel history. Accordingly, Warfield’s 
primary method of treating this doctrine 
is exegetical and redemptive-historical. 

 Warfield takes this approach in his 
article entitled “God,” written for the 
Bible Dictionary (1898). But here he states 
his case only concisely and in broad 
strokes. It is spelled out more fully in his 
article “Trinity,” written originally for the 
International Standard Bible Encyclopedia 
(ISBE, 1915).3 Warfield emphasizes that the 
doctrine of the Trinity is purely revealed 
truth. It is a truth about God that is neither 
discovered nor discoverable by natural 
reason. Nor is it provable by human rea-
son. Nor are there any analogies to it in 
nature or even man himself who is created 
in God’s image. “In His trinitarian mode 
of being, God is unique; and, as there is 
nothing in the universe like Him in this 
respect, so there is nothing which can 
help us to comprehend Him.”4 This truth 
we know solely on the grounds of divine 
self-disclosure.

 Warfield rehearses the attempts of 
those theological worthies of the past, 
including Jonathan Edwards (1703–1758), 
to establish God’s tri-unity on rational 
grounds. But he concludes that they all 
have failed to achieve their goal. Their 
contributions lie at most in lending ratio-
nal “support” to the doctrine and are of 
value only “once that doctrine has been 
given us.” These attempts are an aid to 
our understanding once the truth itself is 
conceived. Indeed, they enrich our under-
standing of God and prove very satisfying 
to the believing human mind. 

B. B. Warfield on the Trinity
Fred Zaspel
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Difficult, therefore, as the idea of the 
Trinity in itself is, it does not come 
to us as an added burden upon our 
intelligence; it brings us rather the 
solution of the deepest and most per-
sistent difficulties in our conception 
of God as infinite moral Being, and 
illuminates, enriches and elevates all 
our thought of God. It has accord-
ingly become a commonplace to 
say that Christian theism is the only 
stable theism. That is as much as to 
say that theism requires the enrich-
ing conception of the Trinity to give 
it a permanent hold upon the human 
mind—the mind finds it difficult to 
rest in the idea of an abstract unity 
for its God; and that the human 
heart cries out for the living God in 
whose Being there is that fulness of 
life for which the conception of the 
Trinity alone provides.5

For Warfield, only divine revelation can 
establish and demonstrate this doctrine.

 Further, God’s tri-unity is not evident 
merely on the plane of general revelation. 
This “ineffable truth” requires special 
revelation. General revelation teaches us 
that God is, and it teaches us many of his 
necessary attributes, such as his power 
and glory. But to know this high truth 
requires more specific and more detailed 
information than available in the created 
order. 

 Moreover, if God is triune, it would be 
expected to see at least hints of this even 
in his self-disclosure throughout the Old 
Testament dispensation. “It is a plain mat-
ter of fact that none who have depended 
on the revelation embodied in the Old 
Testament alone have ever attained to 
the doctrine of the Trinity.” But for one 
“already acquainted with the doctrine,” 
it is entirely reasonable to expect to find 
indications of it in that older revelation. 
At this point Warfield briefly summarizes 
the Old Testament Trinitarian evidences 
that are found commonly in the standard 
theological works: the plural form of the 

divine name, the use of plural pronouns 
and plural verbs in reference to God, 
those passages which seem to distinguish 
between God and God, the threefold 
liturgical formulas, the personification of 
the Wisdom and Word and Spirit of God, 
and the “remarkable phenomena” con-
nected with the appearances of the angel 
of Jehovah.6 In light of all these factors, 
Warfield argues, 

[T]he Trinitarian interpretation 
remains the most natural one. This 
is not an illegitimate reading of 
the New Testament ideas back into 
the text of the Old Testament; it is 
only reading the text of the Old 
Testament under the illumination 
of the New Testament revelation. 
The Old Testament may be likened 
to a chamber richly furnished but 
dimly lighted; the introduction of 
light brings into it nothing which 
was not in it before; but it brings out 
into clearer view much of what is in 
it but was only dimly or even not at 
all perceived before. The mystery 
of the Trinity is not revealed in the 
Old Testament; but the mystery of 
the Trinity underlies the Old Testa-
ment revelation, and here and there 
almost comes into view.7

 Warfield gives only this passing atten-
tion to the Old Testament evidence for 
the doctrine. He acknowledges that all 
this remains inconclusive and cannot by 
itself establish firmly the doctrine of the 
Trinity. The Old Testament reflects the 
doctrine that is more clearly revealed by 
the New Testament writers, but it does not 
establish it so clearly on its own. However, 
in separate articles he discusses the Old 
Testament teaching regarding the deity 
of the Messiah and the deity and distinct 
personality of the Holy Spirit, essays in 
which he lays out impressively the basic 
evidence for Trinitarianism provided in 
the Old Testament Scriptures.8 

 St ill he observes that when we 
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approach the New Testament we notice 
that its inspired writers speak more freely 
of the one God as Father, Son, and Spirit. 
That which was latent and discernable 
in the Old Testament becomes patent in 
the New Testament. The New Testament 
writers betray no sense of caution, no hint 
that they are presenting any new truth, 
much less a new “god” or two new “gods.” 
Their monotheism is intense (John 5:44; 
17:3; 1 Tim 1:17; 2:5; 6:15). They worship 
and proclaim the God of Israel, and their 
insistence on the unity of this God is as 
strong as that of the older prophets. And 
yet when they proclaim this same Jehovah 
as Father, Son, and Spirit, there is clearly 
no lurking suspicion on their part that 
they are innovators. They freely apply Old 
Testament passages equally to Father, Son, 
and Spirit and feel no distance between 
themselves and their Jewish forebears. 
“The God of the Old Testament was their 
God, and their God was a Trinity; and 
their sense of the identity of the two was 
so complete that no question as to it was 
raised in their minds.”9 

 This confidence on the part of the 
New Testament writers is significant. If 
they feel no sense of novelty in speaking 
of this one God in three persons, it is at 
least in part because this was, in fact, not 
a new doctrine to them or to those who 
heard them. In other words, we witness in 
the New Testament writings not the birth 
of a new conception of God but a firmly 
established conception of God underlying 
and giving its tone to the whole fabric. 
This explains why in the New Testament 
we do not find the doctrine of the Trin-
ity established merely by select verses 
here or there; rather, we find a document 
and a community which is Trinitarian to 
the core. God’s tri-unity is presupposed 
throughout. Allusions meet us without 

controversy at every turn, allusions that 
reveal no problem in affirming God’s 
triune identity. From the earliest New 
Testament writings to the last, religious 
adoration and worship is freely given to 
one God who exists in three persons. “The 
doctrine of the Trinity does not appear in 
the New Testament in the making, but as 
already made.”10 Just as this truth was not 
revealed but only alluded to in the Old 
Testament, so it is established by allusion 
in the New Testament, even if these allu-
sions are more frequent and more clear. 
But it is not a doctrine taught, as such, 
so much as it is a doctrine presupposed 
and already universally accepted in the 
Christian community.

 It is important for Warfield, for polemi-
cal reasons, to establish that Trinitarian-
ism was part and parcel of the theological 
consciousness of the primitive church. In 
his day Adolf von Harnack (1851-1930), his 
disciple Arthur C. McGiffert (1861-1933), 
and others had argued influentially that 
the primitive faith of Christianity had 
undergone great change until the fifth 
century, by which time it had become a 
dogmatic and philosophical religion.11 
Trinitarian and incarnational theology 
were the result of Greek philosophi-
cal thought in the church in contrast to 
the simple ethical religion of Jesus and 
the early church. The original church, 
so it was taught, knew nothing of such 
metaphysical dogmas. Warfield saw all 
this as striking at Christianity’s heart 
and as threatening its very character as a 
redemptive religion, and it was important 
to him to demonstrate that the notion of 
plurality in unity—Trinitarianism—was 
already the settled, common faith of the 
aboriginal church, even if that common 
faith had not yet achieved formal state-
ment. 
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 Warfield develops this notion in detail 
in his “God our Father and the Lord 
Jesus Christ,” in which he examines the 
phrase (“God our Father and the Lord 
Jesus Christ”) and its slight variations as 
they appear in Paul’s epistles (Rom 1:7; 
1 Cor 1:3; 2 Cor 1:2; Gal 1:1, 3; Eph 1:2; 
6:23; Phil 1:2; Col 1:2; 1 Thess 1:1; 2 Thess 
1:1-2; Phlm 1:3; 1 Tim 1:2; 2 Tim 1:2; and 
Titus 1:4).12 Warfield notes first that this 
phrase, so commonly employed by the 
apostle, appears to be one already in long 
use among Christians generally. “All the 
articles have been rubbed off, and with 
them all other accessories; and it stands 
out in its baldest elements as just ‘God 
Father and Lord Jesus Christ.’” This mode 
of speaking of God evidently can as eas-
ily be reversed, as in Gal 1:1, where Paul 
describes the divine origin of his apostle-
ship as “through Jesus Christ and God the 
Father.” What is striking here is that God 
is referred to as “Jesus Christ and God the 
Father,” and for Warfield the Trinitarian 
overtones are unmistakable. Similarly, in 
each occurrence of this phrase, the apostle 
is invoking divine blessing. He is pray-
ing that “grace, mercy, and peace” will 
be given “from God our Father and Lord 
Jesus Christ.” Again, the divine source 
of blessing is spoken of in terms of both 
Christ and the Father. His prayer is not 
merely that the grace of God will come 
channeled through Jesus Christ. No, his 
prayer is that this grace will come from 
God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ 
together, as the conjoint object addressed 
in his petition.” The God of blessing is 
freely spoken of in terms of a plurality. 
Two persons are brought together in clos-
est possible relation, yet they are not abso-
lutely identified. They both are God, yet 
they are distinct persons. “The two, God 
our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ, are 

steadily recognized as two, and are stat-
edly spoken of by the distinguishing des-
ignations of ‘God’ and ‘Lord.’ But they are 
equally steadily envisaged as one, and are 
stately combined as the common source 
of every spiritual blessing.” Accordingly, 
they are united under the single govern-
ing preposition, “from”—“Grace to you 
and peace from God our Father and the 
Lord Jesus Christ.” Further, this God 
spoken of in plural terms is yet spoken 
of in singular terms also. Warfield cites 
four passages (1 Thess 3:11; 5:23; 2 Thess 
2:16; 3:16) in which the pronoun “himself” 
(autos) is employed and determines that 
“the autos is to be construed with the 
whole subject”—“God” and “Lord.” Both 
the plurality and the unity are maintained 
as God is referred to as “our Lord Jesus 
Christ and God our Father Himself.”13 

All this is to say, simply, that God 
the Father and the Lord Jesus Christ are 
essentially one, yet personally distinct, 
and, thus, that Trinitarianism is embed-
ded in the very language of the earliest of 
Christian slogans. It is not formally taught 
in the pages of the New Testament as 
much as it is presupposed everywhere. It 
was the very natural and universal mode 
of reference to Him, and the language 
reflects a doctrine that was common 
property to Christians everywhere, a 
firmly established understanding of the 
being of God. 

 Warfield finds all this summarized 
nicely in 1 Cor 8:4-6 where Paul’s argu-
ment rests on his firm assertion of mono-
theism: “there is no God but one” (v. 4). 
This assertion governs Paul’s point: there 
is only one God. False gods and lords are 
many (v. 5), but there is only one God. But 
Paul reaffirms this statement of monothe-
ism in language that reflects a settled 
Trinitarian understanding of God: “yet for 
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us there is but one God, the Father . . . , and 
there is but one Lord, Jesus Christ” (v. 6). 
Two are mentioned, but his point in it is 
to refute pagan polytheism: “there is but 
one God—the Father and the Lord Jesus 
Christ. This is the only God who exists.” 
Paul could hardly be understood as say-
ing that these two Gods demonstrate that 
there is only one God. His point, clearly, is 
that these two who are God, are one God, 
the only God who is.14 Again, the language 
reflects a firmly established Trinitarian 
understanding that was shared by Chris-
tians universally.

 The explanation for this “presupposed 
Trinitarianism” is evident. God’s tri-unity 
was not revealed merely in word but in 
fact and in deed. The apostolic company 
and that first generation of Christians 
did not learn of the Trinity in a book or 
an apostolic letter. No, they had been 
personally acquainted with the incar-
nate Son; they were deeply convinced 
of his absolute deity, and on this pivot 
“the whole Christian conception of God 
turned.” Their “eyes had seen and their 
hands had handled the word of life” (1 
John 1:1) and had heard Him speak of 
“Father, Son, and Spirit.” Moreover, they 
had themselves witnessed and expe-
rienced the outpouring of the Spirit of 
God. At Christ’s baptism, they heard the 
Father speak and saw the Spirit descend 
as a dove. They heard the Father on the 
Mount of Transfiguration. They had seen 
first-hand that God had sent his Son to 
redeem and his Spirit to replace him. “In 
the missions of the Son and Spirit”15 God’s 
tri-unity had been specially revealed. It 
was revealed personally and in fact, and 
the New Testament bears witness to this 
experience, not only in its recording of 
the events but also in its very natural, 
frequent, unguarded, and unchallenged 

allusions to the Triune God.

Gospel Revelation
 All this brings Warfield to the point 

that for him is most significant: God’s tri-
unity is a matter of gospel revelation. This 
explains why the Trinity is not disclosed 
in the general revelation of the created 
order—“nature has nothing to say about 
redemption.” This explains further why 
the Trinity was not clearly revealed in 
the Old Testament—God’s redemptive 
program was not yet ready to be fulfilled. 
It had been revealed clearly that God was 
a saving God who would Himself come 
to the rescue of his people, but it had not 
been so clearly revealed that this God is 
one with the anointed King who was to 
come or that this anointed King is one 
with the atoning Servant. “It required 
the fulfilment to weave together all the 
threads of the great revelation into one 
marvelous portraiture.”16 In short, the 
revelation of the Trinity awaited the rev-
elation of the gospel. 

 More specifically, it was the gospel of 
grace, the outworking of God’s saving 
plan, that God was first concerned to 
reveal; and it is only in the revelation of 
this saving purpose that God’s tri-unity 
is made known also. In this sense, the 
doctrine of the Trinity, important as it is 
in itself, is “incidental” to the gospel. Its 
revelation became necessary only in the 
outworking of redemption. The promise 
and long hope of Israel was that God 
himself would come and bring deliver-
ance to his people and dwell with them, 
and it is in the fulfilling of that promise 
that He reveals Himself and we learn of 
God the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. In 
other words, God’s highest self-disclosure 
is a gospel revelation. God the Father 
sends his Son. The Son willingly obeys 



63

his Father as he comes to redeem. And 
the Spirit is sent from the Father and Son 
to apply the merits of Christ’s work to his 
people. From beginning to end, salvation 
is a work of the Triune God, and in the 
fulfilling of this divine purpose of grace 
God’s tri-unity is disclosed. Indeed, apart 
from this there is no need for such revela-
tion. “The doctrine of the Trinity, in other 
words, is simply the modification wrought 
in the conception of the one and only God 
by his complete revelation of Himself in 
the redemptive process.”17

 Accordingly, the bulk of the apostolic 
Trinitarian statements and allusions are 
soteriological both in form and in sub-
stance. For example, in his hymn of praise 
Paul traces the Christian’s soteric bless-
ings back to the Father who chose and 
predestined us, Christ who redeemed us 
by his blood, and the Holy Spirit who seals 
us for our final inheritance (Eph 1:3-14). 
The Ephesian hymn is Trinitarian, to be 
sure, for the God who is thanked is Father, 
Son, and Holy Spirit. But the structure is 
soteriological. God’s tri-unity is a redemp-
tive truth, a gospel revelation.

 Similarly, in the apostolic benediction 
(2 Cor 13:14) “the three highest redemp-
tive blessings are brought together, 
and attached distributively to the three 
Persons of the Triune God.” Again, Paul 
“habitually thinks of this Divine source 
of redemptive blessings after a trinal 
fashion.” So also when the apostle traces 
to the source of the “spiritual gifts” given 
to each believer, he sees standing behind 
them “the same Spirit,” “the same Lord,” 
and “the same God” (1 Cor 12:4-6). The 
benefits of grace stem from the workings 
of the triune God. The apostle Peter fol-
lows a similar pattern. In greeting his 
fellow pilgrims he designates them, “elect 
according to the foreknowledge of God 

the Father, in sanctification of the Spirit, 
for obedience and sprinkling of the blood 
of Jesus Christ” (1 Pet 1:2). Warfield treats 
a few of these passages as samples, and 
he references many others. His purpose 
is primarily to demonstrate that the New 
Testament writers spoke of God as tri-
une with an “unstudied naturalness and 
simplicity” and that this presupposition 
underlay all of their thinking.18

 “Accordingly, the doctrine of the 
Trinity and the doctrine of redemption, 
historically, stand or fall together.” It is 
no surprise to Warfield that Unitarianism 
would teach a Pelagian anthropology and 
a Socinian soteriology. Drawing again 
from his acquaintance with the history 
of theological progress, Warfield observes 
that in the absence of a doctrine of the 
Trinity, there is an absence of a doctrine 
of redemption also. “It is in this intimacy 
of relation between the doctrines of the 
Trinity and redemption that the ultimate 
reason lies why the Christian church 
could not rest until it had attained a defi-
nite and well-compacted doctrine of the 
Trinity. Nothing else could be accepted as 
an adequate foundation for the experience 
of the Christian salvation.”19 Sabellianism 
and Arianism, for example, could not 
satisfy the biblical data regarding God’s 
nature and relations. But their problem 
goes further—they could not satisfy the 
data of the Christian’s consciousness of 
salvation. Thus, Warfield finds it only 
natural that it was as the discussions of 
the early Christian theologians and apolo-
gists shifted “from the cosmological to the 
soteriological aspect of Christian truth,” 
that the early Logos speculations were 
supplanted by a clearer doctrine of the 
Trinity. Playing off Augustine’s famous 
quote, Warfield states, “Here too the heart 
of man was restless until it found its rest 
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in the Triune God, the author, procurer 
and applier of salvation.”20 

 For the Christian a Trinitarian concept 
of God is a necessary one, if this concept 
of God is to correspond to our own experi-
ence of salvation. This, at bottom, is what 
gives the doctrine its significance to the 
Christian. For Calvin and all the Reform-
ers, as for every Christian since the very 
beginning of Christianity, “the nerve of 
the doctrine was its implication in the 
experience of salvation, in the Christian’s 
certainty that the Redeeming Christ and 
Sanctifying Spirit are each Divine Per-
sons.”21 As Warfield summarizes,

The Trinity of the Persons of the God-
head, shown in the incarnation and 
the redemptive work of God the Son, 
and the descent and saving work of 
God the Spirit, is thus everywhere 
assumed in the New Testament, and 
comes to repeated fragmentary but 
none the less emphatic and illumi-
nating expression in its pages. As 
the roots of its revelation are set in 
the threefold Divine causality of the 
saving process, it naturally finds an 
echo also in the consciousness of 
everyone who has experienced this 
salvation. Every redeemed soul, 
knowing himself reconciled with 
God through His Son, and quick-
ened into newness of life by His 
Spirit, turns alike to Father, Son and 
Spirit with the exclamation of rev-
erent gratitude upon his lips, “My 
Lord and my God!” If he could not 
construct the doctrine of the Trinity 
out of his consciousness of salvation, 
yet the elements of his conscious-
ness of salvation are interpreted to 
him and reduced to order only by 
the doctrine of the Trinity which he 
finds underlying and giving their 
significance and consistency to the 
teaching of the Scriptures as to the 
processes of salvation. By means 
of this doctrine he is able to think 
clearly and consequently of his 
threefold relation to the saving God, 
experienced by Him as Fatherly love 
sending a Redeemer, as redeeming 
love executing redemption, as sav-
ing love applying redemption: all 

manifestations in distinct methods 
and by distinct agencies of the one 
seeking and saving love of God. 
Without the doctrine of the Trinity, 
his conscious Christian life would 
be thrown into confusion and left in 
disorganization if not, indeed, given 
an air of unreality; with the doctrine 
of the Trinity, order, significance and 
reality are brought to every element 
of it.22

The Teaching of Christ
 As we might expect, a strong sense of 

Trinitarianism pervades and underlies the 
teaching of Jesus, and it is here that those 
first Christians, no doubt, learned most 
precisely how to speak of God as triune. 
But as with his apostles, the Trinitarian-
ism of Jesus’ teaching reflects more than 
teaches the doctrine. Nonetheless, the 
Trinitarianism that is reflected in Jesus’ 
teaching is a fully-developed Trinitari-
anism. Warfield cites evidence primarily 
from the Gospel of John, chiefly the upper 
room discourse (John 13-17), and from the 
great commission of Matt 28:19-20.

 In Jesus’ teaching in the Gospel of John, 
Warfield finds all the essentials of Chris-
tian Trinitarian theology. “I and the Father 
are one,” Jesus declares (10:30). There is a 
plurality of persons (“are”) and singleness 
of being (“one,” neuter singular). Christ is 
“one” with the Father (10:30; 17:11, 21, 22, 
25) and shares a “unity of interpenetra-
tion” (16:10-11), an essential oneness (8:58), 
and co-eternality in glory (17:5) with the 
Father. “His eternal home is in the depths 
of the Divine Being,” and yet He and the 
Father are personally distinct (8:42). All 
this is true in relation to the Spirit also. 
“It would be impossible to speak more 
distinctly of three who were yet one.” 
The Son makes request of the Father. The 
Spirit is “another comforter”—another like 
Jesus, granted, but “another” nonetheless. 
These three are kept distinct. “And yet the 



65

oneness of these three is so kept in sight 
that the coming of this ‘another Advocate’ 
is spoken of without embarrassment as 
the coming of the Son Himself (14:18, 19, 
20, 21), and indeed as the coming of the 
Father and the Son (14:23).” Warfield sum-
marizes, “There is a distinction between 
the Persons brought into view; and with it 
an identity among them; for both of which 
allowance must be made.”23 

 In the great commission Warfield 
finds “the nearest approach to a formal 
announcement of the doctrine of the 
Trinity which is recorded from our Lord’s 
lips, or, perhaps we may say, which is to 
be found in the whole compass of the 
New Testament.” Specifically, of course, 
Warfield refers to the baptismal formula, 
“in the name of the Father and of the 
Son and of the Holy Spirit” (Matt 28:19). 
Just as the “determining impulse” in the 
formulation of the doctrine of the Trin-
ity in the early church was “the church’s 
profound conviction of the absolute Deity 
of Christ,” so also the baptismal formula 
was its “guiding principle.” Here the 
Lord Jesus does not speak of “the names” 
(plural), as though the three were entirely 
separate beings. Nor does he speak of “the 
name of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit,” 
as though these were three designations 
of the same person. “With stately impres-
siveness it asserts the unity of the three by 
combining them all within the bounds of 
the single Name; and then throws up into 
emphasis the distinctness of each by intro-
ducing them in turn with the repeated 
article: ‘In the name of the Father, and of 
the Son, and of the Holy Ghost.’”24 There 
is distinction, but distinction within 
unity. Further significance is seen in the 
expression “the name.” “The name,” in 
Jewish contexts, was understood clearly 
as reference to God—so also in the bap-

tismal formula. 

When, therefore, Our Lord com-
manded His disciples to baptize 
those whom they brought to His 
obedience “into the name of . . . ,” 
He was using language charged to 
them with high meaning. He could 
not have been understood otherwise 
than as substituting for the Name 
of Jehovah this other Name “of the 
Father, and of the Son, and of the 
Holy Ghost”; and this could not 
possibly have meant to His disciples 
anything else than that Jehovah was 
now to be known to them by the new 
Name, of the Father, and the Son, 
and the Holy Ghost. The only alter-
native would have been that, for the 
community which He was found-
ing, Jesus was supplanting Jehovah 
by a new God; and this alternative 
is no less than monstrous. There is 
no alternative, therefore, to under-
standing Jesus here to be giving 
for His community a new Name to 
Jehovah and that new Name to be 
the threefold Name of “the Father, 
and the Son, and the Holy Ghost.” . 
. . This is a direct ascription to Jeho-
vah the God of Israel, of a threefold 
personality, and is therewith the 
direct enunciation of the doctrine 
of the Trinity.25

 In another context Warfield summa-
rizes crisply that the baptismal formula 
alone, in continued use, would guide 
Christians everywhere to Trinitarianism. 
It keeps before them the notions of the 
unity of God and the deity and distinct-
ness of both Christ and the Spirit.26 The 
Three are the one God. 

Theological Formulations: The 
Christian Doctrine of the Trinity
Historical Development

 Due to the complexity of the questions 
involved in the issue and the uniqueness 
of the doctrine itself, Warfield assumes, 
Trinitarian theology achieved its full, 
formal statement only slowly. He notes the 
struggle of the early Christian theologians 
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to give full weight to both the distinction 
of Persons in and the unity of the God-
head. In his lengthy three-part article, 
“Tertullian and the Beginnings of the 
Doctrine of the Trinity,” Warfield sets out 
to delineate the “inestimable service” that 
Tertullian (ca. 155–225) rendered to the 
church in this regard,27 and he observes,

[N]o one earlier than Tertullian and 
few besides Tertullian, prior to the 
outbreak of the Arian controversy, 
seem to have succeeded in giving 
anything like a tenable expression 
to this potential Trinitarianism. If 
Tertullian may not be accredited 
with the invention of the doctrine 
of the Trinity, it may yet be that it 
was through him that the elements 
of this doctrine first obtained some-
thing like a scientific adjustment, 
and that he may not unfairly, there-
fore, be accounted its originator, in 
a sense somewhat similar to that in 
which Augustine may be accounted 
the originator of the doctrines of 
original sin and sovereign grace, 
Anselm of the doctrine of satisfac-
tion, and Luther that of justification 
by faith.28

Warfield acknowledges that Tertullian 
was never quite free of the Logos specu-
lations that so dominated the Christian 
world of his day, but he labors to show 
how Tertullian pushed the contents of 
these speculations to their limits and 
beyond. “The Logos Christology, in other 
words, was stretched by him beyond its 
tether and was already passing upward in 
his construction to something better.”29 

 Tertullian was forced to “establish the 
true and complete deity of Jesus, and at 
the same time the reality of His distinct-
ness as the Logos from the fontal-deity, 
without creating two Gods.” Warfield 
comments that “this is, on the face of it, 
precisely the problem of the Trinity. And 
so far as Tertullian succeeded in it, he 
must be recognized as the father of the 

Church doctrine of the Trinity.” But he 
also acknowledges that Tertullian was not 
entirely successful in this task. Warfield 
notes five areas of thought which Tertul-
lian held in common with Logos specula-
tions, all of which mar his doctrine of the 
Trinity to some extent. First, he held with 
them the “fundamental conception out 
of which the Logos doctrine grows—the 
conception of the transcendence of God 
above all possibility of direct relation 
with a world of time and space.” That 
is, “the invisible God,” as He is in Him-
self, cannot be manifested in this world. 
His “invisibility,” or what we might call 
transcendent majesty, precludes such 
revelation. Second, Tertullian held “with 
equal heartiness” that the Logos is “the 
world-form,” a “prolation” or mediating 
form of the invisible God. This mode of 
thinking had been inherited from earlier 
Gnostic influences and tendencies. Third, 
Tertullian also held “the consequent view 
that the Logos is not God in His entirety, 
but only a ‘portion’ of God—a ‘portion,’ 
that is, as in the ray there is not the whole 
but only a ‘portion’ of the sun.” The dif-
ference between the Father and the Son 
is one of both mode and measure. The 
Father is “the entire substance,” but the 
Son is a derived portion of the whole. 
Fourth, Tertullian held in common with 
Logos Christology that the prolation of 
the Logos was a voluntary act of God and 
not a necessary one. “The prolate Logos 
is dependent on the divine will.” Finally, 
Tertullian shared the subordinationist 
tendencies inherent in Logos theology.30 

 These defects notwithstanding, Ter-
tullian marks a significant advance in 
Trinitarian theology. Tertullian preserved 
Logos speculations, but in facing the 
Monarchian controversy he was com-
pelled to “enlarge and modify” them 
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and bring them into closer conformity to 
the biblical data. He insisted, against the 
Monarchians, that unity of the Godhead 
does not necessitate unity of Person. 
Indeed, Tertullian was the first to speak 
of three in one and one in three—one 
in substance and yet three in number or 
Persons—and this he emphasized with 
vigor. Warfield demonstrates that despite 
the defects of his Logos influence, Tertul-
lian taught a real distinction of persons in 
the Godhead, that in some way these dis-
tinct Persons were essential to the divine 
existence, that within these distinctions 
is an essential unity of God, that full and 
equal deity belongs to Christ, and that 
to the Holy Spirit also belongs eternal 
distinctness of personality and absolute 
deity. Indeed, in the course of his defense 
of the doctrine, “Tertullian’s organizing 
principle had become no longer subor-
dinationism but equalization,” even if 
some subordinationist notion remained. 
And so Warfield asks, “What, then, lacks 
he yet of Nicene orthodoxy?” In answer 
to the question Warfield demonstrates 
in some detail that Tertullian is, indeed, 
“the father of Nicene theology,” even if his 
statement of the doctrine is only germinal 
and not fully developed.31

 Warfield observes that the doctrine 
of the Trinity received its “completed 
statement” in Augustine (354–430), but 
he notes also that this articulation “came 
too late to affect the Greek construc-
tion of this doctrine, and accordingly 
gave form on this great topic only to the 
thought of the West.” Accordingly, while 
the Trinitarianism of the Eastern church 
was marked by a subtle subordinationist 
tendency, as allowed by the famous theos 
ek theou (“God of God”) of the Nicene for-
mulary, Western Trinitarianism following 
Augustine, by contrast, was dominated 

by the principle of equalization. This 
principle of equalization, in turn, “found 
its sharpest assertion in the ascription of 
autotheotes (“self-deity”) to Christ by Cal-
vin, whose construction marks the only 
new (subordinate) epoch in the develop-
ment of the doctrine of the Trinity after 
Augustine.”32 

 Warfield examines at length Calvin’s 
contribution to the Christian doctrine of 
the Trinity. He admires the way Calvin 
“prepares” his readers to “expect depths 
in the Divine Being beyond our sound-
ing” as he turns to speak of the Trinity. 
We should not expect God to be more or 
less like us; we should, rather, expect in 
learning of his essence to be struck with 
new facets of his greatness. This great-
ness of God’s being is nowhere more 
evident, Warfield agrees, than in God’s 
“tripersonality.” The leading character-
istics of Calvin’s Trinitarian teaching are 
its simplicity, its consequent lucidity, and 
its final elimination of any remnants of 
subordinationism—“simplification, clari-
fication, equalization.”33 It is to the last of 
these that Warfield devotes his attention. 
To stress the absolute deity of Christ (as 
well as the Spirit) Calvin insisted on his 
self-existence and self-deity (aseity, auto-
ousia and autotheotes). To say anything less 
of Christ, he argued, would be sacrilege. 
This, Calvin demanded, is evident sim-
ply in the many occasions in Scripture 
in which the Holy Spirit names Christ 
Jehovah, the self-existent God. 

 Calvin clarified (albeit inconsistently, 
in Warfield’s judgment) that all this is in 
reference to Christ’s being or essence, 
not his person. The person (not the 
essence) of the Father begets the person 
(not the essence) of the Son, and it is 
from the persons (not the essence) of the 
Father and Son that the person (not the 
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essence) of the Spirit proceeds. It is the 
distinguishing property of the Son that 
is begotten, and it is the distinguishing 
property of the Spirit that is the product 
of the procession. The essence is com-
mon to all three persons. Calvin, then, 
did allow a doctrine of generation and 
procession and a proper order of Father, 
Son, and Spirit. But he had no use for the 
doctrine of eternal generation “as it was 
expounded by the Nicene Fathers.” The 
Nicene theologians speculated that the 
Son’s generation both “occurred once for 
all at some point of time in the past” and 
that it was “always occurring, a perpetual 
movement of the divine essence from 
the first Person to the second, always 
complete, never completed.” This concept 
Calvin found meaningless. The Nicene 
Creed he accepted; these speculations of 
the Nicene theologians he did not. Theos 
ek theou is acceptable but confusing, given 
that a “non-natural personal sense” must 
be understood, and it is open to the abu-
sive implication of a created God.34

 The cornerstone of Calvin’s Trini-
tarianism was that of equalization—a 
principle already well established in the 
Nicene Creed and especially dominant 
in the Athanasian Creed, even if certain 
subordinationist tendencies had survived. 
Warfield determines that Calvin “adjusted 
everything to the absolute divinity of each 
Person, their community in the one and 
only true Deity; and to this we cannot 
doubt that he was ready not only to sub-
ordinate, but even to sacrifice, if need be, 
the entire body of Nicene speculations.” 
He therefore incurred the unyielding 
opposition of all who held to any variety 
of subordinationism. Furthermore, those 
whose Trinitarianism is described along 
the lines of the traditional Nicene ortho-
doxy have, since Calvin, been thrown 

more or less into confusion, now feeling 
“compelled to resort to nice distinctions in 
order to reconcile the two apparently con-
tradictory confessions of autotheotes and 
theos ek theou of our Lord.” Warfield 
traces at length Calvin’s influence and 
the opposition of his critics and concludes 
that Calvin’s Trinitarianism created not 
only a theological stir but a theological 
party, a party which, despite its contin-
ued differences on various points, has 
shaped Reformed Trinitarianism ever 
since. Calvin raised the bar of theological 
discussion, and in his assertion of Christ’s 
autotheotes “the homoousiotes (“of the same 
substance”) of the Nicene Fathers at last 
came to its full right.”35

 Thus Warfield credits Tertullian, 
Augustine, and finally John Calvin as the 
chief contributors “to the exact and vital 
statement” of this Christian doctrine.36 
Warfield nowhere delineates Augustine’s 
completed Trinitarianism; on the histori-
cal development of the doctrine he writes 
only on its early formulation in Tertullian 
and its most fully-developed statement in 
Calvin.37 Warfield himself follows self-
consciously, even enthusiastically, in this 
tradition but never slavishly and always 
with a close eye on the biblical text. His 
exposition of these respective presenta-
tions of the doctrine is exhaustive, and 
throughout he tests them on exegetical 
grounds. 

Warfield’s Formulation
 The question of the Trinity turns on 

the twin issues of God’s unity and diver-
sity. Warfield affirms with all of orthodox 
Christianity that in terms of “essence,” the 
Son is “exactly like” the Father. That is, the 
“Divine Being” is shared with absolute 
equality by all three Persons. They share 
“identical essence.” They are “numerically 
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 Ultimately, Warfield does not deny 
that the terms “Father, Son, and Spirit” 
reveal to us the mutual relations of the 
Trinity. In fact he acknowledges that these 
designations specify the “distinguishing 
properties” of each personality and that 
it is by these designations that the Per-
sons of the Godhead are differentiated 
from each other.41 But he does caution 
that we must take into consideration 
two attending factors: first, that neither 
these terms nor their order—Father, Son, 
Spirit—are strictly followed in the New 
Testament; and second, that the implica-
tions of these designations may be other 
than commonly assumed. Although the 
designations “Son” and “Spirit” may to 
us naturally intimate subordination and 
derivation, Warfield questions whether 
this is even remotely suggested by the 
biblical usage of the terms. Sonship rather 
denotes likeness and equality with the 
Father, not subordination. Similarly, the 
term “only begotten” conveys the idea 
of uniqueness, not derivation. So also, 
“Spirit of God,” as used so frequently in 
the Old Testament, does not convey the 
idea of derivation or of subordination; it 
is simply the executive name of God, “the 
designation of God from the point of view 
of His activity.” It “imports accordingly 
identity with God.” In fact, Warfield finds 
in the New Testament what resembles a 
formal definition of these terms. In John 
5:18 Jesus’ claim to Sonship is taken as a 
claim to equality with God, and for this 
assumed blasphemy, he is opposed. And 
in 1 Cor 2:10-11 “the Spirit of God” is more 
or less defined as “just God Himself in the 
innermost essence of His Being.” Warfield 
concludes that these terms do not imply 
any notion of subordination or derivation 
and that if these terms do not convey such 
notions, then there is no evidence in the 

one in essence, and can be represented as 
distinct only in person.”38

 Warfield is not inclined to affirm 
that the very essence of the Trinity is 
enshrined in the language of “Father, Son, 
and Spirit.” To be sure, “Father” and “Son” 
are the terms regularly employed by our 
Lord and the apostle John, but the regular 
language of Paul is, rather, “God” and 
“Lord.” The difference no doubt, in part 
at least, is one of perspective. For Christ, 
“Lord” would not be the most natural way 
to speak of his position in relation to the 
other two Persons of the Trinity; “Son,” 
however “expresses his consciousness of 
close relation, and indeed of exact similar-
ity, to God.” But from the perspective of 
Paul, speaking as a worshiper, Christ is 
“Lord,” and so this becomes for him the 
divine name for the second Person. “God” 
and “Lord” he consistently places side by 
side in reference to what may otherwise 
be designated “Father” and “Son.” Thus 
Warfield comments, “It remains remark-
able, nevertheless, if the very essence of 
the Trinity were thought of by him as 
resident in the terms ‘Father,’ ‘Son,’ that 
in his numerous allusions to the Trinity in 
the Godhead, he never betrays any sense 
of this.”39

 Further, and somewhat startling, 
Warfield observes that the order, “Father, 
Son, Spirit,” is not necessarily essential to 
the relationships described by the terms, 
given that this order is not preserved but 
variable in Paul and the other New Testa-
ment writers. Indeed, the reverse order 
occurs in 1 Cor 12:4-6 and Eph 4:4-6, and 
in 2 Cor 13:14, the apostolic benediction, 
it appears, Lord, God, and Spirit. Warfield 
therefore suggests, on exegetical grounds, 
that the order of designations does not 
express the essence of the doctrine of the 
Trinity.40 
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New Testament for such notions at all.42 
 To speak of subordination or deri-

vation, we must note the distinction 
between the economic and ontological 
or immanent Trinity, or, in Warfield’s 
preferred terminology, the “modes of 
operation” and the “mode of being” or 
“modes of subsistence.”43 That is, we must 
not assume that the order by which the 
Triune God works toward the salvation 
of his people reflects the “necessary” rela-
tion of the three Persons to one another. 
The order of “Father, Son, and Spirit” has 
always in view the operations of God in 
redemption.

It may be natural to assume that a 
subordination in modes of operation 
rests on a subordination in modes of 
subsistence; that the reason why it 
is the Father that sends the Son and 
the Son that sends the Spirit is that 
the Son is subordinate to the Father, 
and the Spirit to the Son. But we are 
bound to bear in mind that these 
relations of subordination in modes 
of operation may just as well be 
due to a convention, an agreement, 
between the Persons of the Trin-
ity—a “Covenant” as it is technically 
called—by virtue of which a distinct 
function in the work of redemption 
is voluntarily assumed by each. 

Then Warfield advises, “It is eminently 
desirable, therefore, at the least, that some 
definite evidence of subordination in 
modes of subsistence should be discover-
able before it is assumed.”44 This evidence 
Warfield cannot himself discover. For 
him, all “subordinationist passages” have 
in view the attending doctrines of the 
covenant of redemption, the incarnation, 
humiliation, and two natures of Christ. 

Certainly in such circumstances 
it were thoroughly illegitimate to 
press such passages to suggest any 
subordination for the Son or the 
Spirit which would in any manner 
impair that complete identity with 
the Father in Being and that complete 

equality with the Father in powers 
which are constantly presupposed, 
and frequently emphatically, though 
only incidentally, asserted for them 
throughout the whole fabric of the 
New Testament.45

 In Warfield’s commitment to the 
principle of equalization, then, it would 
seem that he has given Calvin’s notion 
of Christ’s autotheotes a fuller expression 
than did Calvin himself. This is perhaps 
his most outstanding contribution to 
Trinitarianism. If in Calvin’s assertion of 
Christ’s autotheotes “the homoousiotes of 
the Nicene Fathers at last came to its full 
right,”46 then in Warfield Calvin’s auto-
theotes has itself come to its own.47 
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Introduction
One of the hymnic treasures to come out 
of the eighteenth century is that by the 
East Anglian Calvinistic Baptist Robert 
Robinson (1730-1790), “Come, Thou Fount 
of Every Blessing.” Robinson had been 
converted under the powerful ministry of 
George Whitefield (1714-1770) and, after a 
short career as a Methodist preacher, he 
was used by God to build a thriving work 
at St. Andrew’s Street Baptist Church, 
Cambridge, where he became known as 
one of the finest colloquial preachers in 
England.2 About two and a half years 
after his profession of faith in 1756, Rob-
inson wrote the above-mentioned hymn 
to commemorate what God had done for 
him when he professed faith in Christ. 
“Thoroughly Scriptural in doctrine,”3 the 
final stanza of this hymn runs thus:

Oh! to grace how great a debtor 
Daily I’m constrained to be! 
Let Thy grace, like a fetter, 
Bind my wandering heart to Thee. 
Prone to wander, Lord, I feel it, 
Prone to leave the God I love; 
Take my heart, O take and seal it, 
Seal it from Thy courts above.4
 

Towards the end of his life, though, Robin-
son appears to have become increasingly 
critical of both this hymn’s Calvinism 
and its implicit confession of the deity of 
Christ. In a letter written in 1788 he stated 
that he considered “a trinity of persons” 

in the Godhead “the most absurd of all 
absurdities,” though in a letter written 
the following year he asserted that he 
was “neither a Socinian nor an Arian.”5 
And the story is told of a certain occasion 
during these final years of Robinson’s life 
when he was traveling in a stage-coach 
with one other passenger who happened 
to be a Christian woman. Robinson struck 
up a conversation with the lady that 
soon turned to the subject of hymns. The 
woman began to testify to the great spiri-
tual blessing that the hymn “Come, Thou 
Fount of Every Blessing” had been to her. 
Suddenly Robinson burst out, “Madam, I 
am the unhappy man who composed that 
hymn many years ago, and I would give 
a thousand worlds, if I had them, to enjoy 
the feelings I had then!”6

Further evidence of this shift in theo-
logical sentiments comes from Robinson’s 
two final sermons. They were preached at 
the request of Joseph Priestley (1733-1804), 
the leading apostle of eighteenth-century 
Socinianism, in two Socinian meeting-
houses in Birmingham on June 6, 1790. 
According to Priestley, one of these ser-
mons assailed Trinitarianism in a manner 
that “savoured rather of the burlesque, 
than serious reasoning.”7 Robinson was 
found dead the following Wednesday. It 
was thus widely believed that he had died 
a convinced Socinian. In his funeral ser-
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mon for Robinson, Priestley gave added 
fuel to this belief when he triumphantly 
declared that Robinson had become “one 
of the most zealous unitarians” prior to 
his death.8

On the other hand, one of his oldest 
friends, Coxe Feary (1759-1822), pastor 
of the Calvinistic Baptist work in Blunt-
isham, Huntingdonshire, recorded a con-
versation that he had with Robinson but a 
month before the latter’s decease in 1790. 
Robinson affirmed that when it came to 
the doctrine of the Trinity he was neither 
a Unitarian nor an Arian. “My soul rests 
its whole hope of salvation,” he solemnly 
told Feary, “on the atonement of Jesus 
Christ, my Lord and my God.”9

Calvinistic Baptist Trinitarianism 
in the Intellectual Milieu of the 
Eighteenth Century

Whatever the truth regarding Rob-
inson’s final beliefs about the doctrine 
of Trinity, there can be no doubt about 
where the community with which he was 
long associated, the British Calvinistic 
Baptists, stood on this issue. Throughout 
the eighteenth-century this community 
unhesitatingly affirmed that this doctrine 
is, in the words of the London Baptist 
preacher Benjamin Wallin (1711-1782), 
the “first and grand principle of revealed 
truth and the gospel.”10 Or as Joseph Sten-
nett II (1692-1758) put it, “the doctrine of 
the ever blessed Trinity, is of the great-
est importance to his glory.”11 When, for 
example, in something of a cause célèbre 
in the London Baptist community in the 
1730s, two pastors who were brothers, 
John and Sayer Rudd (d.1757), both came 
to the conviction that “Trinitarian doc-
trine” was “entirely consisting of words 
and phrases of men’s own inventing” and 
totally unscriptural, they were expelled 

from the London Baptist Association.12  
Well typifying this Baptist grip on 

this doctrine was the voluminous John 
Gill (1697-1771), who wrote what was 
probably the major Baptist defense of the 
doctrine of the Trinity in the first half of 
the eighteenth century. His The Doctrine 
of the Trinity Stated and Vindicated—first 
published in 1731 and then reissued in a 
second edition in 1752—proved to be an 
extremely effective defense of the fact that 
there is “but one God; that there is a plu-
rality in the Godhead; that there are three 
divine Persons in it; that the Father is God, 
the Son God, and the Holy Spirit God; that 
these are distinct in Personality, the same 
in substance, equal in power and glory.”13 
The heart of this treatise was incorporated 
into Gill’s Body of Doctrinal Divinity (1769), 
which, for most Baptist pastors of that day, 
was the major theological reference work. 
As John Rippon (1751-1836), Gill’s succes-
sor at Carter Lane, noted in a biographical 
sketch of his predecessor,

The Doctor not only watched over 
his people, “with great affection, 
fidelity, and love;” but he also 
watched his pulpit also. He would 
not, if he knew it, admit any one 
to preach for him, who was either 
cold-hearted to the doctrine of the 
Trinity; or who denied the divine 
filiation of the Son of God; or who 
objected to conclude his prayers with 
the usual doxology to Father, Son, and 
Holy Spirit, as three equal Persons in 
the one Jehovah. Sabellians, Arians, 
and Socinians, he considered as real 
enemies of the cross of Christ. They 
dared not ask him to preach, nor could 
he in conscience, permit them to 
officiate for him. He conceived that, 
by this uniformity of conduct, he 
adorned the pastoral office.14

He did more than “adorn the pastoral 
office.” Through his written works he 
played a key role in shepherding the Brit-
ish Calvinistic Baptist community along 
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the pathway of biblical orthodoxy. 
This tenacious affirmation of Trini-

tarianism by these Baptists was asserted 
in the face of some of the stiffest intel-
lectual winds of their day. By and large 
the Trinitarianism of the ancient church 
had remained unchallenged until the 
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. 
Even during that most tumultuous of 
theological eras, the Reformation, this 
vital area of Christian belief did not come 
into general dispute, though there were 
a few, like Michael Servetus (1511-1553) 
and the Italians, Lelio Francesco Sozzini 
(1525-1562) and his nephew Fausto Sozzini 
(1539-1604),15 who rejected Trinitarianism 
for a Unitarian perspective on the God-
head.  As William C. Placher and Philip 
Dixon have clearly demonstrated, it was 
the growing rationalism of the seven-
teenth and eighteenth centuries that led to 
a “fading of the trinitarian imagination” 
and to the doctrine coming under heavy 
attack.16 Informed by the Enlightenment’s 
confidence in the “omnicompetence” of 
human reason, the intellectual mentalité 
of this era either dismissed the doctrine 
of the Trinity as a philosophical and 
unbiblical construct of the post-Apostolic 
Church, and turned to classical Arianism 
as an alternate perspective, or simply ridi-
culed it as utterly illogical, and argued for 
Deism or Socinianism.17 

What is amazing is that this critical 
battle over Trinitarianism in the seven-
teenth and eighteenth centuries (its out-
come would help determine the shape of 
later thinking about Christianity’s God) 
is passed over in utter silence by the vast 
majority of modern studies of the history 
of this doctrine. Typically these studies 
leap over the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries, moving directly from the Trini-
tarian reflections of a Reformer like John 

Calvin (1509-1564) to various twentieth-
century theologians.18  Robert Letham, 
for example, in an otherwise excellent 
study of this doctrine, can state in the 
“Preface” to his The Holy Trinity: In Scrip-
ture, History, Theology, and Worship that 
since John Calvin “little of significance 
has been contributed to the development 
of Trinitarian doctrine by conservative 
Reformed theologians” till the dawn of 
the twentieth century. He certainly knows 
of the writings of the English Puritan John 
Owen (1616-1683) and the New England 
theologian of revival Jonathan Edwards 
(1703-1758) on the Trinity, but strangely 
maintains that these works “did not 
contribute anything significant to the 
advancement of the doctrine.”19 This claim 
is highly questionable. In fact, Richard 
Muller has argued that John Gill, a lesser 
theologian than either Owen or Edwards 
when it comes to Trinitarian thought, 
made a distinctive contribution to this 
branch of Christian doctrine by his inclu-
sion of the Spirit in the eternal pactum 
salutis (“covenant of salvation”).20 If this is 
true of Gill, should we not expect that we 
might find areas of original contribution 
in both Owen and Edwards?

This article, though, does not focus on 
original contributions to the doctrine of 
the Trinity. Rather, in an era when there 
was a “fading of the trinitarian imagina-
tion,” to use Dixon’s expression, it seeks 
to discern the way that one Baptist pas-
tor sought to keep that imagination vital 
and robust through the use of the form 
of instruction known as a catechism. Or 
to put it another way: this article’s goal is 
to see how this most important of Chris-
tian doctrines—one that has exercised 
the greatest intellects of the Christian 
faith—was conveyed to the Christian in 
the eighteenth-century pew. The pastor 
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is Benjamin Beddome (1717-1795), and the 
catechism is his A Scriptural Exposition of 
the Baptist Catechism by Way of Question and 
Answer (1752).

Benjamin Beddome— 
An Eighteenth-Century Baptist 
Divine

Beddome, pastor of the Baptist work in 
Bourton-on-the-water, Gloucestershire, 
for fifty-five years, is remembered today 
primarily as a hymnwriter.21 Yet, in his 
day he was also widely admired as a 
preacher. The Evangelical Anglican John 
Newton (1725-1807) once observed of him 
in this regard that he was “an admirable 
preacher, simple, savoury, weighty.”22 And 
the Baptist Robert Hall, Jr. (1764-1831), 
himself one of the great preachers of the 
Regency period and the decade imme-
diately following, noted that Beddome 
was “on many accounts an extraordinary 
person,” for even though “he spent the 
principal part of a long life in a village 
retirement, he was eminent for his collo-
quial powers” and “universally admired” 
as a preacher.23 Beddome’s younger Bap-
tist contemporary John Rippon, in the 
earliest biographical sketch of Beddome, 
similarly remarked that “sermonizing 
was . . . his forte.”24 At his death, though, 
Beddome’s published literary remains 
consisted simply of a catechism that will 
be examined below and some hymns. A 
series of eight volumes of his sermons, 
which went through a good number of 
editions, appeared in the early nineteenth 
century, as well as a larger volume of some 
sixty-seven sermons in 1835.25 A collec-
tion of some 830 hymns was published 
in 1818.26

Beddome came to Bourton-on-the-
Water in the spring of 1740. Over the next 
three years he laboured with great success 

in the Baptist cause in Bourton. Signifi-
cant for the shape of his future ministry 
was a local revival that took place under 
his ministry in the early months of 1741. 
Around forty individuals were converted, 
including John Collett Ryland (1723-1791), 
a leading Baptist minister in the latter 
half of the eighteenth century.27 It may 
well have been this taste of revival that 
made Beddome a cordial friend to those 
who were involved in the evangelical 
revivals of the mid-eighteenth century, 
men like George Whitefield and the 
Mohegan Indian preacher Samson Occom 
(1723-1792),28 and gave him an ongoing 
hunger to read of revival throughout the 
English-speaking world.29 Within a year 
of the Bourton awakening, for instance, 
Beddome had purchased a copy of Jona-
than Edwards’s The Distinguishing Marks 
of a Work of the Spirit of God (1741), which 
would have given him a marvelous foun-
dation for thinking about and laboring 
for revival.30

The early years of Beddome’s ministry 
saw great numerical growth in the mem-
bership of the church. Between 1740 and 
1750 the church membership more than 
doubled and by 1751 it stood at 180.31 
Describing the state of the church in 1750, 
Beddome could declare, “my labours have 
been, and are still, in a measure, blest 
unto them, above a hundred having been 
added since my first coming amongst 
them.”32 Derrick Holmes notes that the 
success of Beddome’s ministry during 
his first ten years at Bourton is probably 
due to a number of factors. A central fac-
tor was that a number of good men were 
active as deacons and in the leadership of 
the church during this period, including 
Beddome’s father-in-law, Richard Boswell. 
Then there was Beddome’s gifted preach-
ing as well as his practice of catechizing, 
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the latter to be discussed below.33

During the 1750s and the first half of 
the 1760s the numerical growth of the 
church began to slow. As noted above, in 
1751 the total number of members stood 
at 180. The next forty years of Beddome’s 
ministry actually saw decline in the 
church membership. Between 1765 and 
1795, fifty-three new members were added 
by conversion and baptism. But in this 
same period 105 of the members died, 
twelve were dismissed to other Baptist 
works and two were excluded. Thus, by 
1795, the year that Beddome died, the 
church had 123 on the membership roll, 
sixty less than in 1764.34 It is quite clear 
from letters that Beddome wrote on behalf 
of the church to the Midland Baptist Asso-
ciation, to which the church belonged, that 
he lamented this lack of growth in church 
membership. The size of the congregation 
maintained its own, probably around five 
or six hundred, to the end of his life, but 
that vital step of believer’s baptism lead-
ing to church membership was taken by 
far fewer in the final three decades of his 
ministry than in the first two and a half.35 
Thus, the poignant prayer of Beddome in 
the church’s 1786 letter to the Association 
reads, “Come from the 4 winds O Breath 
& breathe upon these slain that they may 
live. Awake O Northwind & come thou 
South, blow upon our Garden that the 
Spices may flow out.”36 

“That Excellent Little Body of 
Divinity”: Beddome’s Catechism37

True to the Reformed tradition of 
which the Calvinistic Baptists formed a 
part, Beddome was thoroughly convinced 
that vital Christianity was a matter of 
both heart and head. As he noted on one 
occasion with Puritan-like pithiness, “If 
the head be like the summer’s sun, full of 
light, the heart will not be like the winter’s 

earth, void of fruit.”38 And like others in 
this tradition, Beddome found the use 
of a catechism helpful in matching head 
knowledge to heart-felt faith.39 When John 
Rippon came to write his obituary of Bed-
dome, he observed that “one considerable 
instrument” of the latter’s success in his 
ministry at Bourton had been his use of 
catechetical instruction. 

Catechisms had been central to the 
Calvinistic Baptist movement from its 
origins in the 1630s.40 For example, Her-
cules Collins (d. 1702), the pastor of Wap-
ping Baptist Church, London, which later 
moved to Prescot Street, put into print An 
Orthodox Catechism (1680), a Baptist ver-
sion of the Heidelberg Catechism. The most 
widely used catechism among the Bap-
tists, though, was the one commissioned 
by a General Assembly of the denomina-
tion that met in London in June of 1693. 
Although William Collins (d. 1702), the 
pastor of the Petty France Church in the 
capital, was asked to draw it up,41 many 
would later know it as Keach’s Catechism, 
so named after the leading Baptist author 
of the late seventeenth century, Benjamin 
Keach (1640-1704).42 This catechism, for-
mally called The Baptist Catechism, was 
primarily a Baptist revision of the Pres-
byterian Shorter Catechism (1648) and was 
still being reprinted in the middle of the 
nineteenth century.43

During the early years of his ministry 
Beddome regularly used this catechism, 
but clearly felt that the questions and 
answers of the catechism needed to be 
supplemented by further material. So he 
composed what was printed in 1752 as A 
Scriptural Exposition of the Baptist Catechism 
by Way of Question and Answer, which 
basically reproduced the wording and 
substance of Keach’s Catechism, but added 
various sub-questions and answers to 
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each of the main questions. In composing 
these additional questions and answers, 
Beddome utilized, though not slavishly 
so, A Scripture-catechism (1703) by the 
quintessential Puritan Matthew Henry 
(1662-1714).44 

Beddome’s Scriptural Exposition proved 
to be fairly popular. There were at least 
two editions during Beddome’s lifetime, 
the second of which was widely used 
at the Bristol Baptist Academy, the sole 
British Baptist seminary for much of the 
eighteenth century.45 Due its use at this 
seminary one can expect that it would 
have had a significant influence on many 
of the congregations that graduates of 
this seminary went on to pastor.  In the 
nineteenth century it was reprinted once 
in the British Isles and twice in the United 
States, the last printing being in 1849.

Keach’s Catechism had replaced the 
well-known first question of the Shorter 
Catechism—“What is the chief end of 
man?”—with “Who is the first and chief-
est being?” and put the Shorter Catechism’s 
first question in second place. In his 
Scriptural Exposition Beddome retained 
the first question of Keach’s Catechism, 
but for some unknown reason omitted 
the Shorter Catechism’s first question alto-
gether. Instead he placed the question 
“Ought every one to believe that there is a 
God?” in second place.46 This is one of the 
rare occasions in the Scriptural Exposition 
when Beddome introduces a main ques-
tion for which there is no counterpart in 
Keach’s Catechism. The intellectual climate 
of the eighteenth century, in which the 
Christian view of God was in dispute and 
some had gone so far as to even advocate 
atheism, may be the reason why Beddome 
introduced such a question. 

Teaching the Doctrine of the Trinity
The section of Beddome’s Scriptural 

Exposition dealing with the Trinity opens 
with the question “How many persons 
are there in the godhead?” The answer in 
Keach’s Catechism, which Beddome faith-
fully reproduces, is as follows: “There are 
three persons in the godhead, the Father, 
the Son, and the Holy Ghost, and these 
three are one, the same in essence, equal 
in power and glory.”47 Beddome then adds 
five paragraphs of questions and answers 
together with Scripture texts as a further 
delineation of this basic question and 
answer.48

In the first paragraph he focuses on the 
triunity of the Godhead.  As evidence he 
cites such passages as Gen 1:26, where 
we have the statement “Let us make 
man” and the Comma Johanneum, 1 John 
5:7, “there are three that bear record in 
heaven.” Henry had also cited both of 
these texts to make the same point.49 
Beddome then turns to refute one of the 
main bugbears of the theologians of the 
ancient church, namely Sabellianism, 
which denied the proper distinction of 
persons within the Godhead.50 Beddome 
cites Ps 110:1, where the Son is mentioned 
as a distinct person alongside the Father, 
and John 14:26, where all three persons of 
the Godhead are distinguished, as clear 
indication that both the Son and the Spirit 
are distinct persons. Yet, as Beddome 
stresses, one can never forget that these 
two, along with Father, are one: “Are these 
the same in essence, affection, and opera-
tion? Yes.”51 As biblical proof, Beddome 
again cites 1 John 5:7.

None of this response to Sabellianism 
appears in Henry’s catechism, though 
Henry does have a paragraph that focuses 
on each divine person’s distinguishing 
mark, which he terms “personal prop-



78

erty.” The Father’s “personal property” is 
to “beget the Son,” while that of the Son 
is “to be begotten of the Father” and that 
of the Spirit “to proceed from the Father 
and the Son.”52 While Beddome is clear 
on the fact that there are indeed three 
persons within the Godhead, it is prob-
ably not surprising that he omits the use 
of the classical terms of distinguishing the 
persons. In contrast to the Presbyterians 
for whom Henry was writing, Beddome’s 
Baptist audience was far less learned and 
more suspicious of theology. On occasion, 
though, Beddome can allude to this classi-
cal way of differentiating the persons. In a 
sermon on Gal 1:16, for example, Beddome 
can remark that the term “Son” is “a title 
belonging to Christ as the second Person 
in the ever-blessed Trinity, and expres-
sive both of equality of essence, and the 
peculiar relation in which he stands to 
the Divine Father.”53 Yet, it is clear that his 
preferred way of clarifying the difference 
between the Persons is to simply use the 
terms “Father,” “Son,” and “Spirit.”

Beddome’s second paragraph deals 
with explicit references to the deity of 
the Son and the Spirit. While Henry does 
have a paragraph that makes the same 
point, the material in this paragraph and 
its arrangement are unique to Beddome. 
The Baptist theologian cites texts where 
both the Son and the Spirit are referred 
to as God and Jehovah. 

Is the Son called God? Yes. Who is 
over all God blessed for evermore. Rom 
ix.5. Is the Spirit called God? Yes. 
Why hath Satan filled thine heart to lye 
to the Holy Ghost, thou hast not lyed 
unto man but unto God. Acts v.3, 4. Is 
the Son called Jehovah? Yes. He is 
the Lord (Heb. Jehovah) our righteous-
ness, Jer. xxiii.6. Is the Spirit called 
Jehovah? Yes. They tempted the Lord 
(Heb. Jehovah) Exod. xvii.7, com-
pared with Isa. lxiii.10. They vexed 
his Holy Spirit—Is this name given to 

any but God. No. The most high over 
all the earth, is he whose name alone is 
Jehovah, Ps. lxxxiii.18.54

In addition to Rom 9:5, there is a rela-
tive abundance of New Testament texts 
from which Beddome could have chosen 
that explicitly ascribe deity to the Lord 
Jesus.55 On the other hand, there are no 
New Testament texts that are explicit in 
calling the Spirit “God.” One of the clos-
est to such an affirmation is Acts 5:3-4, 
where Peter tells Ananias that in lying 
to him and the Jerusalem Church he has 
lied to the Holy Spirit, whose indwelling 
of that community identified it as God’s 
new covenant people. He has thus really 
lied to God.56 

Beddome also believes that various Old 
Testament verses, seen now through the 
lens of the New Testament, contain adum-
brations of the deity of the Son and the 
Spirit. Unique to the God of the Old Testa-
ment, for instance, is the covenant name 
of Jehovah, an English transliteration of 
the Hebrew tetragrammaton YHWH.57 
Beddome is convinced that this Old Testa-
ment term of divine address can be also 
applied to the Son and the Spirit. When 
Jer 23:6 speaks of “Jehovah our righteous-
ness,” this can be understood, from the 
vantage-point of the New Testament, as a 
description of Jesus as Jehovah, for—and 
Beddome appears to assume the reader 
will know this—the New Testament 
describes Jesus Christ on one occasion as 
our “righteousness” (1 Cor 1:30).

Beddome sees a similar intertextuality 
between Exod 17:7 and Isa 63:10. Here, 
though, the link is not a specific word as 
that between Jer 23:6 and 1 Cor 1:30, but 
a similar description of the same event: 
Israel’s testing of the patience of God in 
the wilderness after the Exodus from 
Egypt. Beddome obviously regards the 
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verse in Isaiah as clarifying that it was the 
Holy Spirit whom Israel grieved during 
this period of her history. The name of 
Jehovah is thus applicable to the Spirit.58 

Here, Beddome’s quest ions and 
answers reveal a hermeneutical practice 
that stretches back to the patristic era. It 
is a biblical hermeneutic that assumes 
the unity of the entire Scriptures—they 
are the product of a single author—and 
that Scripture is its own best interpreter. 
By means of cross-referencing and inter-
textual links the meaning of texts can  
be clarified and a biblical theology devel-
oped.

The next paragraph, also unique to 
Beddome and not dependent on Henry, 
continues to focus on the deity of the Son 
and Spirit. Beddome refers to divine attri-
butes and activities that the Spirit and the 
Son share with the Father and that are the 
sole prerogative of a divine being. 

Is the Son eternal as well as the 
Father? Yes. Before Abraham was, I 
am, John viii.58. Is the Spirit eternal? 
Yes. He is called the eternal Spirit, Heb. 
ix.14. Is the Son omnipresent? Yes. 
Where two or three are gathered together 
in my name there am I, Mat. xviii.20. Is 
the Spirit so too? Yes. Whither shall I 
go from thy Spirit, Ps. cxxxix.7. Is the 
Son omniscient? Yes. Thou knowest all 
things, John xxi.17. And is the Spirit 
so? Yes. He seacheth all things, 1 Cor. 
ii.10. Is the work of creation ascribed 
to the Son? Yes. All things were made 
by him, John i.3. Is it also ascribed to 
the Spirit? Yes. The Spirit of God hath 
made me, Job xxxiii.4. And is creation 
a work peculiar to God? Yes. He that 
built all things is God, Heb. iii.4.59    

If the Son and the Spirit are eternal—that 
is, have no beginning—and possess such 
incommunicable divine attributes as 
omnipresence and omniscience and if 
they do what only God can do—namely, 
create—then they must be as divine as 
God the Father.  

In the fourth paragraph the Baptist 
minister seeks to demonstrate the full 
deity of the Son and the Spirit from the 
fact that both of them are the object of 
prayer and worship in the Scriptures. He 
rightly notes that the Scriptures allow 
for only one who is fully divine to be 
the recipient of prayer and worship: “Is 
religious worship a prerogative of deity? 
Yes.” To show this of the Son is relatively 
easy, and Beddome can refer to a passage 
like Acts 7:59, where Stephen, the first 
martyr, prays, “Lord Jesus, receive my 
spirit.”60 In a sermon on praying to Christ, 
Beddome describes this verse from Acts 
as “a strong and irrefragable proof of the 
supreme deity of Christ.”61

To find a text where the Spirit is actually 
the object of prayer is far more difficult. 
Beddome cites Rev 1:4, where the “seven 
spirits,” which Beddome rightly notes to 
be a symbolic representation of the “one 
holy and eternal Spirit,” are included 
along with God the Father and Jesus 
Christ in a salutation to seven churches 
in the Roman province of Asia.62 It might 
be argued that while this passage clearly 
has significant Trinitarian import, it does 
not really serve Beddome’s purpose, for 
a salutation is simply not equivalent to a 
prayer. And yet, essentially the revelator 
John is praying, for he is asking for the 
seven churches to be given “grace . . . and 
peace from him which is, and which was, 
and which is to come; and from the seven 
Spirits which are before his throne; and 
from Jesus Christ” (Rev 1:4-5 KJV).63

The fourth paragraph ends with a ref-
erence to the baptismal formula of Matt 
28, where command is given to baptize 
believers into “the name of the Father, 
and the Son, and of the Holy Ghost” (v. 
19). Matthew 28:19, is, of course, a clas-
sical proof-text for the Trinity, and one 
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that Henry had included also in the 
section of his catechism on the Trin-
ity.64 However, it is noteworthy that 
while Henry prefaces his citation of 
the Matthean text with the question 
“ought we to believe it [i.e., the doc-
trine of the Trinity]?”, thus employ-
ing the text as a simple proof-text, 
Beddome embeds his citation of Matt 
28:19 in a paragraph dealing with 
worship. By so doing, Beddome is 
declaring his conviction that baptism 
is an act of worship in which those 
being baptized dedicate themselves 
to the Father and to the Son and to 
the Holy Spirit.65 But only God can 
be worshipped.

In the fifth and final paragraph 
Beddome turns to the way in which 
our blessings as Christians reflect the 
Trinitarian nature of God.66 “Divine 
blessings” come from all three per-
sons of the Godhead as shown by 
the benediction of 2 Cor 13:14. Then, 
a passage like Eph 2:18 (“Thro’ him 
we both have access by one spirit 
unto the Father”) tells Beddome that 
each of the persons of the Godhead 
have “their distinct province in the 
affair of man’s salvation.” Here, the 
reasoning is that if the Son and the 
Spirit enable men and women to 
come to the Father, and so be saved, 
then they must be fully divine for 
ultimately only God can save sin-
ners. One of Beddome’s hymns 
succinctly celebrates this truth in a 
single stanza:

Ye children of the Father’s 
choice,
And purchase of the Saviour’s 
blood,
Sealed by the Spirit, now 
rejoice,
And bless and praise the triune 
God.67

Then, reflecting a question from 
Henry’s Scripture-catechism, Beddome 
asks, “Is the unity in the godhead a 
motive to unity among the saints? 
Yes,” and he cites John 17:21 as proof. 
Beddome was clear in his Baptist 
convictions,68 but, as his relationship 
to George Whitefield noted above 
indicates, Beddome seems to have 
possessed a catholic spirit. But it was 
a catholicity of orthodox Christianity 
that he affirmed, as the last question 
reveals: “Should we hold fast this 
doctrine [of the Trinity]? Yes. Hold fast 
the form of sound words, 2 Tim. i.13.”69

Conclusion
Beddome’s last appearance at 

the association to which his church 
belonged, the Midland Association, 
was in 1789.70 Over the years Bed-
dome had frequently preached at 
and acted as moderator of the sum-
mer association gatherings.71 From 
the mid-1770s on, though, Beddome 
had begun to suffer from gout and 
experience tremendous difficulty 
in walking,72 and eventually the joy 
of the association gatherings had to 
become a memory of the past. His 
influence lived on, though. 

In the year after his last appear-
ance, his fellow pastors issued a 
letter (it was usual for the associa-
tion to issue an annual circular let-
ter) in which they detailed the core 
doctrines that held them together as 
Calvinistic Baptists. At the head of 
the list, “of very great importance,” 
was the “doctrine of three equal 
persons in the ever-adorable Trinity.” 
After citing a number of Scripture 
texts that supported this doctrine, 
the letter continued, 

Each person [of the Godhead] 
is truly and properly divine, 
according to the scriptures of 
truth; and yet we are informed 
that there is but one God. This, 
indeed, is a mystery, and it must 
remain so to us, at least in the 
present state.73

  
Beddome would undoubtedly have 
approved, not only with regard to the 
theological sentiments, but also of the 
medium in which these sentiments 
were expressed. For the association 
letter was sent out to the churches 
and distributed among their mem-
bers and so became a crucial means 
of theological instruction. Though a 
“mystery,” as the above quote states, 
the doctrine of the Trinity was the 
heart and foundation of Christian liv-
ing and thought and must be taught 
to God’s people if they were going to 
mature in Christ. And this Beddome 
had sought to do in his catechism.

In the section of Beddome’s cate-
chism discussed above, Beddome did 
not explicitly mention this element of 
mystery with regard to the Trinity. 
Yet, it is something that does appear 
in one of the three hymns he wrote to 
celebrate the triunity of God:

Glory to the Three eternal,
Yet the great mysterious One,
Author of all bliss supernal,
Be unceasing honours due.74

Here Beddome rightly recognizes 
that the doctrine of the Trinity, 
mystery though it be, is to find its 
ultimate expression in unceasing 
adoration and worship of the Triune 
God. 
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SBJT: How does the doctrine of the Trin-
ity relate to Christian preaching? 
R. Albert Mohler Jr.:1 Preaching is a 
commission—a charge. As Paul stated 
boldly, it is the task of the minister of the 
gospel to “preach the Word . . . in season 
and out of season” (2 Tim 4:2). A theol-
ogy of preaching begins with the humble 
acknowledgement that preaching is not a 
human invention but a gracious creation 
of God and a central part of His revealed 
will for the church. Furthermore, preach-
ing is distinctively Christian in its origin 
and practice. Other religions may include 
teaching, or even public speech and calls 
to prayer. However, the preaching act is 
sui generis, a function of the church estab-
lished by Jesus Christ.

The importance of preaching is rooted 
in Scripture and revealed in the unfolding 
story of the church. The church has never 
been faithful when it has lacked fidelity 
in the pulpit. In the words of P. T. Forsyth, 
“With preaching Christianity stands or 
falls, because it is the declaration of the 
gospel.”

That is why the church cannot but 
preach lest it deny its own identity and 
abdicate its ordained purpose. Preaching 
is communication, but not mere commu-

nication. It is human speech, but much 
more than speech. Its ground, its goal, and 
its glory are all located in the sovereign 
will of God.

The primary Greek form of the word 
“preach” (kērussō) reveals its intrinsic 
rootage in the kerygma—the gospel itself. 
Preaching is an inescapably theological 
act, for the preacher dares to speak of God 
and, in a very real sense, for God. A theol-
ogy of preaching should take Trinitarian 
form, reflecting the very nature of the 
self-revealing God. In so doing, it bears 
witness to the God who speaks, the Son 
who saves, and the Spirit who illuminates. 

The God Who Speaks
True preaching begins with this 

confession: we preach because God has 
spoken. That fundamental conviction is 
the fulcrum of the Christian faith and of 
Christian preaching. The Creator God of 
the universe, the omniscient, omnipotent, 
omnipresent Lord, chose of his own sover-
eign will to reveal Himself to us. Supreme 
and complete in his holiness, needing 
nothing and hidden from our view, God 
condescended to speak to us—even to 
reveal Himself to us.

As Carl F. H. Henry suggests, revela-
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tion is “a divinely initiated activity, God’s 
free communication by which he alone 
turns His personal privacy into a deliber-
ate disclosure of his reality.” In an act of 
holy graciousness, God gave up His com-
prehensive privacy that we might know 
Him. God’s revelation is the radical claim 
upon which we dare to speak of God—He 
has spoken!

Our God-talk must therefore begin and 
end with what God has spoken concern-
ing Himself. Preaching is not the business 
of speculating about God’s nature, will, or 
ways, but is bearing witness to what God 
has spoken concerning Himself. Preach-
ing does not consist of speculation but of 
exposition.

The preacher dares to speak the Word 
of truth to a generation which rejects the 
very notion of objective, public truth. This 
is not rooted in the preacher’s arrogant 
claim to have discovered worldly wisdom 
or to have penetrated the secrets of the 
universe. To the contrary, the preacher 
dares to proclaim truth on the basis of 
God’s sovereign self-disclosure. God has 
spoken, and He has commanded us to 
speak of Him.

The Bible bears witness to itself as the 
written Word of God. This springs from 
the fact that God has spoken. In the Old 
Testament alone, the phrases “the Lord 
said,” “the Lord spoke,” and “the word of 
the Lord came” appear at least 3,808 times. 
This confession brings the preacher face 
to face with Scripture as divine revela-
tion. The authority of Scripture is none 
other than the authority of God Himself. 
As the Reformation formula testifies, 
“where Scripture speaks, God speaks.” 
The authority of the preacher is intrinsi-
cally rooted in the authority of the Bible 
as the church’s Book and the unblemished 
Word of God. Its total truthfulness is a 

witness to God’s own holiness. We speak 
because God has spoken, and because he 
has given us His Word.

As Scripture itself records, God has 
called the church to speak of Him on the 
basis of his Word and deeds. All Christian 
preaching is biblical preaching. That for-
mula is axiomatic. Those who preach from 
some other authority or text may speak 
with great effect and attractiveness, but 
they are preaching “another gospel,” and 
their words will betray them. Christian 
preaching is not an easy task. Those who 
are called to preach bear a heavy duty. As 
Martin Luther confessed, “If I could come 
down with a good conscience, I would 
rather be stretched out on a wheel and 
carry stones than preach one sermon.” 
Speaking on the basis of what God has 
spoken is both arduous and glorious.

A theology of preaching begins with 
the confession that the God who speaks 
has ultimate claim upon us. He who spoke 
a word and brought a world into being 
created us from the dust. God has chosen 
enlivened dust—and all creation—to bear 
testimony to his glory.

In preaching, finite, frail, and fault-
ridden human beings bear bold witness 
to the infinite, all-powerful, and perfect 
Lord. Such an endeavor would smack of 
unmitigated arrogance and over-reaching 
were it not for the fact that God Him-
self has set us to the task. In this light, 
preaching is not an act of arrogance, but 
of humility. True preaching is not an exhi-
bition of the brilliance or intellect of the 
preacher, but an exposition of the wisdom 
and power of God.

This is possible only when the preacher 
stands in submission to the text of Scrip-
ture. The issue of authority is inescapable. 
Either the preacher or the text will be the 
operant authority. A theology of preach-



88

ing serves to remind those who preach of 
the danger of confusing our own author-
ity with that of the biblical text. We are 
called, not only to preach, but to preach 
the Word.

Acknowledging the God who speaks as 
Lord is to surrender the preaching event 
in an act of glad submission. Preaching 
thus becomes the occasion for the Word 
of the Lord to break forth anew. This occa-
sion itself represents the divine initiative, 
for it is God Himself, and not the preacher, 
who controls His Word.

John Calvin understood this truth 
when he affirmed that “the Word goeth 
out of the mouth of God in such a manner 
that it likewise goeth out of the mouth of 
men; for God does not speak openly from 
heaven, but employs men as His instru-
ments.” Calvin understood preaching to 
be the process by which God uses human 
instruments to speak what He Him-
self has spoken. This He accomplishes 
through the preaching of Scripture under 
the illumination and testimonium of the 
Holy Spirit. God uses preachers, Calvin 
offered, “rather than to thunder at us and 
drive us away.” Further, “it is singular 
privilege that he deigns to consecrate to 
Himself the mouths and tongues of men 
in order that His voice may resound in 
them.”

Thus, preaching springs from the truth 
that God has spoken in word and deed 
and that He has chosen human vessels to 
bear witness to Himself and his gospel. 
We speak because we cannot be silent. We 
speak because God has spoken.

The Son Who Saves
“In the past,” wrote the author of 

Hebrews, “God spoke to our forefathers 
through the prophets at many times and 
in various ways. But in these last days He 

has spoken to us by His Son, whom He 
appointed heir of all things, and through 
whom He made the universe” (Heb 1:1-
2). The God who reveals Himself (Deus 
Revelatus) has spoken supremely and 
definitively through His Son.

Carl F. H. Henry once stated that only a 
theology based in a vision of “divine inva-
sion” could lay claim upon the church. 
The same holds true for a theology of 
preaching. All Christian preaching is 
unabashedly Christological.

Christian preaching points to the incar-
nation of God in Christ as the stackpole 
of truth and the core of Christian confes-
sion. “God was in Christ, reconciling the 
world unto Himself” (2 Cor 5:19). Thus, 
preaching is itself an act of grace, making 
clear God’s initiative toward us in Christ. 
Preaching is one means by which the 
redeemed bear witness to the Son who 
saves. That message of divine salvation, 
the unmerited act of God in Christ, is the 
criterion by which all preaching is to be 
judged.

With this in mind, all preaching is 
understood to be rooted in the incarna-
tion. As the apostle John declared, God 
spoke to us by means of His Son, the Word, 
and that Word was made flesh and dwelt 
among us (1:14). All human speech is 
rendered mute by the incarnate Word of 
God. Yet, at the same time, the incarnation 
allows us to speak of God in the terms 
He has set for Himself—in the identity of 
Jesus the Christ.

Preaching is itself incarnational. In the 
preaching event a human being stands 
before a congregation of fellow humans 
to speak the most audacious words ever 
encountered or uttered by the human 
species: God has made Himself known 
in His Son, through whom He has also 
made provision for salvation.
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As Karl Barth insisted, all preaching 
must have a thrust. The thrust cannot 
come from the energy, earnestness, or 
even the conviction of the preacher. “The 
sermon,” asserted Barth, “takes its thrust 
when it begins: The Word became flesh…
once and for all, and when account of this 
is taken in every thought.” The power of 
the sermon does not lie in the domain 
of the preacher, but in the providence of 
God. Preaching does not demonstrate 
the power of the human instrument, but 
of the biblical message of God’s words 
and deeds. Barth’s theology falls short 
of biblical orthodoxy, but on this point, 
he understands the character of true 
preaching.

Jesus serves as our model, as well as 
the content of our preaching. As Mark 
recorded in his gospel, “Jesus came 
preaching” (1:4), and His model of preach-
ing as the unflinching forth-telling of 
God’s gracious salvation is the ultimate 
standard by which all human preaching 
is to be judged. Jesus Himself sent His 
disciples out to preach repentance (Mark 
6:12). The church received its charge to 
“preach the good news to all creation” 
(Mark 15:15). Preaching is, as Christ made 
clear, an extension of his own will and 
work. The church preaches because it has 
been commanded to do so.

If preaching takes its ground and 
derives its power from God’s revelation 
in the Son, then the cross looms as the 
paramount symbol and event of Christian 
proclamation. “We preach not ourselves,” 
pressed Paul, “but Jesus Christ as Lord” 
(2 Cor 4:5). That message was centered 
on the cross as the definitive criterion of 
preaching. Paul understood that the cross 
is simultaneously the most divisive and 
the most unifying event in human history. 
The preaching of the cross—the procla-

mation of the substitutionary atonement 
wrought by the sinless Son of God—”is 
foolishness to those who are perishing, 
but to those of us who are being saved, it 
is the power of God” (1 Cor 1:18).

Any honest and faithful theology of 
preaching must acknowledge that charges 
of foolishness are not incidental to the 
homiletical task. They are central. Those 
seeking worldly wisdom or secret signs 
will be frustrated with what we preach, 
for the cross is the abolition of both. The 
Christian preacher dares not speak a 
message which will appeal to the sign-
seeker and wisdom-lovers, “lest the cross 
of Christ be emptied of its power” (1 Cor 
1:17). As James Denney stated plainly, “No 
man can give at once the impression that 
he himself is clever and that Jesus Christ 
is mighty to save.”

Beyond this, Paul indicated the danger 
of ideological temptations and the allure 
of “technique” as threats to the preach-
ing of the gospel. Writing to the church 
at Corinth, Paul explained, “My message 
and my preaching were not with wise and 
persuasive words, but with a demonstra-
tion of the Spirit’s power, so that your faith 
might not rest on men’s wisdom, but on 
God’s power” (1 Cor 2:4-5).

To preach the gospel of the Son who 
saves is to forfeit all claim or aim to make 
communication technique or human 
persuasion the measure of homiletical 
effectiveness. Preaching is effective when 
it is faithful. The effect is in the hands of 
God.

The preacher dares to speak for God, 
on the basis of what God has spoken con-
cerning Himself and His ways, and that 
means speaking the word of the cross. 
That underscores the humility of preach-
ing. As John Piper suggests, the act of 
preaching is “both a past event of substi-
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tution and a present event of execution.” 
Only the redeemed, those who know the 
cross as the power and wisdom of God, 
understand the glory and the burden of 
preaching. To the world of unbelief, such 
words are senseless prattle.

To preach the message of the Son who 
saves is to spread the world’s most hope-
ful message. All Christian preaching is 
resurrection preaching. A theology of 
preaching includes both a “theology of the 
cross” and a “theology of glory.” The glory 
is not the possession of the church, much 
less the preacher, but of God Himself.

The cross brings the eclipse of all 
human pretensions and enlightenment, 
but the empty tomb reveals the radiant 
sunrise of God’s personal glory. If Christ 
has not been raised, asserted Paul, “our 
preaching is useless” (1 Cor 15:14). This 
glimpse of God’s glory does not afford 
the church or the preacher a sense of 
triumphalism or self-sufficiency. To the 
contrary, it points to the sufficiency of 
God and to the glory only he enjoys—a 
glory He has shared with us in the person 
and work of Jesus Christ. The reflection of 
that revelation is the radiance and glory 
of preaching.

The Spirit Who Illuminates
The preacher stands before the con-

gregation as the external minister of the 
Word, but the Holy Spirit works as the 
internal minister of that same Word. A 
theology of preaching must take the role 
of the Spirit into full view, for without an 
understanding of the work of the Spirit, 
the task of preaching is robbed of its bal-
ance and power.

The neglect of the work of the Spirit is 
a symptom of the decline of biblical Trini-
tarianism in our midst. Charles H. Spur-
geon warned, “You might as well expect 

to raise the dead by whispering in their 
ears, as hope to save souls by preaching to 
them, if it were not for the agency of the 
Holy Spirit.” The Spirit performs His work 
of inspiration, indwelling, regeneration, 
and sanctification as the inner minister 
of the Word; it is the Spirit’s ministry of 
illumination that allows the Word of the 
Lord to break forth.

Both the preacher and the hearers are 
dependent upon the work of the Holy 
Spirit for any adequate understanding 
of the text. As Calvin warned, “No one 
should hesitate to confess that he is able 
to understand God’s mysteries only in so 
far as he is illumined by God’s grace. He 
who attributes any more understanding 
to himself is all the more blind because he 
does not recognize his own blindness.” 
This has been the confession of great 
preachers from the first century to the 
present, and the absence of a conscious 
dependence upon the Holy Spirit is a sign 
that the preacher does not understand his 
task and calling. Tertullian, for example, 
called the Spirit his “Vicar” who min-
istered the Word to himself and to his 
congregation.

The Reformation saw a new acknowl-
edgement of the union of Word and Spirit. 
This testimonium was understood to be 
the crucial means by which the Spirit 
imparts understanding. This Trinitarian 
doctrine produced preaching that was 
both bold and humble; bold in its content, 
but uttered forth by humble humans who 
knew their utter dependence upon God.

John Calvin described the internal 
testimony of the Holy Spirit as absolutely 
necessary in order for the individual to 
receive the Word: “For as God alone is 
a fit witness of himself in His Word, so 
also the Word will not find acceptance 
in men’s hearts before it is sealed by the 
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inward testimony of the Spirit. The same 
Spirit, therefore, who has spoken through 
the mouths of the prophets must penetrate 
into our hearts to persuade us that they 
faithfully proclaimed what had been 
divinely commanded.”

Martin Luther had affirmed this same 
truth in various ways, most famously in 
his exhortation to his young students that 
they must preach the Word faithfully in 
order to get the Word to the ears of the 
congregation. Nevertheless, Luther also 
insisted that only the Holy Spirit could 
take the Word from the ear into the 
human heart.

Luther had another important point 
to make as well. Even as the preacher is 
dependent upon the work of the Holy 
Spirit in the preaching of the Word, Luther 
insisted that the Father had willed that 
the Spirit should work uniquely through 
the Word, and not independent of it. He 
rejected the notion that the Holy Spirit 
would impart spiritual life through sac-
raments or other actions apart from the 
Word.

In Luther’s own words, “Therefore no 
one desiring comfort should wait until 
the Holy Spirit presents Christ to him 
personally or speaks to him directly from 
heaven. He gives His testimony publicly, 
in the sermon. There you must seek Him 
and wait for Him until He touches your 
heart through the Word that you hear 
with your ears, and thus He also testifies 
of Christ inwardly through His work-
ing.” This quality of confidence in the 
Holy Spirit’s work through the Word, 
and only through the Word, would be a 
much-needed corrective in today’s con-
fused church.

The same God who called forth human 
vessels and set them to preach also prom-
ised the power of the Spirit. Martyn Lloyd-

Jones was aware that preachers often 
forget this promise: “Seek Him always. 
But go beyond seeking Him; expect Him. 
Do you expect anything to happen when 
you get up to preach in a pulpit? Or do you 
just say to yourself, ‘Well, I have prepared 
my address, I am going to give them this 
address; some of them will appreciate it 
and some will not’? Are you expecting it 
to be the turning point in someone’s life? 
That is what preaching is meant to do. 
. . . Seek this power, expect this power, 
yearn for this power; and when the power 
comes, yield to Him.”

To preach “in the Spirit” is to preach 
with the acknowledgement that the 
human instrument has no control over 
the message—and no control over the 
Word as it is set loose within the con-
gregation. The Spirit, as John declared, 
testifies, “because the Spirit is the truth” 
(1 John 5:6).

J. I. Packer defined preaching as “the 
event of God bringing to an audience a 
Bible-based, Christ-related, life-impacting 
message of instruction and direction from 
Himself through the words of a spokes-
person.” That rather comprehensive defi-
nition depicts the process of God speaking 
forth His Word, using human instruments 
to proclaim His message, and then calling 
men and women unto Himself. A theo-
logical analysis reveals that preaching is 
deadly business. As Spurgeon confirmed, 
“Life, death, hell, and worlds unknown 
may hang on the preaching and hearing 
of a sermon.”

The apostle Paul revealed the logic of 
preaching when he asked, “How then, 
can they call upon the one they have not 
believed in? And how can they believe 
in the one of whom they have not heard? 
And how can they hear without someone 
preaching to them?” (Rom 10:14). The 
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preacher is a commissioned agent whose 
task is to speak because God has spoken, 
because the preacher has been entrusted 
with the telling of the gospel of the Son 
who saves, and because God has prom-
ised the power of the Spirit as the seal and 
efficacy of the preacher’s calling.

The ground of the preaching is none 
other than the revelation that God has 
addressed to us in Scripture. The goal of 
preaching is no more and no less than 
faithfulness to this calling. The glory of 
preaching is that God has promised to 
use preachers and preaching to accom-
plish His purpose and bring glory unto 
Himself.

Therefore, a theology of preaching is 
essentially doxology. The ultimate pur-
pose of the sermon is to glorify God and 
to reveal a glimpse of His glory to his 
creation. This is the sum and substance 
of the preaching task. That God would 
choose such a means to express His own 
glory is beyond our understanding; it 
is rooted in the mystery of the will and 
wisdom of God.

Yet our God has called out preachers 
and commanded them to preach. Preach-
ing is not an act the church is called to 
defend, but a ministry preachers are 
called to perform. And as we are well 
reminded, we are not called to accom-
plish this task alone. The Holy Spirit is 
the seal and promise of our preaching. 
Thus, whatever the season, the imperative 
stands: Preach the Word!

ENDNOTE
 1This response is excerpted from a three-

part commentary entitled, “Why Do 
We Preach? A Foundation for Christian 
Preaching” that originally appeared Dec 
15-17, 2005, on www.AlbertMohler.com. 
Used with permission.

SBJT: What elements of the doctrine 
of the Trinity are largely overlooked 
in substantial swaths of today’s evan-
gelicalism? And what are the practical 
implications of such neglect?
D. A. Carson: The question is a bit cheeky, 
of course, since it assumes that much is 
wrong. All of us know fine evangelical 
churches that are carefully trying to 
teach the whole counsel of God. While 
majoring on biblical exposition, they are 
also enthusiastic about teaching sufficient 
historical and systematic theology to give 
their members a sense of the historical 
continuity and of the doctrinal heritage 
of the people of God. Nevertheless, it 
is doubtless fair to assert that in many 
churches the doctrine of the Trinity is 
merely asserted, or in some cases merely 
assumed, but never or at best rarely 
taught. When was the last time you heard 
a good sermon on the subject, complete 
with careful demonstration of its pastoral 
and spiritual relevance?

A responsible answer to the question 
could easily be expanded into a book. I 
shall restrict myself to five observations, 
briefly put:

(1) There are few attempts to show how 
the texts of the Bible came to generate what 
came to be called, in the patristic period, 
the doctrine of the Trinity. It makes 
little difference, of course, that the word 
“Trinity” is not found in the Scriptures, 
provided the concept is. Nevertheless, 
distinctions regarding three “persons” 
and one “substance” were fought-over 
attempts, during the patristic period, to 
try to handle all the biblical evidence, 
instead of just part of it. 

Such attempts, of course, constitute 
a subset of the broader responsibility to 
move carefully from Scripture itself to 
systematic articulations of truth—i.e., 
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articulations that are in fact summaries of 
more than any one passage, articulations 
often cast in the terminology of contempo-
rary culture. Showing believers how this 
is done, and giving historical examples 
of how it has been done well, and how 
it has been done badly, becomes an exer-
cise in teaching them basic interpretive 
skills—not to mention the sense of soli-
darity it engenders with believers in other 
centuries who, no less than we, had to 
wrestle with how to understand the Bible 
faithfully, and not least how to respond to 
assorted pernicious reductionisms. 

(2) Careful instruction about the Trinity 
will draw believers to greater contempla-
tion and adoration of who God is. When 
the tone of the instruction is deeply 
edifying, congregations usually lap up 
careful, thoughtful, biblically-demon-
strated truth—not least truth about God, 
our blessed Maker and Redeemer. The 
alternative is to be so sloppy about how 
we think of God that the sloppiness spills 
over into our everyday speech, and even 
into our praying: e.g., “Heavenly Father, 
we just want to thank you for dying on 
the cross for us.” The Father did not die 
on the cross, of course: to say he did is to 
fall into the ancient heresy called patripas-
sionism. Must we not carefully observe the 
distinctive works of the members of the 
Godhead, as well as all that binds them? 
The result of careful preaching and teach-
ing on the Trinity is that in our thinking 
and praying, we will be contemplating 
God as he has disclosed himself to us, rather 
than pretending that zeal and clichés are 
an adequate defense against sloppiness 
and even heresy.

Sometimes introductory knowledge 
of the doctrine of the Trinity issues in 
distinctions that are too tightly drawn. 
Some argue, for instance, that all Chris-

tian prayer should address the Father in 
the name of the Son by the power of the 
Spirit. Certainly that is one way the New 
Testament writers depict prayer, but it 
is far from the only one. Both the Father 
and the Son are explicitly addressed in 
prayer in the Scriptures. While prayer 
to the Spirit is not explicitly exemplified, 
the deity of the Spirit is affirmed, as also 
is his function as our Advocate (cf. John 
14:16, 26; 15:26; 16:7; 1 John 2:1)—and that 
function itself authorizes prayer, for he, 
like the Son, simultaneously represents 
us and pleads our case. See especially 
the elegant essay by Edmund P. Clowney,  
“A Biblical Theology of Prayer,” in Teach 
Us to Pray: Prayer in the Bible and the World 
(ed. D. A. Carson; Exeter: Paternoster, 
1990), 136-73.

(3) In particular, the church must con-
stantly go over the biblical materials that 
ground belief in Jesus as both God and 
man, not only so as to preserve sound 
doctrine, but so as to integrate these 
realities with all that Jesus accomplished, 
and with all that he continues to be: he 
will forever be both God and a human 
being, our elder brother. There are huge 
implications not only for understanding 
what he achieved on the cross, and not 
only for his high priestly ministry (read 
Hebrews!), but also for what we become 
when we finally share in his resurrection. 
Moreover, there are approaches to such 
issues that go beyond a handful of proof-
texts (e.g., John 1:1; 20:28; Rom 9:5), even 
if those texts are important. The crucial 
“Son” passage, John 5:16-30, for instance, 
needs to be carefully thought through—a 
helpful way, incidentally, of clearing up at 
least some of the deep misapprehensions 
that Muslims have when we Christians 
confess that Jesus is the Son of God. 

(4) Perhaps nowhere is the doctrine of 
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the Trinity more important than in our 
meditation upon the love of God. One 
may usefully compare what the Bible 
says in this regard with what the Qur’an 
says about Allah. Islam stresses God’s 
transcendence, his utter independence 
of his creatures, and strongly insists he 
is merciful toward them, but it barely 
mentions his love. (A good place to start 
finding out more about the Qur’an, in 
conjunction with actually reading it, is 
Mateen Elass, Understanding the Koran: A 
Quick Christian Guide to the Muslim Holy 
Book [Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2004].) 
Christianity stresses the same character-
istics, of course—God’s transcendence, his 
independence (his “aseity,” the Puritans 
would have said), his mercy—but adds 
that God is loving. Indeed, the Bible goes 
so far as to say that God is love, a clause 
you cannot find in the Qur’an. In the Old 
Testament, where the picture of God being 
a complex unity is still blurred, God’s love 
is displayed in his care for his world, in the 
way he entreats sinners, in his love for his 
chosen covenant people. (I have described 
the different ways the Bible speaks of the 
love of God in The Difficult Doctrine of the 
Love of God [Wheaton: Crossway, 2000].) 
Sooner or later, however, one cannot help 
but wonder in what precise sense it is 
proper to talk about God’s love in eternity 
past. There is some deep sense in which 
God loves himself, of course (it is worth 
reading John Piper, The Pleasures of God: 
Meditations on God’s Delight in Being God 
[Portland: Multnomah, 1991]), yet since all 
we know of love is its “other”-orientation, 
then when God was the only being that 
existed, what precisely would it mean to 
confess that even “then” (if we may use a 
time category for eternity past), “God is 
love”? Here the New Testament Scriptures 
provide more food for thought. Twice we 

are told that the Father loves the Son (John 
3:35; 5:20); similarly, we are told that the 
Son loves the Father (John 14:31). Nor are 
we to think that this love is restricted to 
the days of the Son’s incarnation. The love 
of the Father for the Son stretches back 
before the creation of the world (John 
17:24). In short, precisely because the one 
God of the Bible is a complex unity, a Tri-
unity, space is created to appreciate more 
fully how even with respect to eternity 
past, it is entirely coherent to confess, 
“God is love,” and maintain something 
of the “other”-orientation to the nature of 
love. Indeed, the love among the persons 
of the Godhead becomes the supreme 
model of the love that Christians are to 
display for other believers—a love which 
substantially constitutes their unity (John 
17:20-26). 

(5) Revelation itself is tied to the doc-
trine of the Trinity. Although God has 
spoken words, his final “Word” is the 
incarnated Son, who perfectly reflects him 
and displays the effulgence of his glory 
(John 1:1-18; Heb 1:1-4). Perhaps nowhere 
in the Bible is the revelation provided by 
the Son as tightly tied to the Son’s relation 
to the Father as in John 5:16-30, to which I 
have already referred—but of course there 
are many passages where that relation is 
presupposed (e.g., Col 1:15-20). Through-
out his ministry, the Son is aided and 
strengthened by the Holy Spirit, and the 
Spirit himself comes as the Paraclete who 
succeeds the Son and replaces him this 
side of the resurrection and ascension, 
until the Son returns. Among his tasks is 
the manner in which he directs people to 
the Son, and thus to God’s revelation in 
the Son. All of the persons of the Godhead 
are united in a complex, integrated, role-
specific commitment to the self-disclosure 
of God in what we call “revelation”—all 
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designed to bring himself glory and to 
benefit his people. A very long essay 
would not begin to survey the wealth of 
biblical texts and themes that intertwine 
on this subject.

SBJT: Can you discuss the practical 
importance of the doctrine of the Trinity 
for the church today?
Carl Trueman: The doctrine of the Trinity 
is probably one of the most important and, 
at the same time, one of the most neglected 
essential points of Christian teaching in 
evangelicalism. One of the reasons for 
this is the fact that evangelicalism, like 
Protestantism in general, has histori-
cally tended to define itself over against 
Roman Catholicism; and the Trinity was 
not a substantial point of disagreement 
between the two traditions. Attitudes 
toward justification, authority, and the 
sacraments have thus been more central 
to the identity of evangelicalism.

A further problem is probably the 
speculative appearance of much Trinitar-
ian theology. The language used to articu-
late classic Trinitarian theology—person, 
essence, substance, hypostasis—would 
seem at first glance to be both abstruse 
and unbiblical, not simply in the obvious 
sense that it is not found in the Bible, but 
in the deeper sense that it carries with it 
connotations of Greek metaphysics and 
a world which seems far removed from 
the dynamic of the biblical history of 
redemption.

Nonetheless, even a cursory examina-
tion of the history of the doctrine indicates 
that the Trinity is both a key Christian 
doctrine and, for all of its complexity, one 
which is crucial to even the least theologi-
cally literate believer. In the early centu-
ries after Christ, one of the basic questions 
which preoccupied the church was that of 

the identity of Jesus Christ, and this was 
no ivory tower discussion. At the heart of 
the matter lay two very practical concerns: 
what exactly did Christians mean when 
they cried out in praise, “Jesus is Lord!”? 
And what was the significance of the link-
ing of the Son and the Spirit to the Father 
in the baptismal formula? These two basic 
concerns provided the essential dynamic 
for Christological and, ultimately, Trini-
tarian thinking in the first four centuries. 
Thus, the doctrine is, in origin, intimately 
connected to the most basic practical acts 
of Christian worship, acts in which all 
believers are involved.

Given this, the complex conceptual 
vocabulary which the church developed 
to express the doctrine can be seen not 
so much as abstract metaphysics but as 
an attempt to articulate the ontological 
foundations for the economy of salva-
tion. Put less pretentiously, Trinitarian 
language expresses that which must be 
true in terms of God’s eternal nature in 
order for the biblical account of the his-
tory of salvation to make sense, and for 
the worship that results to make sense. Of 
course, given the infinite nature of God 
and the finite nature of his revelation, 
it is ultimately impossible for finite lan-
guage to do full justice to God as he is in 
himself. Thus, to the finite mind, the idea 
of God as one and God as three seems a 
straightforward absurdity; yet that is what 
scripture plainly teaches. The metaphysi-
cal language used to express this should 
therefore be seen as an attempt to unpack 
this teaching and should be understood 
in negative terms: to say Father, Son, and 
Holy Spirit are one substance is not so 
much to make a positive assertion as to 
deny that any one person of the Trinity 
has an ontological priority and superi-
ority to the others; to say that they are 
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three persons is to deny that the names 
Father, Son, and Holy Spirit are merely 
synonyms.

So what is the immediate importance 
of the doctrine of the Trinity for believers 
today? I would suggest at least a twofold 
importance. First, we need to be very clear 
that what is at stake in the doctrine of the 
Trinity is the very identity of God. Chris-
tians do not worship a God who is merely 
an example of deity in general. He is the 
very specific, particular God who is both 
three and one. This is especially signifi-
cant in the context of the modern pluralist 
societies in which we live. For example, 
many Christian might find themselves 
faced with the question of whether the 
God of the Koran is the God of the Bible. 
After all, they seem to have some things in 
common (both are sovereign creators, for 
example). A clear grasp of the doctrine of 
the Trinity precludes a positive answer to 
this question: if Allah is not the one who 
is three and the three who are one, then 
he is not true God in any real sense. Thus, 
at a basic level, a grasp of this doctrine 
reminds us that the God of the Bible is 
utterly unique and different than other 
religious conceptions of god, even other 
monotheistic viewpoints. 

Second, the doctrine should shape the 
way in which we worship. If God is a 
very particular God, and in Christ has set 
forth a very particular way of salvation, 
then our response of worship should, 
in turn, be very particular and take full 
account of God as Trinity. Perhaps the 
most significant and helpful essay on this 
is John Owen’s book, On Communion with 
God, where he delineates the Trinitarian 
nature of God, the Trinitarian action of 
God in salvation, and the way in which 
our worship, directed to the God who 
is one, must also be directed to the God 

who is three. Owen perhaps takes this to 
extremes, arguing that the Lord’s Prayer 
itself is not to be used by Christians since 
it originates from a time before the Trinity 
had been fully revealed (a point which he 
signally does not make with reference to 
the Psalms). But, in the context of modern 
evangelical worship, it is worth asking 
how a creedal commitment to the Trinity 
actually affects our thinking about God 
and our worship. For Owen, all prayer 
is addressed to God the Father, through 
the Son, by the power of the Holy Spirit; 
and, additionally, the different persons 
are to be specifically worshipped for 
their respective actions in salvation. As 
salvation is the act of the whole Godhead, 
so in its particulars it can be specifically 
ascribed to Father (e.g., appointing Son as 
Mediator), to the Son (e.g., taking up and 
executing the office of Mediator) and the 
Spirit (e.g., applying salvation to the indi-
vidual). Each task can only be performed 
by one who is God; and within such a 
framework, one of the practical aspects 
of the orthodox doctrine of the Trinity is 
made very clear. 

SBJT: Why Must Our Hermeneutics Be 
Trinitarian?
Vern Sheridan Poythress: Our herme-
neutics must be Trinitarian because God, 
the Creator, Redeemer, and Consum-
mator, is Trinitarian. When we interpret 
either the words of God or the works of 
God, we need to take into account who 
he is. Everything we know about him, 
including his Trinitarian character, poten-
tially influences our understanding of his 
words and his works. Moreover, when 
people introduce erroneous conceptions 
of God, whether deistic, pantheistic, 
unitarian, or modalistic, those errors 
will inevitably affect interpretation of 
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the meaning of God’s words and works, 
because meaning is influenced by one’s 
conception of authorship. The effects may 
often be subtle, but may sometimes also 
be dramatic.

Rationality
One of the more obvious effects arises 

through differences in people’s ideas of 
rationality. Typically people who reject 
the Trinity do so on account of its alleged 
irrationality, and substitute for it a ratio-
nalistic conception of God, tailored to the 
expectations of fallen man. Man’s fallen 
reason becomes the measure of what God 
can or cannot be. And then, of course, one 
can expect human reason to lord it over 
the interpretation of the words and works 
of God as well.

By contrast, in Trinitarian theology we 
confess both the incomprehensibility of 
God, due to his infinity, and his know-
ability due to his revelation of himself 
both in Scripture and in the world (Rom 
1:18-23). This signals both the accessibil-
ity of truth and the incomprehensibility 
of the totality of truth, and prepares the 
way for approaching interpretation in a 
rational, but not rationalistic, way.

Redemption
The significance of Trinity is par-

ticularly notable in redemption. God the 
Father sovereignly controls the events of 
history and the events in individual lives 
that lead to individual and corporate sal-
vation. God the Son accomplishes salva-
tion, reconciliation, and cleansing from 
sin in the events of the crucifixion and 
the resurrection. God the Spirit applies 
the redemption to individuals and groups 
through his coming to indwell us. Of 
course all three Persons are involved in 
all three of these areas; but each Person 

has his own role.
These redemptive acts each have impli-

cations for hermeneutics. The control of 
the Father over history includes his control 
over the words that he gives to man, either 
by direct divine voice as at Mount Sinai, or 
through human prophets like Moses and 
Isaiah. God’s control needs to be kept in 
mind in our reception of the Bible, because 
otherwise we may come to treat the Bible 
in practice as a merely human product, or 
a product where God is “doing the best he 
can” with partially uncooperative human 
beings. Genuine human agency in writing 
Scripture does not imply independence 
from God or reduction of the control of 
God, any more than the genuine agency 
of the Son implies his independence from 
the Father.

Second, consider the role of the Son. 
Because of human sin, we are separated 
from God and would die if we stood in 
his presence (remember Exod 33:20). But 
receiving the word of God involves receiv-
ing his presence. We would die reading 
Scripture except for the mediation of the 
Son. Through the Son we receive knowl-
edge of God without dying.

Third, consider the role of the Spirit. 
The Spirit “will guide you into all the 
truth” (John 16:13). The promise in John 
16 focuses on the special role of the Spirit 
after Pentecost, and perhaps also applies 
in a special way to the apostles. But the 
principle concerning the Spirit’s guidance 
generalizes to cover the whole work of the 
Spirit in illumination. Only the person 
whose heart is molded by the Spirit and 
attuned to the Spirit can understand the 
things of the Spirit (1 Cor 2:6-16). Spiritu-
ality is necessary for understanding the 
teaching of the Bible, as saints throughout 
the ages have known. And this spiritu-
ality is not just some vague sensitivity 
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to religious phenomena, but a spiritual 
knowledge of divine things such as only 
the Holy Spirit can give. Modern scholars 
under the pressure of rationalism are 
prone to forget this role of the Spirit.

Other Implications
Space is too short to do more than touch 

on two other areas in hermeneutics. First, 
the roles of the Father, the Son, and the 
Spirit in Trinitarian redemption suggest 
analogous roles in God’s verbal com-
munication. God the Father is not only 
in control of history, but in control of his 
word that goes forth from his mouth. He 
is the author of Scripture. God the Son, as 
the Word of God (John 1:1), can be closely 
associated with the content spoken by the 
Father, which then leads to the meaning-
content of the biblical text. And God the 
Spirit stands with the human reader in 
interpreting the textual message (“what-
ever he hears he will speak,” John 16:13).

Accordingly, the Father can be associ-
ated with the role of the author, the Son 
with the role of the text or discourse, and 
the Spirit with the role of the reader. That 
does not make human readers infallible, 
but for those in union with Christ the 
Spirit comes as an infallible divine reader 
who guides the human reader.

The pattern of author, discourse, and 
reader can be generalized even beyond 
the bounds of Scripture. While we affirm 
that Scripture, and not other writings, is 
the infallible word of God, we can also 
see that the Trinitarian being of God, as 
Father, Son, and Spirit, is the ultimate 
archetype behind all human communica-
tion as authors send discourses to readers. 
The unity and diversity within the Trinity 
are the archetype for understanding the 
ectypal unity-in-diversity in author, dis-
course, and reader. Accordingly, we are 

encouraged to avoid both the unitarian 
error, which would collapse all complex-
ity in human communication into a single 
block of meaning, with no remaining 
differentiation; and to avoid the poly-
theistic error of multiplying meanings 
chaotically, such as what takes place when 
human readers are seen as lords (gods!) 
of meaning.

Second, human language originates 
as a gift of God in creation, rather than 
being the product merely of a gradual 
naturalistic ascent of man from the slime. 
In fact, the description of the Second 
Person of the Trinity as the Word (John 
1:1), as well as the conversation between 
the Father and the Son in a passage like 
John 17, indicates that human language is 
what it is against the background of divine 
language in the mystery of intra-Trini-
tarian communication. Reductionistic 
approaches to language must accordingly 
be critically evaluated. And we are invited 
to see that the obvious meanings that even 
a casual reader of Scripture can perceive 
open the door to the infinity of the mind 
of God, and the infinity of meaning in 
intra-Trinitarian communication. The 
category of mystery accordingly belongs 
to meaning and to hermeneutical reflec-
tions on meaning.

SBJT: Why must our evangelism be 
Trinitarian?
Greg Strand: This is a very important 
question to ask. I believe one of our root 
problems is that our understanding of and 
engagement in evangelism is flawed: it is 
not Trinitarian. This results in a truncated 
understanding of the gospel, which does 
not lead to new birth but rather ends in 
stillbirth. God can certainly bring about 
new birth even with an incomplete under-
standing of the gospel, but He also uses 
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means, human vessels, to communicate 
that gospel, so it is important that we get 
this right. I believe this Trinitarian flaw 
is adversely affecting the church of Jesus 
Christ today.

It is most instructive and helpful to 
see why our evangelism must be Trini-
tarian by focusing on each person of the 
Godhead, and the role they play in our 
salvation. Through this we will also see 
some of the specific weaknesses of much 
of our evangelism today and why our 
evangelism must be Trinitarian.

God the Father
Our primary problem is not our sin, but 

rather what our sins incur or deserve—the 
wrath of God. Certainly we are sinners 
(Rom 3:23), and we need to be saved 
from our sin. But first and foremost our 
salvation is from God’s wrath (Rom 1:17; 
Eph 2:1-3).

Now consider our evangelism in light 
of this critically important truth. Most of 
the time only our sin is mentioned and 
not what our sin (and sins) deserves. This 
often means that salvation primarily has a 
horizontal component: being saved from 
the evils that surround me or affect me or 
even in which I engage, at the expense of 
a vertical component, namely, from God’s 
wrath. This is one reason the therapeutic 
movement is so large, and why huge 
sections in many Christian bookstores 
are directed to “self-help” or “how to” 
issues. Moreover, if anything about God 
the Father is mentioned, it is only His 
love. Certainly that God is love is true and 
must be said (1 John 4:8). But it is not all 
that must be said, because a partial truth 
about God treated as the whole truth 
about God is a lie. 

If we are going to get this right in 
evangelism, both God’s holiness and His 

love must be emphasized. If we downplay 
or ignore His holiness, we end up with a 
god other than the God who has revealed 
Himself in the Scripture. If we only focus 
on God’s love, we also end up with a god 
far less than God, and we cheapen that 
great love that was supremely manifested 
in how He addressed His wrath (Rom 
3:21-26; 5:8; 1 John 4:9-10). All of this is 
wonderfully summarized in “but God” 
(Eph. 2:4).

God the Son
Because we are by nature children of 

God’s wrath, the only way God can be just 
and holy is to punish sin by punishing 
sinners. And if we who are under God’s 
wrath pay for our sins by our very lives, 
there is no life (John 3:36). And it must be 
said that if God were to do this He would 
be entirely just and right (Rom 9:14-18). 
“But God,” because of His love and holi-
ness, sent His son, Jesus Christ. Jesus was 
our representative and our substitute. He 
is the mediator between us and God, who 
gave Himself as the ransom for sinners (1 
Tim 2:5). Jesus, who knew no sin, became 
sin for us that we might become the 
righteousness of God (2 Cor 5:21). Jesus’ 
death was the propitiation for our sins so 
that God’s wrath was appeased or turned 
away (1 John 2:2; 4:10). This death of Christ 
on our behalf was rooted in God’s love (1 
John 4:10) and in His mercy, grace, and 
kindness (Eph 4:4-7). God the Father 
and God the Son are not in competition 
against one another, but rather in concord 
with one another. The preeminent display 
of God’s love and holiness is the cross. Our 
salvation is won through the death and 
resurrection of Christ alone.

How does our evangelism square with 
this? Often we inadvertently succumb to 
a form of modalism by focusing on Jesus 
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alone apart from the Father and Spirit. We 
address sin and the need to be saved from 
sin, and since Jesus is a friend of sinners, 
people are encouraged to receive Him. 
There is little or no mention at all of the 
Father who sent Jesus, His Son, to be the 
Savior of the world, or that Christ alone 
is the one who serves as the propitiation 
for our sins on which basis we deserve 
the Father’s wrath. The sole focus is Jesus. 
But even though this is right and neces-
sary, it is insufficient. Another error in 
our evangelism is that we wrongly make 
our faith in Christ the objective basis of 
our salvation, not Christ Himself. This fits 
with our subjective, emotional day where 
experience trumps truth. But we are saved 
on account of Christ alone. He is the objec-
tive basis of our salvation, and faith is the 
instrumental means by which this objec-
tive reality becomes real in a person’s life. 
God the Son saves us from the wrath of 
God the Father, not my faith. We must not 
add to or subtract from Jesus’ important 
words: “it is finished” (John 19:30), and 
“peace be with you” (John 20:19). This 
completed work of Christ is now applied 
in our lives by another (John 14:16-17), the 
Holy Spirit, who will manifest Christ in all 
His fullness which will glorify the Father 
(John 16:14; 2 Cor 4:6) 

God the Holy Spirit
In God the Father sending God the 

Son, our salvation was achieved and 
accomplished. But it is through God the 
Holy Spirit that that salvation is applied or 
realized in individual lives. God the Holy 
Spirit convicts of sin (John 16:8) and regen-
erates (Titus 3:5), which is synonymous 
with being born again or born from above 
(John 3:3, 5). The Holy Spirit enables one 
to see, understand, and know Christ (John 
14:26; 16:14; 1 Cor 2:12), and to confess Him 

as Lord (1 Cor 12:3). Apart from the Holy 
Spirit, Christ’s work is not applied. But 
if one has been regenerated by the Holy 
Spirit, Christ’s work has been applied in 
that person’s life, and He is magnified as 
the Savior. Through this means God is 
glorified (1 Cor 6:18-20; 2 Cor 1:20-22; 3:18; 
4:6). The Christian life from beginning to 
end is dependent on the Holy Spirit (Rom 
8:9; Gal 3:2-3).

Although we have seen a renewed 
emphasis in the ministry of the Holy 
Spirit (which has been right and healthy), 
His ministry has been overlooked in 
the important area of evangelism, new 
birth, and living the Christian life. By 
underemphasizing our enslavement to 
sin, by overlooking our heart problem, we 
merely ask people to make a mental deci-
sion for Christ and against their sin. This 
undermines the purpose of Christ and His 
death and resurrection, namely, address-
ing God’s wrath against our sin, and it 
denies the reality of and the necessity for 
the ministry of the Holy Spirit. We then 
end up with a moral religion, something 
one can do pretty much on one’s own. 
A real spiritual life and true spirituality 
have been replaced by and confused with 
religiosity. In many ways, salvation is 
understood as making a bad person good, 
or even making a good person better. 
But this falls short of the biblical account 
of salvation, in which a dead person is 
made alive. If a person is truly converted 
and not informed of the Holy Spirit and 
not encouraged/discipled to keep in step 
with the Spirit (Gal 5:25), both in conver-
sion and in living the Christian life, that 
individual will, by default, attempt to live 
the Christian life on his own in the flesh 
(Gal 3:3). This is precisely what we hear 
in many testimonies—rather than hearing 
a clear message of “but God,” we hear a 
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great deal of “but I.” For those who are 
truly converted, they need to be discipled 
in biblical truth which entails that they 
can and must grow and mature in their 
understanding (2 Cor 3:18; 2 Pet 3:18). 

In closing, here are four implications 
and applications for us as we consider 
Trinitarian evangelism: (1) It is clearly 
taught in the Bible (Matt 28:18-20; Titus 
3:4-7; 1 Pet 1:1-2), so if we are going to 
be faithful to the Bible, we must teach, 
preach, and live it. Commit yourself to 
learn, study, and grow in this important 
truth. Remember most of all that this is 
about knowing and loving God in all 
His fullness with heart, soul, strength, 
and mind (Luke 10:27). This is vitally 
important to remember in our postmod-
ern day that is marked by relativism and 
pluralism. God has spoken, and His Word 
is authoritative and sufficient. It is also a 
helpful reminder to Christians who have 
tended to overlook the full, Trinitarian 
gospel for the sake of simplicity and 
brevity. (2) God’s glory is at stake. Each 
person of the Godhead—God the Father, 
God the Son, God the Holy Spirit—has a 
role in securing and applying salvation. 
If a chief mark of sin is falling short of 
God’s glory, the chief mark of salvation is 
glorifying God in all His fullness in all of 
life. (3) Our salvation is dependent upon 
this Trinitarian truth. This truth is the 
basis of our experience in the Christian 
life from beginning to end (Matt 28:18-20), 
including both evangelism (new birth) 
and discipleship (the Christian life). This 
reminds us of our absolute dependency 
on God, and this fosters deep humility 
in our lives (Isa 66:2; John 15:5; Heb 11:6). 
(4) When you disciple new believers, help 
them to interpret biblically what they have 
experienced spiritually. Although their 
experience is real and they have truly 

been regenerated, their interpretation 
may not be accurate. These testimonies 
when shared publicly will then be clear 
presentations of the “but God” truth of 
the gospel. 


