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3—GOD AS TRIUNE – SCRIPTURE & HISTORY 
 

6This is he that came by water and blood, even Jesus Christ; not by water 
only, but by water and blood.  And it is the Spirit that beareth witness, 
because the Spirit is truth.  7For there are three that bear record in heaven, 
the Father, the Word, and the Holy Ghost: and these three are one.  8And 
there are three that bear witness in earth, the spirt, and the water and the 
blood: and these three agree in one.  9If we receive the witness of men, the 
witness of God is greater: for this is the witness of God which he hath 
testified of his Son” (1 John 5:6-9 KJV) 

Review and Introduction 

The previous lesson ended by looking at the holiness, the only attribute of 
God that is repeated in a threefold manner in the heavenly throne room, and which 
sums up the totality of God’s attributes.   God is a singular unity, a most pure 
Spirit—invisible, incorporeal, and simple—as well as infinite in His immensity 
(omnipresence), power (omnipotence), knowledge (omniscience), and eternity.  
These descriptions or qualities underscore God’s absoluteness.  He and He alone 
is the anchor for all reality.  He is, however, preeminently holy.  To be holy is to 
be set apart, and God’s holiness underscores the absolute difference between Him 
and His creation.  Our tendency is to think that God is just like us, only bigger, but 
God Himself rebukes this notion (per Psalm 50:16); we are not altogether ones such 
as Him.  In this lesson and the next we will look at the matter that most 
fundamentally undergirds the difference between the Creator and the creature, 
namely, God’s nature as Triune. 

I. The Trinity in Scripture 

The Trinitarian nature of God is the root of Christian orthodoxy; to deny 
the Trinity is to fundamentally put oneself outside historical mainstream 
Christianity, whether Protestant, Roman Catholic, or Eastern Orthodox.  The 
Trinity, moreover, is an exclusively Scriptural teaching.  One can see this 
preeminently in the baptism of Jesus (Matt. 3:13-17 || Mark 1:9-11 || Luke 3:21-23).  
In Matthew’s account it is written, “And Jesus, when he was baptized, went up 
straightway out of the water: and, lo, the heavens were opened to him, and he saw the Spirit 
of God descending like a dove, and lighting upon him: and lo, a voice from heaven, saying, 
This is my beloved Son, in whom I am well-pleased (Matt. 3:16-17).  Here one can see 
all three Persons of the Trinity present in this one scene: the Third Person of the 
Trinity, the Holy Spirit descends upon Christ Jesus, the Second Person of the 
Trinity, commended by First Person of the Trinity, God the Father.  The parallel 
Marcan and Lucan accounts reinforce this by showing that the voice of the Father 
speaks directly to the Son. 

Christ Himself taught about the Trinity in the Upper Room discourse on 
the night He was betrayed in His answer to Phillip’s request about seeing the 
Father: “10Believest thou not that I am in the Father, and the Father in me?  The words 
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that I speak unto you I speak not of myself: but the Father dwelleth in me, he doeth the 
works.  11Believe me that I am in the Father and the Father in me, or else believe me for the 
very works’ sake… 16And I will pray the Father, and he shall give you another Comforter, 
that he may abide with you forever; 17even the Spirit of truth; whom the world cannot 
receive, because it seeth him not, neither knoweth him: but ye know him; for he dwelleth 
with you, and shall be in you… 15:26But when the Comforter is come, whom I will send 
unto you from the Father, even the Spirit of truth, which proceedeth from the Father, he 
shall testify of me” (John 14:10-11, 16-17; 15:26).  After His resurrection, Christ told 
the disciples to baptize people “in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the 
Holy Ghost” (Matt. 28:19)—a singular name with three Persons. 

This concept was picked up by the Apostles as well.  The Apostle Paul 
concludes his second letter to the Corinthians with a trinitarian doxology: “The 
grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, and the love of God, and the communion of the Holy Ghost, 
be with you all. Amen” (2 Cor. 16:14).  More importantly, the Apostle John observed 
that those who believe in Christ Jesus by faith overcome the world, and that they 
can have assurance of this because of the testimony of the Triune God: “6This is he 
that came by water and blood, even Jesus Christ; not by water only, but by water and blood.  
And it is the Spirit that beareth witness, because the Spirit is truth.  7For there are three 
that bear record in heaven1, the Father, the Word, and the Holy Ghost: and these three are 
one.  8And there are three that bear witness in earth, the spirt, and the water and the blood: 
and these three agree in one.  9If we receive the witness of men, the witness of God is greater: 
for this is the witness of God which he hath testified of his Son” (1 John 5:6-9). 

What these passages show is that, first, Christianity holds that there is only 
one God, but that there is a plurality within the Godhead which is identified with 
the Persons of the Father, Son, and the Holy Spirit.  Moreover, there is both a 
distinction and an intimacy in relations between the three Persons, even to the 
point of identifying one as being “in” an another.  These are hard concepts to 
understand, and it would take the Arian crisis of the fourth century AD to move 
the Christian church to articulate more precisely the unity and diversity within the 
Godhead and the relationships between the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. 

II. The Trinitarian Controversy 

The Arian controversy of the fourth century AD was the single biggest 
convulsion in Christian history until the Reformation of the sixteenth and 
seventeenth centuries.  To appreciate the controversy, some historical background 
is necessary.  Christianity, from the late first century AD until the early fourth 
century was not recognized by the Roman Empire as a legitimate religion, and 
Roman authorities treated it as tantamount to a strange cult.  Christians were 
subject to persecutions which became increasingly severe and ever broader as time 
went on.  In the early fourth century, the Roman Empire was in the throes of a civil 
war.  In a system set up by the Emperor Diocletian, leadership of the Empire was 

 
1 The King James Version (KJV) and the New King James Version (NKJV) both have the full 

text as provided here.  Other modern translations drop the remainder of the verse based on textual 
critical assumptions regarding the manuscript basis.  This lesson holds that the KJV and NKJV 
translations are more reliable for reasons that will be explained later in this course. 
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divided among four emperors who were to rule together as a tetrarchy.  Four 
chiefs who were all equal to one another was not a recipe for stability, and warfare 
broke out between Constantine I, who was Emperor over the northwestern part of 
the Empire, and Maxentius, who was the Emperor ruling over Italy.  Just before 
the climactic battle between Constantine and Maxentius, Constantine received a 
vision commanding him to fight under the sign of the cross.  He did so, and at the 
battle of Milvian Bridge, he defeated Maxentius to become the sole Emperor in the 
West.  With Constantine’s victory, he gave toleration to Christians in the Empire 
with the Edict of Milan in AD 313.  Shortly thereafter, he made Christianity the 
official religion of the Empire.  This was a watershed event both in Christian 
history and in the history of Western Civilization.  The upshot is for our story here 
is that it would mean that a doctrinal conflict within the Church would quickly 
become a political conflict within the Empire. 

The Trigger for the Conflict.  In AD 312—the same year that Constantine 
fought the Battle of the Milvian Bridge—a little known presbyter (elder) in the 
Church in Alexandria began to teach that there was a time “when Christ was not.”  
This in essence denied that Jesus was the eternal God, with the follow-on 
conclusion that He must be some sort of creature or demigod.  The consequences 
of this are devastating to the Christian faith:  if Christ is not fully God, then He 
cannot bear the punishment for our sins.  Conversely, if He is not fully man, then 
He could not represent us on the cross.  This truly is another “Gospel.”  Worst, it 
basically leads to the idea that there is not one God, but three gods.  This is called 
tri-theism.  To worship Christ in this understanding is idolatry because, as we have 
already seen, the Bible teaches that there is only one God. 

The Council of Nicaea.  The head of the Church in Alexandria, Alexander 
of Alexandria, called on Arius to recant of these teachings.  Arius refused.  A few 
years later, Alexander’s assistant, Athanasius, wrote a treatise defending the 
doctrine of the Incarnation (De Incarnatione).  Arius steadfastly denied that Jesus 
Christ was God, and as a result the Church in Alexandria excommunicated Arius.  
The matter was not settled at that point, however, because Arius had friends in 
Constantine’s court and there were still many people in Egypt who were 
sympathetic to his teaching.  Because of the disruption that the conflict was 
causing in the region, Constantine was compelled to call an all-Church council, the 
Council of Nicaea in AD 325.  This is the first of the so-called “ecumenical” councils 
(i.e., an all-Church council).  At Nicaea, Arius’ supporters were alienated, and 
Arius’ excommunication was upheld.  Moreover, the Church formulated a creed—
the Nicene creed—to put into positive form its teaching on the Trinity.  A few years 
after the Council, Alexander passed away, and Athanasius (AD 293-373) became 
the lead spokesman for the orthodox party upholding the creed of Nicaea. 

The Conflict.  Alexander’s death would begin a conflict within the Church 
and the Empire that would last for more than 50 years.  No sooner had the ink 
dried on the decrees of Nicaea than Arius’ supporters began engaging in intrigues 
to undermine and undo the decisions of the Council.  One of their first moves was 
arrange things so that Athanasius would be deposed as bishop of Alexandria, 
thereby allowing them to put into that position their own pro-Arian person.  
Athanasius went into exile in the West in AD 335.  This would be the first of five 
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exiles he would suffer over the course of his life.  Competing church councils 
alternated between reinstating and deposing him.  Over time, bishops in the 
eastern part of the Roman Empire increasingly becoming pro-Arian.  In the west, 
where Athanasius often went when he was in exile, the church leaders continued 
to champion the Nicene creed.  When Constantine the Great died in AD 337, the 
Empire was divided up among his sons, and the different sons sided with one or 
the other church faction, thereby exacerbating the conflict politically.  By 357, the 
Eastern Church adopted a creed that watered down the Nicene Creed to the point 
of saying that Jesus was only “like” the Father.  Politically, the Arian party 
solidified its position by 359.  Responding to this situation, Jerome of Jerusalem 
later recounted that “The world awoke and groaned to find itself Arian.”  This was 
the dimmest moment for the orthodox view. 

But then God turned things around, in ways that no one expected.  
Constantine’s sons had been competing against each other to be the sole leader of 
the Roman Empire and when the victor in these struggles died without any heirs 
in AD 361, the position of Emperor went to Constantine’s nephew, Julian.  Julian, 
though raised as a Christian, became enamored of Greek paganism, and 
renounced the faith of his youth.  To this day, he is remembered as “Julian the 
Apostate.”  Julian cynically thought that if the Christian Church tore itself apart 
by internal struggles then that would open the door for a revival of classical 
paganism.  With this in mind, Julian brought Athanasius back from exile, hoping 
that his return would stoke controversy within the Church.  Providentially, Julian 
only reigned a little under three years, before dying while on military campaign.  
Athanasius, however, lived another ten years.  Athanasius, who fought a lonely 
fight for orthodoxy for his entire life, spent his final decade teaching, preaching, 
and encouraging a new generation of theologians to take up the fight. 

The Council of Constantinople.  Athanasius and sympathetic defenders 
of the Nicene Creed began working to influence a swing faction that the Nicene 
position was indeed the true one and it made the best sense of what the Bible 
teaches.  While the church in Rome had consistently upheld the Nicene position, a 
group of exceptionally talented theologians in the eastern part of the Church 
emerged who began formulating and articulating what we would now call the 
doctrine of the Trinity in a way that was persuasive to Christians in the East.  These 
“Cappadocian Fathers”—so called because they came from the region of 
Cappadocia in Asia Minor—included Basil of Caesarea, his brother, Gregory of 
Nyssa, and two other individuals, Gregory of Nazianzus, and John Chrysostom.  
God providentially also helped the Nicene cause in that the Arian factions in 
various levels of the Roman government had made themselves odious politically 
and were increasingly unpopular.  In the east, the Arian emperor was replaced in 
379 by Theodosius I, who strongly believed in the Nicene understanding of the 
Trinity and who drove out the remaining Arians.  In May 381, he convened the 
Council of Constantinople, which reaffirmed the Nicene creed and made it official 
throughout the Empire, thereby singling the final defeat of the Arians. 
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NICENE CREED 

I believe in one God, the Father Almighty, Maker of heaven and earth, and of 
all things visible and invisible. 

And in one Lord Jesus Christ, the only-begotten Son of God, begotten of the 
Father before all worlds; God of God, Light of Light, very God of very God; 
begotten, not made, being of one substance with the Father, by whom all 
things were made. 

Who, for us men for our salvation, came down from heaven, and was incarnate 
by the Holy Spirit of the virgin Mary, and was made man; and was 
crucified also for us under Pontius Pilate; He suffered and was buried; and 
the third day He rose again, according to the Scriptures; and ascended into 
heaven, and sits on the right hand of the Father; and He shall come again, 
with glory, to judge the quick and the dead; whose kingdom shall have no 
end. 

And I believe in the Holy Ghost, the Lord and Giver of Life; who proceeds 
from the Father and the Son; who with the Father and the Son together is 
worshipped and glorified; who spoke by the prophets. 

And I believe one holy catholic and apostolic Church. I acknowledge one 
baptism for the remission of sins; and I look for the resurrection of the 
dead, and the life of the world to come. Amen. 

 

Aftermath.  In the life of the Church, the Nicene view that Jesus Christ is 
both fully God and fully man was recognized with the beginning of what we now 
call Christmas.  In 380, as Arianism was on the outs, Gregory of Nazianzus 
presided over the first Feast of the Nativity (the proper name for Christmas) in 
Constantinople.  Gregory would go on in the coming months to preside over the 
Council of Constantinople.  For this reason, Christmas really owes it origins to the 
Trinitarian controversy, although it would not be regularly observed for several 
decades.  Resolution of the Trinitarian Controversy forced the church in 
subsequent years to grapple with how to define and understand Christ as both 
fully divine and fully human.  During these controversies, Pope Leo I (“Leo the 
Great”) used celebration of the Feast of the Nativity (December 25) as the occasion 
for the church to revisit the truths of the Trinity and the dual natures of Christ, 
thereby helping to foster the regular observance of Christmas. 

The Christian church in the West also adopted in later centuries what has 
subsequently come to be known as the Athanasian Creed (Symbolum Quicunque), 
which is the most definitive creedal statement on the Trinity.  Although the origins 
of this creed are obscure—it dates to possibly as early as the fifth century and as 
late as the ninth century—and it probably was not written by Athanasius himself, 
it does clearly summarize the Trinitarian definition which Athanasius strove for 
during the fourth century Arian controversy. 
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ATHANASIAN CREED 

1. Whosoever will be saved, before all things it is necessary that he hold the 
catholic [i.e., universal] faith;  

2. Which faith except everyone do keep whole and undefiled, without 
doubt he shall perish everlastingly. 

3. And the catholic faith is this: That we worship one God in Trinity, and 
Trinity in Unity;  

4. Neither confounding the Persons: nor dividing the substance  
[i.e., essence].  

5. For there is one Person of the Father, another of the Son, and another of 
the Holy Spirit.   

6. But the Godhead of the Father, of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit is all 
one, the glory equal, the majesty coeternal. 

7. Such as the Father is, such is the Son, and such is the Holy Spirit. 

8. The Father uncreate[d], the Son uncreate[d], and the Holy Spirit 
uncreate[d]. 

9. The Father immense, the Son immense, and the Holy Spirit immense. 

10. The Father eternal, the Son eternal, and the Holy Spirit eternal. 

11. And yet they are not three eternals, but one eternal. 

12. As also there are not three uncreated, nor three immensities, but one 
uncreated, and one immensity. 

13. So likewise the Father is Almighty, the Son Almighty, and the Holy 
Spirit Almighty. 

14. And yet they are not three Almighties, but one Almighty. 

15. So the Father is God,  the Son is God, and the Holy Spirit is God. 

16. And yet they are not three Gods, but one God. 

17. So likewise the Father is Lord, the Son Lord, and the Holy Spirit Lord. 

18. And yet not three Lords, but one Lord. 

19. For like as we are compelled by the Christian verity [i.e., truth]: to 
acknowledge every Person by himself to be God and Lord. 

20. So are we forbidden by the catholic religion to say, there be three Gods 
or three Lords. 

21. The Father is made of none, neither created, nor begotten. 

22. The Son is of the Father alone; not made, nor created, but begotten. 
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23. The Holy Spirit is of the Father and of the Son; neither made, nor 
created, nor begotten, but proceeding. 

24. So there is one Father, not three Fathers; one Son, not three Sons; one 
Holy Spirit, not three Holy Spirits. 

25. And in this Trinity none is afore [i.e., before], or after another; none is 
greater or less than another. 

26. But the whole three Persons are coeternal and coequal. 

27. So that in all things, as aforesaid, the Unity in Trinity and the Trinity in 
Unity is to be worshiped. 

28. He therefore that will be saved must thus think of the Trinity. 

29. Furthermore it is necessary to everlasting salvation that he also believe 
rightly the Incarnation of our Lord Jesus Christ. 

30. For the right Faith is that we believe and confess that our Lord Jesus 
Christ, the Son of God, is God and man. 

31. God of the Substance of the Father, begotten before the worlds; and man 
of the substance of his mother, born in the world. 

32. Perfect God and perfect Man, of a reasonable soul and human flesh 
subsisting. 

33. Equal to the Father, as touching his Godhead, and inferior to the Father 
as touching his manhood. 

34. Who although he be God and Man, yet he is not two, but one Christ. 

35. One, not by conversion of the Godhead into flesh, but by taking of the 
manhood into God. 

36. One altogether, not by confusion of substance, but by unity of Person. 

37. For as the reasonable soul and flesh is one man, so God and man is one 
Christ; 

38. Who suffered for our salvation, descended into hell, rose again the third 
day from the dead; 

39. He ascended into heaven, He sitteth on the right hand of the Father, 
God, Almighty. 

40. From thence He shall come to judge the quick and the dead. 

41. At whose coming all men shall rise again with their bodies; 

42. And shall give account for their own works. 

43. And they that have done good shall go into life everlasting and they 
that have done evil into everlasting fire. 

44. This is the catholic faith, which except a man believe faithfully he 
cannot be saved. 
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III.  Key Take Aways 

The Trinity is admittedly a difficult concept to fully comprehend, but it is 
undeniably biblical.  As the Larger Catechism Q9 says, “There be Three Persons in 
the Godhead, the Father, the Son, and the Holy Ghost; and these three are one true, 
eternal God, the same in substance, equal in power and glory; although 
distinguished by their personal properties.”  God is completely different from 
anything we have any experience of, and for that reason needs to be approached 
with awe and reverence.  In the next lesson, we will look at the practical 
implications of this doctrine for the Christian life. 
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