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4—GOD AS TRIUNE – DOCTRINE & 

IMPLICATIONS 
 

“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) 

 

Review and Introduction 

The previous lesson introduced our study of the Trinity by looking both at 
some of the key passages which undergird the doctrine and at the conflict over it 
that nearly tore Christendom apart in the fourth century AD.  On the surface, the 
idea that God is one God in three Persons is difficult to comprehend, but the 
previous lesson highlighted both its Scriptural basis and its intrinsic importance, 
as recognized by the early Christian Church.  In this lesson, we will delve deeper 
into the doctrine by learning key distinctives we must maintain, examining ways 
people historically have misunderstood it, and seeing how the Trinity is actually 
vital to the Christian life. 

I. What Are the Key Distinctives We Must Maintain? 

As a result of the Arian controversy, the Christian church developed 
technical terminology to explain more precisely the doctrine of the Trinity; in 
learning this doctrine it is important to learn this grammar.  Doing so will also 
show the consistency of the Westminster Standards with what the Christian 
church has confessed since the Council of Nicaea. 

(a) Ousia (Gk.)/essentia (Lat.).  These words are used for the substance or 
essence of God, that is, the being of God common to all three Persons of the 
Godhead.  During the Arian crisis, the linguistic focal point of the debate was 
between the words homoousion, favored by those adhering to Nicene orthodoxy, 
and homoiousion, favored by the Arians.  The former was used to state that God 
the Father and God the Son were of the “same essence.”  This underscored their 
fundamental equality in being.  The latter term means “similar essence.”  The gap 
created by a single iota (‘i’) was used by the Arians to argue that Jesus was of a 
similar, but different, substance.  This effectively would have undercut any notion 
of the Son’s co-equality with the Father.  At one point during the controversy, a 
mediating faction between the Nicene orthodox and the Arians proposed as  a 
compromise the term, “homoion,” which simply means “like”(as in “Jesus is like 
the Father”).  This term, however, was so vague that neither side embraced it.  In 
the historic orthodox formulation of the doctrine of the Trinity, we say that God is 
one ousia, thereby underscoring God’s unity. 

(b) Hypostasis (Gk.)/person (Lat.).  The term hypostasis means “self-
existence” and eventually came be understood by orthodox Christians as a 
“personal mode of existence.”  This is the term used to describe the differentiation 
within the Godhead.  The Greek word for “person” (prosopon) can also mean 
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“face” or “mask” and the ancient Greek-speaking church avoided using that term 
because it could be too easily used by opponents of Nicene orthodoxy to advocate 
for modalism (see below).  The term “person,” however, is linguistically richer and 
better at capturing not only a distinction within the Godhead but the unique 
intelligence, character, and personality of each of the hypostases in the Godhead. 

Although not using exactly all these terms, Westminster Standards 
captures the concepts associated with them.  The Confession of Faith 2.3 says that 
“In the unity of the Godhead there be three Persons of one substance, power, and 
eternity; God the Father, God the Son, and God the Holy Ghost.”  The Larger 
Catechism Question 9 and the Shorter Catechism Question 6, nuance this slightly, 
saying that the three are “same in substance, equal in power and glory.”  Question 
11 of the Larger Catechism elaborates on this notion of equality saying that, “The 
scriptures manifest that the Son and the Holy Ghost are God equal with the Father, 
ascribing unto them such names, attributes, works, and worship, as are proper to 
God only.”  This formulation takes us away from abstract theology, but still retains 
the distinctives of the Nicene formulation. 

(c) Perichoresis (Gk.)/inexistentia mutua (Lat.).  Perichoresis is the idea 
that each of the persons exhaustively interpenetrate each other.  Although difficult 
to conceive, the concept comes from Jesus’s own words during the Last Supper, as 
recorded by the Apostle John: “At that day ye shall know that I am in my Father, and 
you in me, and I in you” (John 14:20) and “That they all may be one; as thou, Father, art 
in me, and I in thee, that they also may be one in us” (John 17:21).  Because God is 
omnipresent, there is not a place where one Person would be that the others would 
not be present as well.  That is one aspect of mutual interpenetration.  The term 
also carries the connotation of a dynamic, unsurpassed intimacy between the 
Father, Son, and Holy Spirit that at the same time holds fast the distinctions 
between the Persons.  It is “exhaustive” not in the sense of becoming tired, but in 
the fact that this intimacy is inexhaustible in duration or degree. 

This concept goes to the very heart of the life and interactions within the 
Godhead.  It is because of the perichoresis between the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit 
that the Trinity is absolutely separate from all creation and completely self-
contained, needing nothing—including the existence of creation itself.  This 
underscores the absolute aseity of God.  That God invites His image-bearing 
people into this perfect communion is a pure act of free grace on God’s part and 
constitutes the highest good and the ultimate goal for them.  Early twentieth 
century Princeton theologian Geerhardus Vos described this prospect of our 
communion with God as the “higher Protestant conception” in contradistinction 
to the Roman Catholic doctrine of a mere visio Dei (a vision of God). 

(d) The Personal Properties of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.  The 
Confession of Faith 2.3 says that “The Father is of none, neither begotten, nor 
proceeding: the Son is eternally begotten of the Father; the Holy Ghost eternally 
proceeding from the Father and Son.”  The terminology seems quite abstract, and 
its significance is not obvious.  What the Westminster divines—and before them, 
the ancient Fathers of the Christian church—were trying to get at was the question 
of what uniquely distinguishes each Person of the Trinity from the other, 
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especially given that all three Persons are equal in the divine nature and united 
the divine actions.  This is important in providing a justification, first, for the fact 
that the three Persons are indeed distinct and, second, for explaining the basis for 
that distinction.  Rightly understanding this provides a necessary corrective 
balance to the various ways people have gotten the Trinity wrong. 

The ancient Fathers  were also trying to grapple with the Scriptural data.  
Scripture gives some insight into the relations between the Father, Son, and Holy 
Spirit, but we have to acknowledge and accept the fact that there is much that is 
still mysterious to us on this score.  The Apostle John, for example, describes Jesus 
as the “only begotten of the Father:” “And the Word was made flesh, and dwelt among 
us, (and we beheld his glory, the glory of the only begotten1 of the Father,) full of grace and 
truth… No man hath seen God at any time; the only begotten Son, which is in the bosom 
of the Father, he hath declared him” (John, 1:14, 18).  Christ Himself says of the Holy 
Spirit, “But when the Comforter is come, whom I [Jesus] will send unto you from the 
Father, even the Spirit of truth, which proceedeth from the Father, he shall testify of me” 
(John 15:6).  The question raised by these verses is what is meant by “only 
begotten” and by the Spirit’s “procession”? 

The unique personal property of the Father is the unbegotten paternity of 
the Father.  The Father is always the first Person of the Trinity, and it is from Him 
that the Son and the Holy Spirit have their personal existence, the former by 
generation and the latter by spiration.  In terms of His external works, He is first 
in creation and providence (1 Cor. 8:6, Eph. 2:9), and in representing the Trinity in 
the counsel of redemption from all eternity, planning the work of redemption (Ps. 
2:7-9, 40:6-9, John 6:37-38, 17:4-7, Matt. 12:32, Eph. 1:3-6).  This eminence does not 
challenge the equality of the three Persons or suggest a kind of subordination of 
Christ Jesus or the Holy Spirit to the Father.  In a sense, the Father is the first among 
equals within the Trinity. 

The unique property of the Son is begotten generation and filiation.  The 
term “begotten” is the same used elsewhere in Scripture to speak of some being 
born the son of another person, and that can confuse things in terms of our 
understanding.  In human terms, one is only physically born (begotten) once and 
then it is done.  In the Trinity, however, the Son is eternally begotten.  That is, the 
personal subsistence of the Son (i.e., His being) is generated continually from 
eternity from the Father.  This is not an act of the Father’s will.  Because of this, the 
Son cannot be considered a creature.  It is because of this only-begotten quality 
that the Son relates to the Father as a Son, and that the term is not merely a title.  
Moreover, the Son’s filiation (“sonship”) does not imply any kind of subordination 
of nature to the Father.  By way of analogy, a son should be obedient to his father, 
but his obedience does not make him any less of a human being by nature relative 
to his father.  The same can be said of God the Son and God the Father.  As for the 

 
1 The ESV consistently mistranslates these verses to read simply, “the only Son.”  This is 

true in all places where “only begotten” is used (i.e., John 1:14, 18; 3:16, 18; Heb. 11:17; and 1 John 
4:9) and despite the textual evidence for the term.  Dropping this term undercuts the Scriptural 
support for Christ’s deity. 
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Son’s external works, it is through Him that all things were created, and He is the 
only Surety and Mediator for His people. 

The unique property of the Holy Spirit is spiration (“God-breathedness”) 
and procession.  “Spiration” is for the Holy Spirit the equivalent of what 
“generation” is to the Son.  The key difference is that the personal existence or 
subsistent being of the Spirit is from the Father and the Son (John 15:26).  Regarding 
His external works, the Holy Spirit applies the work of redemption accomplished 
by the Son, bringing to completion the regeneration, faith, conversion, repentance, 
and sanctification of God’s people.  Because the Spirit indwells God’s people and 
is Himself God, God’s people are therefore united to Christ and have communion 
with the Triune God. 

Early twentieth-century Dutch theologian Herman Bavinck sums up these 
relations and operations succinctly, this way: 

All the works of God ad extra have one single Author (principium), namely, 
God.  But they come into being through the cooperation of the three 
persons, each of whom plays a special role and fulfills a special task, both 
in the works of creation and in those of redemption and sanctification.  All 
things proceed from the Father, are accomplished by the Son, and are 
completed in the Holy Spirit.2 

II. How Can We Get the Trinity Wrong? 

The terminology provided above helps in defining the proper way to 
understand the doctrine of the Trinity.  To balance this out, we also need to 
consider historically how people have gotten this doctrine wrong.  There are four 
primary ways that people have misunderstood the Trinity: Partialism, Tritheism, 
Modalism, and Subordinationism. 

(a) Partialism.  This is the idea that the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit each 
compose a third of the Trinity.  This runs counter to the simplicity of God, which, 
as we examined in earlier lesson, means that God has no parts.  Partialism has not 
necessarily been confessed by specific individuals or groups over the centuries, 
but it does appear when talking about some poor analogies often used for the 
Trinity, such as likening it to a clover or a shamrock. 

(b) Tri-theism.  This takes the logic of the differences between the Father, 
Son, and Holy Spirit to the point of making them three gods instead of one God in 
three Persons.  It denies the unity of Persons in one Godhead.  Christianity, like 
Judaism, is monotheistic and tri-theism contradicts Scriptural testimony about the 
oneness of God (see, e.g., Deut. 6:4).  Tri-theism can be arrived at by denying the 
eternal begottenness of the Son and the procession of Spirit.  Muslims, in their 

 
2 Herman Bavinck, Reformed Dogmatics, vol. 2 “God and Creation” (Grand Rapids MI: Baker 

Academic, 2004), 319.  As an aside, the distinction between the personal properties and the external 
(ad extra) works is technically understood as the distinction between the “ontological Trinity” and 
the “economic Trinity.” 
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misunderstanding of the Christian understanding of the Trinity, often criticize 
Christians for effectively being tri-theists. 

(c) Modalism/Sabellianism.  This misunderstanding overemphasizes the 
unity of Godhead, assuming there is only one Person in three forms, like how 
water, vapor, and ice are all the same substance but in different states.  This is a 
denial of the distinctions within the Godhead.  Sabellius was a third century 
presbyter in Rome who espoused this heresy, and it was also promulgated by 
Michael Servetus during the Reformation period. 

(d) Subordinationism.  This is what Arianism technically was, positing a 
subordination of the Son to the Father to such an extent that it assumed Jesus was 
an exalted created being rather than being fully divine.  In the present context, the 
Jehovah’s Witnesses are modern-day Arians.  That said, variations of this heresy 
continue to recur throughout history, because what it does is deny the full equality 
of the Persons within the Godhead. 

III. How Do We Experience the Trinity in the Christian Life? 

Important as these distinctions are, there is more to the Trinity; the Trinity 
is in fact intrinsic to the Christian life.  Fred Sanders, in his book, The Deep Things 
of God; How the Trinity Changes Everything, put it this way: 

The kind of Trinitarianism we need is not simply the acceptance of a 
doctrine.  The doctrine of the Trinity is not, in the first instance, something 
to be constructed by argument from texts.  At best, that method will lead 
to mental acknowledgement that “the Trinitarian theory” best accounts for 
the evidence marshaled.  The first step on the way to the heart of the 
Trinitarian mystery is to recognize that as Christians we find ourselves 
already deeply involved in the triune life and need only to reflect rightly 
on that present reality.  Most evangelical Christians don’t need to be talked 
into the Trinitarian theory; they need to be shown that they are immersed 
in the Trinitarian reality.  We need to see and feel that we are surrounded 
by the Trinity, compassed about on all sides by the presence and the work 
of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit.3 

There is one overarching way that the Trinity shapes the Christian life—namely in 
understanding the Gospel—and three follow-on ways: (1) in corporate worship; 
(2) in the preaching, hearing, and reading of the Word; and (3) in prayer.  Let’s 
look at each of these in turn: 

(a) In understanding the Gospel.  The overarching way that the Trinity 
works in our lives goes to the heart of what constitutes the Gospel.  Understanding 
the Trinity establishes the end goal of the Christian life, sets the agreement from 
all eternity among the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit to save a people; accomplishes 

 
3 Fred Sanders, The Deep Things of God; How the Trinity Changes Everything; 2nd ed. (Wheaton 

IL: Crossway, 2017), 39. 
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that salvation in history and applies it to our lives experientially; and gives us 
assurance of salvation, bringing salvation to its final completion. 

The Trinity crystalizes God’s aseity.  Within the Trinity, there is perfect, 
joyful communion between the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit, and therefore 
God has no need for anything outside of Himself.  He does not need creation to 
make Him fulfilled, and He certainly does need our works, as if they would be 
worth anything in themselves.  The purpose of God making man in His own 
image, therefore, was to bring creation, through mankind, into that joyful life of 
communion that the God enjoys within Himself.  Had Adam been faithful in the 
test that he underwent in the Garden, then He would have merited coming into 
that communion and intimacy with God, symbolized by the Tree of Life.  This is 
what is called the Covenant of Works.  Disastrously, Adam sinned.  God’s work 
of redemption stretching from Genesis to Revelation (the Covenant of Grace), 
however, is intended to bring man to God’s desired end of communion, albeit 
through God’s work alone. 

The plan of salvation (pactum salutis) was determined by the Trinity from 
all eternity.  God the Father initiated this, choosing a people for Himself 
(predestination) that He would give to the Son.  The Son agreed to be the surety 
for the sins of people, reconciling the people to the Father through His continual 
mediation.  The Spirit would then indwell the people, bringing them into union 
with the Son.  In history, this was accomplished by the Son propitiating the wrath 
of the Father at the cross; the Father raising the Son from the dead on the third day 
so that He could be this eternal Mediator; the Father and the Son sending the Holy 
Spirit at Pentecost to be poured out on God’s people.  The Father justifies the saints 
on the basis of the Son’s work; the Son mediates for the People with the Father; the 
Holy Spirit unites us to the Son in adoption, regenerates our hearts, converts us, 
continually brings us back to Christ, shaping us in the image of the Son, and 
sanctifying us, giving us assurance of our salvation.  The Kingdom that the Father 
has given the Son is continually extended by the Holy Spirit.  The fullness of that 
Kingdom will only be completed when the Son returns in person. 

(b) In corporate worship.  Understanding how the Trinity works in 
salvation puts into proper perspective other aspects of the Christian life, starting 
with corporate worship.  If the end goal of God’s people is to enter into the joy of 
communion with the divine Trinity, then worship is to be a foretaste of that 
communion.  The covenant community—i.e., the Church—is the body ordained to 
be in communion with the Triune God.  It is appropriate, therefore, that people 
coming into that communion are baptized in the (singular) name of the Father, the 
Son, and the Holy Spirit.  It is also the reason why we in the Reformed tradition 
believe in baptizing children, as they are naturally part of the covenant 
community.  This community is not merely a fellowship nor a voluntary 
association.  Communion implies something more intimate than those things. 

Within corporate worship itself, as a reflection of the joy of that 
communion, we offer up praise to the Father, through the Son, in the Holy Spirit.  
These are our prayers and songs of adoration.  Convicted by the indwelling of the 
Holy Spirit, we confess our sins to the Father on the sole grounds of the Mediation 
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of the Son, by whom the Father extends His forgiveness to us and gives us the 
assurance of His forgiveness through the Spirit.  In response to this and to the 
preaching of the Word, we offer up prayers and songs of thanksgiving.  The seal 
of the present existence of this communion and the sign of the richness and the 
fullness of this communion is to come is in the Lord’s Supper (1 Cor. 11:23-26).  
There, in a meal commemorating the Father’s great deliverance of His people in 
the Old Testament, the Son points as a certainty to the accomplishment of His work 
in reconciling His people to the Father.  The Son is really present through the Spirit 
with His people in the meal.  The Spirit, who brings all things to remembrance 
(John 14:26), will enable God’s people to remember and hold certain the promise 
that Jesus will indeed return.  The corporate and tangible aspect of this 
communion meal is also why worship should ideally be in person, rather than a 
mere online viewing; we participate in communion. 

Because this trinitarian understanding of worship, we are not to see 
worship as something we do to be attractive to outsiders or as rituals pleasing to 
ourselves but as an integral part of our communion with the Triune God.  
Therefore, we must be mindful of how God ordains worship, as specified in His 
Word; we come into this communion of worship on His terms. 

(c) In the preaching, hearing, and reading of the Word.  Central to 
worship is the preaching and hearing of the Word, but it is easy to overlook how 
all three Persons of the Trinity are involved with this.  The Triune God both 
inspired and inscribed the Word.  Christ Himself told His disciples that all 
Scripture pointed to Him (Luke 24:25-27, 44).  The Holy Spirit inspired the writers 
of Scripture, for ends determined by the Father.  The Son, revealed in Scripture, is 
the image of the Father, so whomever sees the Son, sees the Father (John 14:9).  The 
words of Scripture are the words of the Father and the Son, their truthfulness and 
authority attested to by the works which the Father and the Son have done (1 John 
5:7-8).  The Father, in ordering circumstances of world throughout history, has 
ensured the preservation of His Word to this day (Matt. 5:18). 

Because the Triune God both inspired and inscribed the Word, it has the 
full imprimatur of God in terms of its authority.  By virtue of that authority and 
by how God uses it in the lives of believers, it is both necessary to and sufficient 
for us in salvation.  Scripture is not something fallible to be encountered and by 
our subjective experience made meaningful.  The reading and hearing of the Word 
works on God’s people externally, whereas the Spirit uses the word to work in the 
hearts and minds of believers to direct them back to Christ.  The Spirit does not 
provide revelations inconsistent with Scripture, which is why we as Reformed 
believers do not believe in the continuation of charismatic gifts.  Once Christ had 
come in the flesh, no subsequent revelations were needed; the ultimate revelation 
had been given (Heb. 1:1-3).  And, lastly, because the Spirit indwells believers, He 
also works to make the Word clear to them (1 Cor. 2:14, 16). 

(d) In prayer.  As with Scripture, a similar dynamic exists regarding prayer.  
We pray to the Father through the Son (i.e., in the name of Jesus our Mediator) by 
the Holy Spirit.  Prayer brings us to God in conversation and into alignment with 
God both in our thoughts and our life.  If we are not united to Christ in the Spirit, 
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then the Father cannot hear or be moved by our prayers.  We approach Jesus solely 
on the basis of His mediation, not on our merits.  We have to continually confront 
that.  The Spirit facilitates this by interceding for us (per Rom. 8:26). 

IV. Key Take Aways 

The purpose of the technical terminology is akin to that of guardrails, 
helping us to keep our understanding of the doctrine of the Trinity within proper 
balance.  This is especially necessary because the ways of getting this doctrine 
wrong are particularly pernicious.  The Trinity, however, is more than a 
speculative doctrine.  It underscores God’s aseity.  God is complete in Himself and 
in need of nothing; He is relational in Himself; and He is Personal in Himself.  He 
did not need us, but He bestows upon us the triple grace of creation,  redemption, 
and adoption into the joy of the Trinity.  Because of this, God Himself is the highest 
Good.  Welcoming us into the life of the Trinity provides the fundamental 
orientation to the Christian life.  It brings everything into focus: why is sin so bad 
from God’s perspective?  Because it is a rejection of this greatest good.  If God is 
so infinitely perfect, why does He seem so insistent on holiness and so judgmental?  
It is because it is only through (an alien) holiness that we can come into 
communion with God.  Why is salvation so necessary?   To bring us into that 
communion.  All of this comes back to the fact that God desires a relationship with 
us; our highest good is Him.  God is not selfish in this regard, as we would be.  For 
Him to want us to know Him is to fulfill the purpose we were created for. 
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