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Prologue


  CONCERNING A


  PRACTICAL NECESSITY





  My nephew Anthony looked at me and said, “Explain the doctrine of the Trinity to me!” He was only twelve years old. How was I to do this? I tried to use one example after another, but he seemed unsatisfied. Many of us have had this experience. We learn very quickly that even basic biblical truths can be difficult to understand and explain. And yet, the doctrine of the Trinity is a practical necessity to the Christian life. We simply cannot do without it. This is because there is a basic logic to Scripture and to Christian faith when it comes to how we speak about God that necessitates the doctrine of the Trinity. I will attempt to explain the practical necessity of the Trinity as a doctrine in the pages that follow.




  Suffice it to say here that this doctrine is needed for us to talk about God in a way that avoids serious error. Not many people, however, have viewed the idea of the Trinity as having much practical value. In fact, it has puzzled many. The idea that the one God is eternally three persons (Father, Son, and Holy Spirit) has appeared more as an intellectual puzzle than a practical necessity. How can God be one and three at the same time? Even sincere Christians have wondered whether this conception is really biblical or actually necessary to the Christian life.




  Yet I am convinced that the doctrine of the Trinity is necessitated by the assumptions and practices of the Christian faith, whether we know it or not. There is a certain logic implied in the Scriptures and in the practical life of faith that leads inescapably to the doctrine of the Trinity. In fact, it is implied in our faith in Christ as our Redeemer and in our worship of him as Lord. It is implied in our adoration of the Holy Spirit as God’s presence among us and in our assumption that God is a circle of love into which we come for fellowship.




  Our awareness that the truth of the Trinity is demanded by the Scriptures and the practical life of faith can profoundly expand our understanding of the richness of the Christian life. So, I have thought for quite some time that a book needs to be written that convinces the people of God of the practical necessity and value of the doctrine of the Trinity. Though the reasoning of faith that leads to this truth is important, it begins, proceeds, and ends in God’s loving embrace and in our adoration of God within this embrace. I pray that the following study will bless the reader with greater insight into that divine love that passes all understanding, the love shared among Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.




  
1


  OUR TRAIN TO WEST BERLIN


  The Logic of Faith





  Logic begins with a basic premise and then proceeds to a conclusion. For example, if my premise is that only a college graduate can get a job that pays well, I would then have to conclude that everyone with a job that pays well is a college graduate. It would not take very long to realize, however, that this premise is not valid, making the conclusion also invalid. But if a premise is valid, then the conclusion drawn from it is valid as well. For example, if my premise is that God loves all human beings, and I am a human being, then it follows of logical necessity that God loves me. Moving through a reasoning process can be compared to taking a journey by train and passing through various stations. I will explain this comparison more precisely as we proceed.




  This introductory chapter is about the inherent logic of Scripture when it comes to the crucial issue of God’s identity. Who is God? The average person might immediately respond that “God is God! There is simply no more to say than that!” This is an understandable response, but surely such an answer is not satisfying. So we would be justified in asking again, “Who is God?” If pressed further, someone might answer that God is loving or gracious or sovereign. But these are characteristics or attributes of God. It would be like saying that my father is kind or strict. If someone were to ask, “Who is your father?” I would want to say something more than what he is like. I would want to identify him by his name.




  So when we say what God is like (loving or sovereign), we still have not said anything directly about God’s identity. The biblical answer to God’s identity is complex and multifaceted. For example, God is named the great “I AM WHO I AM” (or “WILL BE”) in Exodus 3:14, from which we get the name Yahweh or Jehovah. God said to Israel that he “is” (or “will be”) what he has promised to be as Israel’s liberator from bondage, especially in the exodus from Egypt (see Exodus 6:2–8). That God “always is” who God is (“I am who I am”) as Savior witnesses to God’s unchanging faithfulness.




  God’s name is future oriented (God always will be what God is), because it is tied to a divine pledge to fulfill a promise to be the Liberator and Savior in the exodus and beyond. The future of this promise is ultimately fulfilled in Jesus Christ, for there is now no other name by which we are saved but his (Acts 4:12). The name Jesus refers to God’s role as Savior: “You are to give him the name Jesus, because he will save his people from their sins” (Matthew 1:21). So the name of God is now tied decisively to the story of Jesus, where the great “I Am” (or “Will Be”) is decisively revealed (Hebrews 1:1–3). God is revealed in the story of Jesus not only as the Son, Jesus Christ, but also as his heavenly Father and as the Holy Spirit who comes from the Father to rest on Jesus. But then the Spirit that is poured out through Jesus fulfills God’s saving identity in the context of a promise of a future new creation. God is ultimately identified here as “Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.” This is at the base of what it means to say that God is a trinity. But there is more to say. We need to show that God is indeed named as a trinity in the Scripture before we can probe the necessary logic (premise and conclusion) that necessitates this doctrine.




  Is God Really Named as a Trinity in Scripture?




  I was in the middle of a lecture on the Trinity at the university where I teach when a young woman with a look of concern on her face raised her hand as though she had something urgent to say. I was in the process of explaining that the doctrine of the Trinity is one of the most important doctrines of the Christian church, since it summarizes so well other key doctrines, such as salvation by grace and the deity of Christ. I thought that I was gaining momentum, about ready to bring home an important point, when her hand went up. Upon my calling on her, she immediately protested that the term Trinity is not found in the Bible. “Yes, I know,” I responded, and then tried to explain to her that the concept is biblical nonetheless.




  Not satisfied, she pressed on, “But aren’t you using a term from outside of the Bible to distract attention away from the simple gospel, causing a lot of needless confusion?” I then asked her if John 3:16 would qualify as a statement of the simple gospel: “For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life.” I could tell by her nod that she did. I then noted that according to this text the Son was sent into the world by his heavenly Father in order to impart the eternal life given in the gift of the Holy Spirit. “So it seems that the simple gospel is about the cooperative work of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit,” I added. “That sounds like a fairly good description of the Trinity to me.” I could see a smile begin to form on her face, as though it were making sense to her.




  Indeed, the simple gospel is a story that involves not only Jesus but actually three major players: the heavenly Father, Jesus as the one and only Son of the Father, and the Holy Spirit who comes forth from the Father and is given to us through Jesus so that we might have new life. So who are these three players? If the good news of Jesus Christ celebrates a salvation that they provide for us, I think it is extremely important to discover who they are. This is precisely what the doctrine of the Trinity attempts to do—to identify them for us.




  The term Trinity is not in the Bible, but the meaning of the term is there throughout the New Testament and is inescapable in any summary of the simple gospel of Jesus Christ. It is not the term that is important but rather what it points to. The fact of the Trinity usually seems apparent to anyone who has read the New Testament or gone to church for any length of time. After all, we cannot read the New Testament without coming across numerous references to the heavenly Father or to the Son of God, Jesus Christ, or to the Holy Spirit. We cannot pray, worship, or witness without naming God in this way. We pray to the heavenly Father, through the Son, and in the power of the Holy Spirit. Or, we pray to the Son, Jesus Christ, in the power of the Holy Spirit and to the glory of the Father. Either way, prayer compels us to name God as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.




  The reason we are so compelled to name God in this way is because God has willed to be named this way. This naming is authentic, because it is how God is self-revealed. It is faithful to who God is eternally. God is revealed in the story of Jesus as the heavenly Father of Jesus Christ and as Jesus, the one and only Son of the Father, and as the Holy Spirit sent forth from the Father through the Son into the world. Acts 2:33 notes concerning Jesus after his ascension to heaven, “Exalted to the right hand of God, he has received from the Father the promised Holy Spirit and has poured out what you now see and hear.” After the resurrection, the Son ascended to the right hand of the heavenly Father in order to receive the Holy Spirit and to pour forth the Spirit on us. God is named in the story of Jesus as the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit.




  Actually, every event in the story of Jesus identifies God in this way, as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. All three are present and accounted for, cooperating and interacting, in every event of Jesus’ life. Jesus was the Son sent from the Father and conceived in Mary’s womb by the power of the Holy Spirit (Luke 1:35). Later, at his baptism, Jesus heard the voice of the Father speaking, “You are my Son, whom I love; with you I am well pleased,” and at this moment, the Holy Spirit was seen descending on him (Luke 3:22). At his crucifixion, Jesus offered up his life to the Father by “the eternal Spirit” (Hebrews 9:14), as the Father offered up the Son out of love for the world (Romans 8:32). At the resurrection, the Father vindicated the condemned and crucified Jesus as the favored Son by raising Jesus from the dead according to “the Spirit of holiness” (Romans 1:4). Jesus then ascended to the right hand of the Father in order to receive the Holy Spirit once more and then to pour forth the Spirit on the disciples (Acts 2:33), much like the Father had poured forth the Spirit on Jesus earlier at his baptism.




  So God is defined in every event of Jesus’ life as the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. Loyal to the story of Jesus, the New Testament speaks of God throughout as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit (Romans 15:30; 1 Corinthians 12:4–6; 2 Corinthians 13:14; Ephesians 1:17, 4:4–6; 1 Peter 1:2). When asked who God is, someone faithful to the Scriptures and to the life of the church will simply have to answer, “Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.” This is what we call the divine Trinity. This is who God is.




  Someone might say at this point, “Hold on! Not so fast! Though the New Testament speaks a lot about the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit, how do we know that all three are being defined as God? After all, doesn’t the Bible clearly state that there is only one God? Deuteronomy 6:4 says, ‘Hear, O Israel: The LORD our God, the LORD is one.’ How can we now say that according to the New Testament, God is three?” Traditionally, the church has answered this question by noting that God is one in one way and three in another. God is one as to God’s very being (or nature) and is three as to persons.




  Let’s explore this a little. We know that God is one. There is no possibility that there are three separate gods. Speaking in the first person singular (“I”), God said, “I am the LORD, and there is no other; apart from me there is no God” (Isaiah 45:5). God spoke as a singular “I” (and not a “we”), and clearly said that there is no other God. There is no possibility for divided loyalty when it comes to faith in God, for there is only one God, one Lord, who commands our allegiance (see Deuteronomy 6:4–5). The biblical assumption concerning God is that only the God (singular) of creation or of the exodus (or, later, of Jesus Christ) can save. There are no other divine beings to appeal to. There are no other possibilities.




  But we also know that God is three distinct persons. This threeness of person in God is shown in the interaction that takes place within God, in the fact that the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit personally interact in Scripture, an interaction that has existed for eternity. Note the first person plural in Genesis 1:26, as God said, “Let us make human beings in our image” (TNIV, which may be viewed as a conversation internal to God rather than externally with us). The Son and the Father have loved each other throughout all eternity and shared the glory of deity with each other even before the worlds were made (John 17:5, 24). The Son said to the heavenly Father, “You sent me into the world” (John 17:18), meaning that the Son was sent by the Father into the world—obviously referring to the divine Word’s becoming flesh (John 1:14) or to the Son who was at the Father’s side and who came into flesh to make the Father known (John 1:18). The action of the Son’s entering the world involved the Father and the Son long before the Son was conceived in Mary’s womb as the baby Jesus. As the Son was coming into the world, he said to the Father, “Sacrifice and offering you did not desire, but a body you prepared for me; with burnt offerings and sin offerings you were not pleased.… Here I am—it is written about me in the scroll—I have come to do your will, O God” (Hebrews 10:5–7).




  The Son is even said to have been the agent in the Father’s act of creating all things (John 1:1–3; Colossians 1:15; Hebrews 1:3). Similarly, the Holy Spirit was there at the creation, too, active with the Father and the Son in creating the world (Genesis 1:2). The Spirit was also there active in the sending of Jesus into the world to be conceived by the virgin Mary (Luke 1:35). The Spirit rested on Jesus and sent him out into the wilderness to be tempted (Mark 1:12). The Holy Spirit interacts with the heavenly Father, as well (Romans 8:26), and will testify about Jesus, according to John 15:26. Clearly, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit interact with each other and love each other and have always done so throughout eternity. Though one being, God is also three distinct persons, inseparable but distinct.




  This answer has not satisfied everyone. Some will say that this concept of the eternal God as three who is also one is still difficult to understand. But consider this: Is the fact that the Trinity is difficult to comprehend a reason for not believing it? Anyone who has gone through a class in physics or calculus will have to admit that something is not false just because it is difficult to understand. After all, we are talking about God here, an infinite mind that limitlessly exceeds our minds in greatness and complexity. Is it any wonder that we should find it difficult to understand the identity and existence of such a being? Of course, with the help of God’s Spirit we are able to grasp some things about God. But there is also a depth that goes beyond our capacities to fully understand.




  Still, some insist that before we can really say that God is Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, there must be a compelling reason for believing it. A difficult concept like this must have strong evidence to support it before we can insist that people accept it. In response to this challenge, the church has typically tried to prove from Scripture that all three persons of God are divine. First, the Father spoken about in the New Testament is God: Ephesians 4:6 refers to “one God and Father of all.” Second, Titus 2:13 refers to Jesus as “our great God and Savior.” Third, Acts 5:3–5 equates lying to the Holy Spirit with lying to God, implying that the Spirit is also a divine person. (By the way, the personhood of the Spirit is shown here in the fact that it is possible to lie to the Spirit, whereas it is not possible to lie to an impersonal force.) So it seems that all three—Father, Son, and Holy Spirit—are distinct persons of one divine nature, and all three are called God. So far, so good; but even this argument is not sufficient. More must be said in defense of the Trinity.




  Some are still not satisfied that God is a trinity. For example, in the fourth century, a church leader named Arius and his followers tried to argue that Jesus and the Holy Spirit are not really divine. Only the heavenly Father is the almighty God. The other two are subordinate to him as lesser beings that were created in time. There are people today who hold a similar view. The church calls them heretics, because they have strayed from truths that are vital to the Christian faith. Such folks will seek to alter the verses mentioned above so as to prove that either Jesus or the Holy Spirit is not divine. For example, they might take Titus 2:13, which speaks of “our great God and Savior, Jesus Christ,” and try to make it appear that “God” and “Savior, Jesus Christ” are not both referring to Jesus, but one to God the Father and the other to Jesus the Savior. Is this possible?




  No, it is not. Not only is such a reading unjustifiable grammatically, but it contradicts one of the most basic concepts in biblical theology. I will try to show in this book that the above effort to separate God from the Savior Jesus Christ in Titus 2:13 is theologically impossible. There is in fact no way that there can be a Savior besides God. If Jesus is the Savior, he must also be the God referred to there as well. The “great God” and “Savior” in Titus 2:13 must both be references to Jesus. I will explain the inseparable link between God and Savior by using the metaphor of a journey, compelled by the fundamental logic of Scripture. It seems that basing a large concept like the Trinity on a handful of isolated verses is not sufficient. We must probe deeper into the underlying assumptions of Scripture and the conclusions that they demand in order to understand the necessity of belief in the Trinity.




  The Logic of Scripture:


  Making the Journey to the Trinity




  When folks travel nowadays they have all of the aids necessary to find their way to their destination without getting lost. We can receive precise directions to any destination from the Internet or by simply entering an address into a global positioning system (GPS) and allowing the robotic voice to guide every turn until a destination is reached. I can still recall, however, when finding precise directions was not so convenient. We had to struggle with large maps and tiny lines and symbols difficult to detect with the naked eye. Our destination was often located just beyond the margin of a map. After locating the appropriate map through difficult maneuvering, we still had to use mental skill and imagination to detect how the destination connected with the point of departure.




  Finding our way to God’s identity might seem to many today like struggling with maps the old-fashioned way. The Bible is filled with hundreds of pages of narratives, poetry, symbolic prophecies, and letters written by different authors over centuries of time to far-away people in places little known to the average reader. The essential points that these ancient texts make about God may not seem immediately clear to the ordinary reader. I do believe that a dedicated and methodical study of the Bible will reveal many of these points. But I also believe that God has guided the church in this discovery, producing a doctrinal heritage that aids us in detecting the essential points of biblical revelation. Of course, this heritage is no substitute for a direct study of the Scripture that will test and prove every point of the church’s shared beliefs. On one level, the purpose of this book is to reveal to the reader the step-by-step path of discovery that led the church through the Scriptures to a discovery of God’s identity as the Trinity.




  Indeed, the journey to God’s identity is not that difficult to navigate once you understand where the biblical map is pointing. As an example, let’s talk about mapping steps in logic. The term logic turns a lot of Christians off, because they’ve heard the term used so often against the realities affirmed by faith. “That’s not logical!” they may have heard someone say when talking about the reality of God or even of the Trinity. In the history of theology, there is a lengthy tradition that sees faith as directly contrary to reason, including logic. The resurrection of Jesus from the dead seems contrary to logic for many today, but Christians know it to be real, in part because the Spirit that raised Jesus from the dead lives in them.




  Yet logic is not to be entirely dismissed. There are premises (foundational ideas or assumptions) that, if true, imply certain consequences. For example, if someone were to say to you, “All human beings are mortal,” that would make sense. We know that all people are subject to death and are, therefore, mortal. If someone were then to add that “Socrates is a human being,” you would have to conclude then that “Socrates is mortal.” Why? The reason is in the premise, namely that all human beings are mortal. If all human beings are mortal, there is no room for exceptions. If Socrates then can be shown to be a human being, he has to be mortal, too. The premise (“all human beings are mortal”) allows for no exceptions.




  God gave us minds that think. Why would God not want us to use them in matters of faith? In fact, as we noted at the beginning, an argument can be made that faith implies a certain kind of logic of its own. We could argue that the purpose of theology is to discover the logic of biblical faith and to develop this logic faithfully. This doesn’t mean that something is to be rejected just because it doesn’t make sense to us according to our current understanding of science or some culturally acquired ideas. Certainly, God is not bound by such humanly acquired assumptions, as valuable as they may be. But the Scriptures do assume certain fundamental principles to which the totality of Scripture remains true.




  For example, the Bible says that we are saved by grace and not by our own works (Ephesians 2:8). Though our acts play a secondary role in salvation (by the power of God’s grace), salvation is always viewed throughout Scripture fundamentally as a gift of God. We will never find a passage of Scripture that denies this. A number of logical consequences can be taken from this biblical premise that are valuable for preaching and teaching, such as the fact that faith itself is only possible by the power of God’s Word (Romans 10:17) and is, therefore, a gift from God (even if we, by God’s grace, must still choose to believe). So there is logic to scriptural teaching that is valuable to faith, as faith seeks greater wisdom and understanding.




  Here’s the main point of this book: I believe that a force of logic exists in the Bible concerning God as a trinity. It goes like this:




  • Only God can save.




  • The Father saves; the Son, Jesus Christ, saves; and the Holy Spirit saves.




  • Conclusion: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit are God.




  The basic premise given above is that only God can save. The Bible from beginning to end is clear on this point, allowing for no exceptions. Hosea 13:4 summarizes it well: “But I am the LORD your God, who brought you out of Egypt. You shall acknowledge no God but me, no Savior except me.” There is no Savior to be recognized by us except the one LORD God of Israel. The phrase “no Savior except me” does not allow for any exceptions or any additional gods; it does not leave any wiggle room to recognize any other saviors. When it comes to salvation, God is the only act in town!




  Even God’s role as Creator is pictured in Genesis 1 in such a way as to convince the reader that God’s breath (Spirit) and Word alone bring all things into existence, sustaining and guiding them in their God-willed destinies. The Spirit of God hovered over the face of the deep and God spoke all things into existence (Genesis 1:2–3). The creation has no capacity for life independent of its Creator, which means that the creature has no capacity for new life or salvation apart from God the Creator. The very last book of the Bible agrees, noting that “salvation belongs to our God” (Revelation 7:10). Salvation is a capacity that belongs only to God. This insight forms the basis of the Bible’s central conviction that the creature does not have any ability apart from God to free itself from sin or to restore itself to life. Only God can restore the fallen creation to new life and purpose.




  Here’s the logic of Scripture: The premise only God can save allows for no exceptions. So if it can be shown that the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit save, then all three will have to be recognized equally as God. Remember, the premise allows for no exceptions. If only God can save, and the Father saves by giving us all good things (James 1:17), then the Father is God. If only God can save, and Jesus the Son of God saves by defeating sin and death in his crucifixion and resurrection (2 Timothy 1:10), then Jesus is God. If only God can save and the Holy Spirit saves by giving us new life (John 6:63) and raising us from the dead (Romans 8:11), then the Spirit is God. If salvation comes from Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, then Father, Son, and Holy Spirit are equally God. It’s that simple.




  All of this means that the doctrine of God as a trinity is secure. The doctrine of the Trinity is not only shown in isolated verses of the New Testament; the entire teaching of Scripture about salvation demands it. Even if someone were to try to cast doubt on those isolated verses that support the deity of Jesus or the deity of the Holy Spirit, the overall logic of scriptural truth would still uphold the reality of God as a trinity (and ultimately show that the verses in question really do support the deity of the Son and the Spirit). I will show in the chapters that follow that the reality of the Trinity permeates all the pages of Scripture. Even the most imaginative heretic cannot remove it without ripping out every page of the Bible.




  The insight that God is Father, Son, and Holy Spirit fundamentally informs the life of the church as well. In all of our songs, prayers, testimonies, and sermons, we express in one way or another the conviction that we receive all things from the hand of our heavenly Father through the one and only Son and in the power of the Holy Spirit. In the other direction, we receive all things within the life of the Holy Spirit, from Jesus, as granted ultimately by the heavenly Father. The Bible and the church encourage us to think of God the Savior as a trinity of persons: Father, Son, and Spirit. These three are the means by which God reaches us and we reach back. The path to the reality of God as trinity is well marked and clear once we know how to read the biblical map.




  The problem is that the entire discussion that has occurred about the Trinity in the history of theology has made the map difficult to read. Theology has historically moved away from the events of the story of Jesus (and our experience of Christ) and increasingly in the direction of the more abstract issues of God’s inner life (God’s life apart from us or apart from history). A trend began in the Middle Ages to discuss the Trinity mainly within the more abstract issues of God’s inner life. Theologians engaged in lengthy discussions about how to distinguish between the one nature and the three persons within the inner life of God. In the eleventh century, the church faced a centuries-long and growing tension over the issue of whether the Holy Spirit proceeds eternally (without beginning) from the Father alone, which the Eastern churches favored, or from the Father “and the Son” (filioque in Latin), which the Western churches connected to Rome preferred. The doctrine of the Trinity that was meant to help the believer make sense of the biblical story as well as the experience of salvation became instead mainly an intellectual puzzle in an effort to figure out the complexities of God’s inner life.
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