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      “In this impressive systematic theology, Robert Letham sets before us the ripe fruit of a long career of devoted scholarship. He does so with clarity, confidence, and thoughtful judgment. The result is an elixir drawn from Scripture into which he has carefully stirred ingredients from Patristic orthodoxy, medieval theology, and Reformation and post-Reformation confessionalism. These are judiciously mixed by a theologian conscious that he is writing for the twenty-first century. Systematic Theology is Letham’s personal bequest to the church of Jesus Christ. A magnum opus indeed—which students, ministers, and scholars will find to be a real stimulation to their theological taste buds!”

      Sinclair B. Ferguson, Chancellor’s Professor of Systematic Theology, Reformed Theological Seminary

      “This is a first-class volume, impressively erudite, yet eminently readable. Scrupulously biblical, but at the same time recognizing the value of Christian tradition, it draws extensively, but judiciously, on the insights of the early church fathers, the Reformed confessions, and federal theology, while remaining in constant dialogue with the world of contemporary theological scholarship. The overall organization reflects Letham’s independence of judgment, and the end product is not only a Reformed systematic theology of enduring value but also an encyclopedic reference work for both historical and systematic theology. Unsurpassed in its field.”

      Donald Macleod, Professor Emeritus of Systematic Theology, Edinburgh Theological Seminary

      “Robert Letham has blessed us with a systematic theology that is sure to stimulate reflection, discussion, and deeper understanding of both the Holy Scriptures and the church’s interpretations of them to formulate its theology over the last two millennia. One does not need to agree with every detail of Letham’s magnum opus to realize that here is a treasure house of Christian wisdom on the whole counsel of God that will inform your mind and move your heart and affections to serve your Savior and Lord more single-mindedly and zealously than ever before.”

      Joel R. Beeke, President and Professor of Systematic Theology and Homiletics, Puritan Reformed Theological Seminary

      “Robert Letham writes systematic theology as it should be written. His work is marked by a careful dialogue between the Bible and the great creedal and confessional traditions of the church, always aided and abetted by a panoply of great theologians from the past and the present. This work is marked by clarity of thought and ecumenicity of spirit. Here we have the full fruits of a lifetime of thinking theologically.”

      Carl R. Trueman, Professor of Biblical and Religious Studies, Grove City College

      “Robert Letham’s Systematic Theology is located within the great tradition of Christian theology, drawing upon Patristic, medieval, Reformational, and contemporary sources. Letham keeps his focus where it belongs—upon the unfathomable richness of the triune God in his being and works. He expounds difficult topics in simple, concise prose, yet without being simplistic. Where Letham occasionally offers fresh formulations of doctrinal topics, he invariably does so in a way that is respectful toward more traditional treatments. Theologians, students of theology, and church members alike will find Letham’s work a wonderful gift to the church.”

      Cornelis P. Venema, President and Professor of Doctrinal Studies, Mid-America Reformed Seminary

      “A systematic theology written from a classical Reformed perspective that takes a fresh approach and aims to reach an audience not schooled in the technical terminology of the discipline—it is a tall order, but Robert Letham has triumphed with a text that is both readable and reliable. Not only pastors and students but also ordinary churchgoers will grow in their faith as they study a book with such depth and clarity of vision. A masterpiece.”

      Gerald Bray, Research Professor of Divinity, History, and Doctrine, Beeson Divinity School

      “Robert Letham has produced a substantial Reformed systematic theology which is not so much multum in parvo as multum in magno. He starts with the doctrine of God and the Holy Trinity rather than with the necessity and sufficiency of special revelation. In this sense it may be said that he stresses the catholicity of Reformed doctrine and does justice to the place of natural theology in it, reflecting his own Trinitarian expertise. Letham’s style is not only clear but also fair-minded, giving space to alternative views. Letham is good at the big doctrinal pictures and sensitive to the need to drill down at particular points. He judges between central and peripheral issues. He is to be warmly congratulated on this new book.”

      Paul Helm, Professor of Theology and Religious Studies Emeritus, King’s College, London

      “Robert Letham writes as no novitiate but as one who has given his life to understanding and explaining the Christian faith, addressing not only theologians and pastors but also the intelligent man and woman in the pew. I appreciate his contextualized treatment of topics, particularly his appropriation of historical figures often absent in confessionally Reformed approaches to theology. One may differ with him here or there, but I appreciate what he brings to many difficult matters, offering correctives to certain tendencies that even good Reformed thinkers might indulge. It is good to have one so thoroughly conversant with the history of the church, as well as the Bible, to write a systematic theology that resonates for our times as does this one. I heartily commend this new work to all. Tolle lege!”

      Alan D. Strange, Professor of Church History, Mid-America Reformed Seminary

      “Robert Letham’s Systematic Theology is the fruit of demanding exegetical work wrapped in a deep appreciation for all the great theology that God has provided for his people through ecumenical creeds and doctrinal standards. It is meant to be faithful to the past and grandly succeeds in that intention. While Letham clearly embeds his theology in properly understood church tradition, he is not afraid to address current theological trends. The text is exceptionally well written, easily comprehended, massively researched, and a drink of cool water for those thirsting for more of God and his Word.”

      Richard C. Gamble, Professor of Systematic Theology, Reformed Presbyterian Theological Seminary

      “Systematic Theology tells the story of the gospel and brings it to bear on Christian faith and life. This fresh approach is catholic in its scope and distinctly Reformed in its teaching. It is refreshingly nonpolemic, taking the best of the entire Christian tradition with great charity and deep discernment. The fact that I do not agree with everything in the book is part of what makes studying a systematic theology like this so humbling. We are pilgrims on the path to glory, walking in communion with the triune God and longing to see Christ as he is. Letham’s work persuasively and winsomely helps us along this path.”

      Ryan M. McGraw, Morton H. Smith Professor of Systematic Theology, Greenville Presbyterian Theological Seminary

      “I enthusiastically welcome the publication of this volume by Robert Letham. Keenly informed by the richness of his own Reformed tradition, Systematic Theology engages the best of Christian thought—Patristic, medieval, Reformation, modern, and contemporary—on a deep and fruitful level. There is nothing parochial about this book; reading it will be a joyous education for students and pastors. It deserves a wide audience among Reformed Christians and beyond.”

      William B. Evans, Younts Professor of Bible and Religion, Erskine College

      “Robert Letham writes with a teacher’s knack for illustration, a preacher’s liveliness and warmth, and a scholar’s breadth—all of these in exemplary service to what certain Reformers called ‘prophecy’: the powerful conveyance of the Word of God that enlivens and purifies the saints’ worship. Extended throughout these chapters is the doctrine of union with Christ. Letham’s Protestant account of theōsis near the end of the volume, articulated as a perfecting of this union, not only culminates his book-long engagement with Eastern Orthodox authors and traditions but also goes a long way in addressing the need felt by many young evangelicals for thicker connection to early-church formulations and writings. Avoiding easy answers at every turn, Letham’s contagious enthusiasm for the simple genius of the Christian tradition will inspire readers to live, believe, and preach Scripture more earnestly and fully.”

      Andrew Keuer, Professor of Theology and Ethics, Greek Bible College
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      Introduction

      There is more than one way to write a systematic theology. Most begin with a lengthy section called “prolegomena,” which, as one colleague remarks, few bother to read. Much of what goes into such a chapter is addressed in this introduction.

      What follows is intended to be Christian theology. I am an ordained minister in the Reformed tradition. In this I intend to be catholic, building on the ecumenical consensus of the early centuries of the church. The Reformed have classically seen themselves as part of the one holy, catholic, and apostolic church for which Christ gave his life to redeem. I recognize the tensions that exist here.1 I find Thomas Oden’s claim to unoriginality inspiring, in his hope that nothing of his own might intrude on his representation of the great tradition of the church.2 I cannot say I have achieved this.

      This book also is written from a confessional position. I am committed to the Reformed faith as it is expressed in the Westminster Assembly’s Confession of Faith and Catechisms and other kindred documents. The Westminster divines were thoroughly versed in the history and theology of the church, citing the fathers and medieval theologians freely, respecting adversaries like the Roman Catholic Bellarmine, and citing him on occasion as an authority.3

      This raises the question of the relationship between Scripture and tradition, discussed more fully in chapter 7. Tradition, viewed as the past teaching of the church in its confessions, creeds, and representative theologians, effectively represents the sum total of the accumulated biblical exegesis of the Christian church. It is not on a par with Scripture—some of it may even mislead us—but we neglect it at our peril and use it to our great advantage. I make no attempt in what follows to reinvent the exegetical wheel. I engage in close biblical exegesis where it is necessary to consider a matter more thoroughly.

      This is where the common misunderstanding of the post-Reformation slogan sola Scriptura can be confusing. When the slogan was devised, it was never intended to exclude the tradition of the church. Instead, it asserted that the Bible is the supreme authority. Adherence to the idea that the Bible is the only source to be followed was the mistake of the anti-Nicenes in the fourth century, the Socinians of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, the Jehovah’s Witnesses in the nineteenth century, and many other sects and heretics. Effectively, it says that my understanding of the Bible is superior to the accumulated wisdom of every generation of Christians that has ever lived. Enough said.

      So I agree with Oliver Crisp concerning the respective weight to be given to various authorities:

      1. Scripture is the norma normans,4 the principium theologiae. It is the final arbiter in matters theological. . . . the first-order authority in all matters of Christian doctrine.

      2. Catholic creeds, as defined by an ecumenical council of the Church, constitute a first tier of norma normata,5 which have second-order authority. . . . Such norms derive their authority from Scripture to which they bear witness.

      3. Confessional and conciliar statements of particular ecclesiastical bodies are a second tier of norma normata, which have third-order in matters touching Christian doctrine. They also derive their authority from Scripture to the extent that they faithfully reflect the teaching of Scripture.

      4. The particular doctrines espoused by theologians including those individuals accorded the title Doctor of the Church which are not reiterations of matters that are de fide, or entailed by something de fide, constitute theologoumena, or theological opinions, which are not binding upon the Church, but which may be offered up for legitimate discussion within the Church.6

      From this, I value a retrieval and restatement of the historic doctrines of the church. Experience shows that every few years new and exciting proposals arise, capture scholarly attention, and carry the day to the virtual exclusion of any competing claims. Yet, in ten or twenty years these intriguing new perspectives are discarded, overtaken by newer and even more exciting proposals. I am not being flippant—I have great interest in new research and appreciation for new insights it may bring—but this common phenomenon does give one pause to wonder just how long the latest predilections will last.

      You may, or probably may not, be disappointed that space limitations preclude an exhaustive discussion of everything. No doubt some clever reviewer will point this out, happy to refer to this, that, or the other missing book, or to opine that the full historical context of every reference to past authors is not spelled out in detail. However, the longer the tome, the fewer the readers, and proportionately less will be read. Gone are the days when a fourteen-volume Church Dogmatics could stream off the press as from a conveyor belt. In a multivolume systematic theology, the first volume is likely to be remaindered before the last one is released. However, I will address some issues in more detail, since they are matters that have been disputed recently.

      This of itself prevents extensive biblical exegesis. I do not write out biblical passages that readers can easily locate for themselves, although there are exceptions to every rule. Theology is more than the accumulation of biblical texts. It involves the interaction of a range of realities to which the cumulative witness of the Bible directs us. It is the entailment of “the sense of Scripture,” as Gregory of Nazianzus described it, a theoretical and metatheoretical account of the overall interrelationship and inherent connections of the holistic biblical teaching. I hope something of this may become clear as we go along. That does not preclude focus on key passages, nor does it set aside reference to the overall biblical witness on each matter. The Bible is the Word of God, the supreme authority in all matters of faith and practice. It simply means that we need to consider the whole teaching of Scripture. So my method is based on Scripture, but in dialogue with important voices from the church.

      More basic than this is the question of whether and how we can speak about God. In part, we will consider this in the first chapter. For now, my answer is that we can speak about him since he has spoken to us, in our world, in our words. Even more, in his Son he has lived as one of us, taking our humanity as his own. We can think his thoughts after him and so speak, falteringly but truly, with the aid of the Holy Spirit.

      In what follows, a few features differ from what is often encountered. I have already mentioned the absence of prolegomena. Additionally, I begin not with the doctrine of Scripture but with the Trinity. This stems from the overall arrangement of the book, which is centered on God and feeds thereafter into the works of God in creation, providence, and grace. While many, if not most, recent systematic theologies take Scripture as their starting point, so as to provide an epistemological foundation, it has struck me that to say that the Bible is the Word of God begs the question, in today’s world, of the identity of the God whose Word it is. Moreover, God precedes his revelation. He brought all other entities into existence. For this reason, if you read sequentially, you may wish to leave chapters 6–8, on Scripture, until after the chapters on election and the covenant. Since God inspired Scripture after his acts of redemption (WCF, 1.1), it would be legitimate to hold back discussion of the Bible until later. The basic premise of the book is the living God, who communicates to his creatures contingent life, which humanity abandoned by sin—a choice for death—but this life is renewed and superabundantly enhanced in Christ. Again, I deal with the Trinity before the divine attributes. While the revelation of the unity of God came first historically, God’s ultimate self-revelation is as the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit in indivisible union. This is the Christian doctrine of God.

      However, the main innovation is that I attempt to integrate soteriology and ecclesiology. The doctrine of salvation has long been treated in isolation from the doctrine of the church. In Roman Catholic theology the church comes first, with the sacraments at its heart; individual salvation is tacked on at the end. In contrast, in Reformed theology, individual soteriology is discussed in great detail, but the church and sacraments come later. In reality they stand together, since outside the church “there is no ordinary possibility of salvation” (WCF, 25.2). We are saved not merely as discrete individuals but as the one church of Jesus Christ. Consequently, I have long thought that the two should be treated together.

      There are historical factors behind this separation of individual salvation from the church. First is the obvious dominance of individualism in Western society. Beginning in the Renaissance and gaining ground in the Enlightenment, the focus on the individual has become pervasive and often unrecognized. Descartes’s famous search for certainty began with the assumption of the thinking self—“I think, therefore I am.” Whereas the New Testament places the salvation of the individual in the context of the church, both evangelical theology and its practical outworking have detached the two, viewing church and sacraments as effective optional extras.7 Aiding and abetting this trend have been analytic modes of thought, in which realities are broken down into discrete elements, focusing on distinctions. Hence, the doctrine of salvation is seen as not only distinct but in some cases separate from the doctrine of the church, in stark contrast to WCF, 25.2. We need a reorientation of mind to think these great realities together, and so to implement a more thoroughly ecclesial practice. Such would be closer to the focus of the apostles and the great tradition of the church.

      In line with this, I seek to connect the preaching of the Word of God and the sacraments with the outworking of salvation by the Holy Spirit. From the analytic thinking I have outlined has arisen the idea that the sacraments are merely material and external rites, symbolic at best, to be distinguished from the work of the Spirit in the individual. Hence, the distinction of water baptism from Spirit baptism has become something of a commonplace. The Reformers and successive generations thereafter knew no such classification. That the Spirit’s work was not to be restricted was clear in their writings, as was their resistance to any suggestion that he operated automatically on the performance of church ordinances. However, underlying their belief and practice was the fact that since God created the heavens and the earth, he uses material means to convey spiritual grace to his people. It was not by mistake that baptism came first in Jesus’s last instructions to his apostles for their ongoing work (Matt. 28:19–20). It is no accident that Jesus was crucified at the Passover or that the Spirit came on the day of Pentecost rather than any other day. God honored the feasts he had established. He keeps his appointments. Those appointments are now related to his church.

      On a more basic note, when referring to the Greek or Hebrew text, I have normally provided a translation and put a transliterated version as a footnote, so as to avoid disrupting the reading. I use the original text where it appears important to do so, if significant terms are used, or if there is an important exegetical question that depends on it. Readers may be amused to find that there are fewer of these in the early chapters than in the later ones. This is because of the subject matter; there happen to be more such questions arising the further we progress in the book.

      An acquaintance, on hearing I was writing a systematic theology, remarked with a yawn, “Do we need another one?” As with biblical commentaries, theologies can give insight into different ways of understanding the faith. For nearly two hundred years after the Reformation they were coming off the press almost as quickly as one could say “Martin Luther.” I set this volume before you with the hope and prayer that it may be of some little help to your faith and to your ministry. I write for the church, intending it to be read by laypeople as well as students, ministers, and professional scholars, with the aim that we will deepen and broaden our understanding of the Christian faith and so advance in faith and love for Christ, his church, and those around us, and articulate it effectively in a rapidly changing world. I hope you will join me on this journey.

      You probably will not agree with me on every point; that’s your freedom. Of necessity, any such book is inadequate to the task, to the vastness of the mystery. Owing to the scope of a systematic theology and the necessary restrictions of space, it is not feasible to discuss each matter in the detail that would be possible in a book devoted expressly to any one of them. However, we will grapple with questions arising from the greatest and most astounding story ever told. I hope you enjoy it; theology should be enjoyed, for our greatest privilege is “to glorify God, and to enjoy him for ever” (WSC, 1).
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      Part 1

      The Triune God

      

      Almighty and everlasting God, who has given to us your servants grace by the confession of a true faith to acknowledge the glory of the eternal Trinity, and in the power of the divine Majesty to worship the Unity; we beseech you, that you would keep us stedfast in this faith, and evermore defend us from all adversities, who lives and reigns, one God, world without end. Amen.

      Collect for Trinity Sunday, Book of Common Prayer (1662)

    

  
    
      1

      The Revelation of God

      The Bible never attempts to prove that God is. Attempts to do so by logic fall short of establishing the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ. God exists necessarily—there is no possibility that he cannot exist. The existence of God is not rationally attained, though it can be rationally explained and defended. Rather, God reveals himself in the world around us and has implanted a knowledge of his existence in all people, evidenced in the almost universal recognition of the need to worship a higher being. This implanted revelation is clear and fulfills the purpose God has for it, but it does not disclose the gospel and so cannot lead us to salvation. Nevertheless, it is essential as a basis for knowing God.

      

      A few years ago, a group of atheists, which included the British Humanist Association, paid for a poster on the sides of London double-decker buses. The poster said: “There’s Probably No God. Now Relax and Enjoy Your Life.”1 Along similar lines, the geneticist Richard Dawkins has argued that the claim that there is a god has a very low probability, though Dawkins stopped short of zero. “I think God is very improbable and I live my life on the assumption that he is not there,” he acknowledged.2 Again, “I am agnostic only to the extent that I am agnostic about fairies at the bottom of the garden.”3

      I couldn’t agree more. If anything, the advertisers didn’t go far enough. The god who is a product of the constructions of human thought and the predication of whose existence depends on human reasoning does not and cannot exist, since in any argument the premises have a higher degree of certainty than the conclusion to which the argument leads. Such argumentation could never establish that the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ is.

      The Bible nowhere attempts to argue for the existence of God. It assumes that God is and that he has revealed himself; God is the necessary presupposition for human life, so much so that it is the fool who has said in his heart that there is no God (Ps. 14:1). Centuries ago the then archbishop of Canterbury, Anselm (1033–1109), wrote that God is that than which none greater can be thought. Necessary existence is entailed in that. If one were to conceive of a being that might not exist, one would not have conceived of One who is the greatest that can be thought, since it would be possible to conceive of a greater, about whom nonexistence is not predicable.

      R. C. Sproul has gone a stage further, arguing strongly and correctly that, in an important sense, God does not exist.4 From a different angle, if one has a hankering for etymological fallacies5—one does from time to time, doesn’t one?—we can see how this works out. Our verb “to exist” is ultimately derived from the Latin verb exsistere, meaning, among other things, to come into view, to come forward, to come into being.6 This entails being out of or from another entity. All things created are what they are in this way, derived from something else. We exist from our parents, our children exist from us, my desk comes from a tree, which in turn is derived from an acorn, which fell from another tree, and so on. The building in which I work was produced from a range of materials. The air we breathe, our planet, and its galaxy are all brought about by other entities. All such entities are in a constant process of change, growth, retraction, and flux. All things in the universe exist contingently. Once they did not exist; their present existence depends on God, while the possibility of their ceasing to be is ever present. This is not the case with Yahweh, the God of Israel, the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ. He is. He is life itself. Created entities exist; but God is. As Aquinas wrote, God is his own existence—he is above existence and exceeds every kind of knowledge.7 He subsists, for “those things subsist which exist in themselves, and not in another.”8

      With these important provisos, we will accommodate ourselves to popular usage. There are a range of arguments devised to prove or to explain that God is.

      1.1 Arguments for the Existence of God

      One class of arguments for the existence of God might be intended to persuade an unbeliever. Not only does the Bible not follow this method, but it will not lead to the desired conclusion. Another type of argument is one presented to believers to disclose the rationality of what they hold already by faith. These can be helpful in establishing a rational basis for what is believed on other grounds. Among this second type, foremost is Anselm’s proof, often misleadingly called the ontological argument.

      1.1.1 Anselm’s Proof for the Existence of God

      Anselm had a distinctive line of thought. In his Proslogion he did not intend to prove to an unbeliever that God exists. He may never have met such a person. Instead, he wrote for his fellow monks, to demonstrate that their belief in God could be established on a rational basis without recourse to Scripture.9 This purpose is vital to note, for his case must not be assessed as if it were intended to accomplish something he never had in mind. Moreover, he couched his proof in an attitude of prayer, addressing God in the flow of discussion. He assumed God but sought reasons to support what he already knew.10 The context of the entire book, and the Monologion that preceded it, places it within a commitment to Christ. In the Monologion Anselm indicates that his work is grounded on Augustine’s treatise on the Trinity.11 Barth comments that Anselm is seeking not to prove logically but to understand in order to establish validity,12 as the outcome of faith, a faith that impels us to understand and to delight in what we understand.13 It is “the nature of faith that desires knowledge. Credo ut intelligam means: It is my very faith itself that summons me to knowledge.”14 Hogg reflects that probare (to prove) can mean “to probe” or “to test.”15

      When Anselm speaks of God existing necessarily, “necessitas means the attribute of being unable not to be, or of being unable to be different. . . . The necessitas that is peculiar to the object of faith is the impossibility of the object of faith not existing or of being otherwise than it is.”16 Anselm does not pursue this on the basis of autonomous human reason17 but seeks to let the truth disclose itself.18 As I have indicated, he does not argue on the terms of unbelievers19 but seeks to establish the certainty of what he already believes.20 His argument can be summed up fairly concisely, but it is so dense that it requires a treatise properly to unpack it and, in effect, a library to discuss it.

      The crucial point in the Proslogion is the name of God that Anselm presupposes. In prayer, he sought the name of God, and eventually it was revealed to him that God is “that than which none greater can be thought.”21 This goes beyond God being the greatest entity ever conceived by humans, or the greatest that is possible to conceive. Rather, as Barth indicates, God is entirely independent of whether humans do or do not so conceive.22

      It follows that existence is an attribute of perfection, since perfection could not be present in an entity that did not exist. Since God is “that than which none greater can be thought,” existence is entailed. Anselm argues that if a thing is in the mind but not in reality, nonexistence is implied; but if it is in reality, it exists apart from our thoughts.23 For Anselm “the object then is first of all in reality, then following from that it exists, then as a consequence of that it can be thought.”24 Anselm’s purpose in Proslogion 2–4 is to demonstrate the impossibility of thinking of God as merely a conception in the mind.25 For Anselm, God is in a unique category.26 It is impossible to conceive of a being as God who exists in the mind alone since God is that than which none greater can be thought.27 Therefore, God exists in reality as well as in the mind, since it is impossible that he exist in the mind alone.28 God is not merely the greatest being, or the greatest being about which we can think. There is no greater entity possible, nor can one possibly be conceived to be.

      Opponents pointed out what to them was an obvious flaw: an idea of an absolutely perfect being does not entail that such a being exists. Anselm’s fellow monk Gaunilo, playing the devil’s advocate, objected on the grounds that one can have an idea of the existence of a perfect island, but that does not establish its existence.29 Centuries later, Immanuel Kant used a similar line of reasoning, only in his case the perfect island was replaced by a hundred possible thalers.30 However, what both objections missed is that God is not on the same footing as creatures. He cannot be compared to islands or currencies. Creatures exist contingently; they may or may not exist. But God is, and is of necessity, and is of necessity because of who he is. Since he is that than which none greater can be thought, his nonexistence is inconceivable, for any conception of his nonexistence would not be a conception of that than whom none greater can be thought; it would be a conception of an entity that could not be God. Neither Gaunilo nor Kant touch this central nerve of Anselm’s case.

      Barth continues, “God exists in such a way (true only of him) that it is impossible for him to be conceived of as not existing.”31 “The Name of God as it is heard and understood compels the more precise definition that God does not exist as all other things exist. . . . God exists—and he alone—in such a way that it is impossible even to conceive the possibility of his non-existence.”32 The contrast is now advanced, Barth argues, to that “between something that certainly exists objectively as well as in thought but yet which is conceivable as not existing and on the other hand something existing objectively and in thought but which is not conceivable as not existing.”33 We could paraphrase this by saying that if a person were to predicate the nonexistence of God, it could not possibly be God—the God who created the world and who has revealed himself in Jesus Christ—about whom this was predicated. In this light, Barth concludes, God “exists as the reality of existence itself, as the criterion of all existence and non-existence.”34 Again, “The positive statement: God so exists that his non-existence is inconceivable.”35

      Graham Oppy, an agnostic philosopher, concludes that ontological arguments can neither prove nor disprove the existence of God and so are worthless.36 Correctly, he points to the presuppositions that underlie the arguments: “Only those who make the relevant presuppositions will suppose that ontological arguments are sound; but there is nothing in ontological arguments that establishes a case for those presuppositions from the standpoint of those who do not share them.”37 Anselm, however, was never attempting to convince those who differed with his commitments, nor am I suggesting that his argument be used in such a context.38

      Anna Williams remarks, “It is a curious feature of arguments for the existence of God that they presume an identity for that which they seek to prove.”39 In reality, “God” denotes different things to different people, posing difficulties for Christians, for whom God is Trinity. The doctrine of the Trinity affirms that God is personal, his actions being those of a personal agent, which other religious conceptions cannot allow.40

      Along the same lines, Aquinas did not accept Anselm’s argument as convincing for those who do not share his presuppositions.41 Until recently, it has been thought that he took a different tack and sought to convince unbelievers, in the mode of the first type of argument I mentioned above. However, a newer school of thought holds that Aquinas, like Anselm, was explaining how the Christian faith was rationally defensible.42 Brian Davies comments:

      Aquinas is not at all worried about making out a case for God’s existence. . . . It is most unlikely that he ever encountered an atheist in the modern sense. . . . He thinks it perfectly proper for someone to start by taking God’s existence for granted. At the end of the day his basic position is roughly that of St Anselm . . . : “I do not seek to understand so that I may believe; but I believe so that I may understand.”43

      It has been suggested that, in the face of the challenge of the Islamic scholarship of Averroes (1126–1198) and Avicenna (ca. 980–1037) and their interpretation of Aristotle, some Latin Averroists held to “double truth,” the idea that contradictories could be true. Thus, for example, the Christian account of creation could be true on religious grounds while false scientifically. Hence, the need for Aquinas to demonstrate the compatibility of faith with reason.44 So, in terms of the doctrine of the Trinity, for Aquinas, “though . . . it cannot be rationally demonstrated, it can still be rationally discussed.”45

      Aquinas considered that the existence of God could be supported both a priori, from the cause to the effect, and a posteriori, from the effect to the cause. If the effect is more familiar to us, then we can reason from the effects of God, his works in the world, back to God as their cause.46 From this, Thomas thought, the existence of God can be established in five ways.47 (1) From motion, which requires that an entity be put in motion by another. From this, one can reason back to God as the first mover. Here there are echoes of Aristotle’s unmoved mover.48 (2) From the nature of the efficient cause. It is not possible to have an infinite regression, since if there were no first cause, neither could there be intermediate causes or an ultimate cause, which is false. (3) From possibility and necessity. It is impossible for everything to be merely possible, such that all things may or may not be, since if it were possible for everything not to be, then at some time there would have been nothing in existence. If at some time there were nothing in existence, it would be impossible for anything to come into existence. Therefore, not all beings are merely possible. Since some beings necessarily exist and it is impossible for all such beings to derive their necessity from another, as was discussed in the second argument from causality, there must be a necessary being that has its necessity from itself. (4) From the gradation found in things. Some beings are more or less good, true, and so forth. This assumes that there is a standard alongside which their goodness is measured, which is the best in all instances. (5) From the government of the world. Since unintelligent things work toward their end, it follows that they are governed by an intelligent being by whom all beings are directed. All changeable things must be traced back to an immovable first principle, which is God.49

      Aquinas held that we can also come to know God by “demonstration,” an argument that starts from true premises and establishes its conclusion validly; a syllogism.50 He denied that “God exists” is an article of faith, since the Nicene Creed presupposes it.51

      From these, the following arguments have been developed, leaving ontological arguments aside. While, as I argued, they cannot of themselves prove God is, nevertheless they are not useless, as they have a certain value in supporting the rational nature of what we recognize by faith.

      1.1.2 The Cosmological Argument

      The cosmological argument reasons that everything in the universe has a cause, and therefore the universe must have a cause. The rejoinder to this argument is that one can end up with an infinite causal regression. What caused the cause of the universe? Moreover, the argument begs the question as to the nature of the originator of the universe. It does not lead to or demand a personal Creator. It requires something in the order of Anselm’s argument to bolster it; Anselm’s proof was undertaken in prayer. This argument has affinities with Aquinas’s second way and perhaps with the others.

      1.1.3 The Teleological Argument

      The universe reveals harmony and purpose, implying that an intelligent and powerful being started it. This may be so, but the identity of the intelligent designer is left unclear, as is the possibility that there may be another, yet more intelligent designer behind it. This line of thought has resurfaced recently with the Intelligent Design movement. While its exponents recognize the biblical teaching that the heavens declare the glory of God, the argument stops short of requiring belief in the God who has revealed himself in Scripture and in Jesus Christ. Here there are connections with Aquinas’s fifth way.

      1.1.4 The Moral Argument

      From the universal existence of moral values it is inferred that there is a lawgiver and judge with the absolute right to command humans, and to whom humans are responsible. All we are left with here is an overlord who may or may not be beneficent, leaving the possibility of a frightening despot ready to crush its subordinates. Again, this does not arrive at the conclusion that the judge is the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ.

      ———

      Do these arguments establish the existence of the living God of the Bible in the face of skeptical criticism? They do not. They cannot convince someone who does not already believe in God. They might be used to demonstrate what an unbeliever is suppressing (Rom. 1:19–20). They can have some utility from the perspective of faith, as ex post facto confirmations of what is believed on the basis of revelation, creation, and Scripture.

      There are other problems with using such arguments to establish God’s existence for unbelievers. Foremost is the point that, simple deductive arguments apart,52 the original premise has greater certainty than the conclusion toward which the argument heads. Moreover, in the cases we have discussed, the projected conclusions exceed the scope of the premises.53 Hence, the assumptions shared by the participants have a surer basis than the god about whom the discussion is concerned. The quest is doomed from the start.

      We can probe a stage further. Is logical argumentation the appropriate mode for the knowledge of God? In personal interactions, we relate to people not by logic but by recognition and communion. When we see a friend walking down the street, we do not engage in a carefully structured series of syllogisms to persuade ourselves of his or her presence. Facial recognition is more instinctive and intuitive than logic. Moreover, friendship and love emerge through communion with another. They are no less real than formal or logical propositions. Relations with persons operate in a different dimension than mathematical theorems, scientific evidence, or logical debates. The problem that keeps many from recognizing this is not logic but personal alienation. When we have had a serious problem with someone, we often do our best to avoid contact. Likewise, on a greater stage, sin keeps people from recognizing God. In this light, it is significant to note that Anselm’s argument is based on the premise of Christian belief and communion in prayer, and includes a discussion of the nature of God later in the Proslogion.54

      This does not rule out logic but limits it, locating it in its appropriate place. It can fulfill a role as an after-the-fact support for what is believed on other grounds. James Loder and Jim Neidhardt discuss questions such as these. Drawing on a range of disciplines, from physics and mathematics to the arts, including M. C. Escher’s line drawings and the Mobius curve, they argue that at the boundaries of knowledge logic breaks down before the realities of things as they are.55

      Returning to Aquinas, Thomas placed limits on reason and its powers to plumb the depths of God and his works. For him, revelation was necessary to lead us beyond our own innate capacities.56 As Augustine wrote, “God is more truly thought than he is uttered, and exists more truly than he is thought.”57 However, Aquinas still held that revelation could be rationally explained and defended.58 Like Anselm, he presupposed the existence of God; he was no Enlightenment rationalist before the time.

      Calvin’s teaching on the universal sensus divinitatis is helpful at this point.59 He says that “no long or toilsome proof is needed to elicit evidences that serve to illuminate and affirm the divine majesty.”60 In fact, “there is within the human mind . . . an awareness of divinity,”61 “a sense of divinity which can never be effaced.”62 He adds, “God has sown a seed of religion in all men. But scarcely one in a hundred is met with who fosters it.”63 Helm describes this as, for Calvin, “part of what it means to be really or fully human,”64 “an innate endowment triggered by factors which are not innate.”65 Helm notes that there are limitations on human nature; humans “cannot hear sounds beyond a certain frequency range, but bats can”; so “there are sounds created in the world such that they cannot be heard by normal human beings.” In this case he considers that, for Calvin, there are moral or emotional preconditions that enable persons to receive the evidence without eroding its objectivity.66

      Daniel von Wachter indicates that in recent years there has been a move away from discussion of “proofs” for the existence of God, requiring absolute conclusions, toward “arguments” for the existence of God, with probabilistic results on both sides. Indeed, he says, German philosophers and theologians have been increasingly questioning former prejudices about arguments for God’s existence.67 Ironically, in a chapter entitled “Why There Almost Certainly Is No God,” Dawkins seriously considers the possibility of multiverses.68 While the theory of infinite universes and infinite cosmic inflation has significant following among physicists, there is no concrete evidence in its favor. Besides, it leaves the same questions on the agenda, pushing them back further to the point of why universes come into being ad infinitum, and what brings them into existence in the first place, which is a question of metaphysics, not science, and is “the height of irrationality” according to Richard Swinburne.69

      1.2 General Revelation

      The Bible declares that God has made himself known in creation (Ps. 19:1–6; Rom. 1:18–20). He has taken the initiative. Moreover, he created humanity in his image and gave him responsibility to govern the earth, to subdue it, and, in doing so, to understand it (Gen. 1:26–27; 2:15–25). This revelation and this task are universal and indiscriminate, given to humanity as a whole. However, this general revelation stops short of declaring the way of salvation. It does not disclose the character of God, beyond “his eternal power and divine nature” (Rom. 1:19–20). Before discussing this, we should note some significant deviations.

      Pantheism is an identification of creation or nature with God: all things are divine. This has surfaced in recent decades in the West through the environmental movement, New Age spirituality, and the like, with talk of Mother Nature.

      Panentheism does not go as far as pantheism in identifying God with creation. Instead, it posits codependency. God is in the world and the world is in God. There is a continuum. As the world depends on God, so God depends on the world. He is deeply enmeshed in history; the history of the world is, in effect, the history of God, impinging on him and changing him. In turn, the future is open-ended and indeterminate. Jürgen Moltmann is effectively a panentheist,70 as are many contemporary theologians who envisage God as involved in a process, in becoming, in a dynamic interplay with cosmic forces.

      In pantheism, the classic distinction between Creator and creature is erased; in panentheism it is blurred. Effectively, God is remote and unknowable, and so practically irrelevant to us, with the corollary that we are autonomous and the masters of our fate. Conversely, in an immanent sense, God is bound up with the events of the world, codependent, cosuffering, and weak. In both cases, he has been dethroned, and humanity is the master.

      Polytheism is the belief in a plurality of divine beings. In the ancient world, the gods were held to preside over particular territories. In the Old Testament, the Philistines think the ark of the covenant must be returned to Israel to appease its God (1 Sam. 4:1–5:12) This widespread belief helped protect the church in its early years as the Roman authorities believed it to be a Jewish sect and thus under the protection of Israel’s deity. When it became evident that it was international, cutting across ethnic and tribal boundaries, the church was seen to pose a threat to all the deities throughout the empire. Even after Christianity was made the official religion of the Roman Empire by Theodosius in AD 380, the sack of Rome was blamed on the Christians for this reason, among others.

      Monotheism is the belief that there is only one God, who is thereby clearly distinguished from the creation. Christianity, orthodox Judaism, and Islam alike are monotheistic. However, there are radical differences between the Christian doctrine of God and the Islamic doctrine of Allah. The Christian Trinity is relational. The three are one, indivisible in mutual love. For Islam, Allah is a solitary monad. Allah cannot be love, for love presupposes more than one person. Neither can Allah be personal. In fact, Allah is power and will, to which his followers are responsible to submit. Christianity maintains that the heart of the universe is personhood and love, placed there by the tripersonal God.

      Deism, dominant from the Enlightenment, holds that while God is Creator, he is remote from the world. The cosmos operates under the laws he gave it, effectively autonomously. There can be no place for the incarnation or for miracles in such thinking

      1.2.1 The Extent of God’s Revelation in Creation and Providence

      How far does God reveal himself in his works of creation and providence? The Bible asserts that there is inescapable evidence of God in the world around us (Ps. 19:1–6; Rom. 1:18–21; Heb. 1:3). His presence is unavoidable (Ps. 139:1–12). Bavinck comments, “Now the fact that the world is the theatre of God’s self-revelation can hardly be denied.”71 As John of Damascus wrote, “God . . . did not leave us in absolute ignorance. For the knowledge of God’s existence has been implanted by him in all nature. This creation, too, and its maintenance, and its government, proclaim the majesty of the divine nature.”72 The Psalms are full of praise to God for the wonders he has done in creating the world and maintaining it, displaying his glory. All creation is called on to praise Yahweh (e.g., Psalm 148).

      God’s self-revelation is self-evident. The invisible nature of God is clearly visible in the created order (Rom. 1:19–20). Like a bomb that leaves behind a huge crater, it needs no lengthy process of argument, no concoction of syllogisms to establish that a hole has emerged. More remarkably, it is vivid for all to see in the beauty and order of all he has made and sustains.

      General revelation is infallible since it is God who reveals himself. It is revelation, supremely self-revelation. Through the creation we see a reflection of his glory. It is a window through which we recognize the greater glory of its Creator. Even our daily food marks the interface between the humdrum material world and the beneficence of the God who provides for us. Our daily bread should be the occasion for thanksgiving, praise, and communion (1 Tim. 4:1–5).

      WCF, 1.1, points to the ways God reveals himself in the natural world: through the light of nature, the works of creation, and the works of providence, covering the production of the universe and its maintenance. “The light of nature” refers to the realization God has implanted in our minds that all around is a signal of his eternal being. Calvin’s sensus divinitatis is an expression of that reality.73 There are things to be known of God by human beings in general regardless of whether they are Christian—for example, his goodness, wisdom, and power.

      1.2.2 The Limits of General Revelation

      What are the limits of general revelation? Creation, providence, and the sensus divinitatis are inadequate when it comes to salvation. There is a twofold insufficiency.

      First, because of sin humans resist such revelation. The noetic and ethical effects of sin incapacitate us from recognizing and responding, and debar any attempt on our part to reach God (1 Cor. 2:5–16). Calvin argued that we need Scripture as “spectacles” through which to view the creation rightly, together with the Holy Spirit to enlighten the mind and dissipate the mists that cloud it; otherwise we are led captive to various forms of idolatry.74

      Second, the revelation is not designed to deliver from sin. It discloses God’s power but does not make known his grace.75 It reveals that God is and displays his eternal power and deity; it does not go beyond that. It does not reveal the Trinity.76 It simply leaves people without excuse for unbelief (Rom. 1:19–20).

      Still, general revelation is reliable within its limitations,77 and in terms of God’s intention, for it declares plainly that there is a God (WLC, 2). In this it is utterly infallible; it achieves God’s purpose. Since God reveals himself, his revelation is without defect as far as it goes; but after the fall, it is impossible to attain salvation through it, no matter how diligently one may follow its leading (WLC, 60), for that is not its purpose. As Barth puts it, the light of nature “refers to the inner light of the inborn image of God in the human. The light of nature appears as a source of knowledge, but immediately is placed beneath Scripture as ineffective and incapable of revealing to us the will of God.”78

      1.2.3 General Revelation and Natural Theology

      General revelation differs from natural theology. General revelation refers to what God makes known of himself through creation. It is accepted and understood in faith. It proceeds from God and reaches us. On the other hand, natural theology, as it is called, refers to attempts by humans to argue for the existence and nature of God based on what is known or observed in creation and providence. It assumes that we have the capacity to know a great deal about God on the basis of our own powers of reason and observation. This may, theoretically, have been possible before the fall, but even then, Adam depended on verbal revelation to understand his place in creation. God’s word interpreted God’s world (Gen. 1:26–27; 2:15–17). In the church, human reason has a place, but under the authority and leadership of God’s Word revelation.

      Barth famously said no to natural theology. Everything depended on his idea of revelation, refracted through God’s primal decision to be God in Christ. For him, everything is frozen in this eternal determination. Since revelation is exclusively in Christ, he determinedly rejected all attempts to construct an independent theology.

      There are clear limits to general revelation. Aquinas remarks that “our natural knowledge can go as far as it can be led by sensible things,” but from this the whole power of God cannot be known. But because “they are his effects . . . we can be led from them so far as to know of God whether he exists,” that he is the Creator, and that he differs from created things, super-exceeding them.79 Again,

      It must be said that God’s being three in one is only believed and in no way can be demonstratively proved, though some arguments of a non-necessary kind and of little probability except to the believer can be fashioned. This is evident from the fact that we know God in this life only from his effects. . . . Therefore, we can know of God from natural reason only what is perceived of him from the relation of effects to him, such as those which indicate his causality and eminence above what is caused. . . . The trinity of persons cannot be perceived from the divine causality itself, since causality is common to the whole trinity.80

      1.2.4 The Interrelationship between General and Special Revelation

      General revelation in the light of special revelation. We noted Calvin’s comment that God’s revelation in creation cannot be known rightly apart from Scripture.81 We need special revelation, the Word of God, to understand general revelation properly. This was true before the fall, when Adam received verbal revelation from God as to the nature of his task. It is doubly so once sin entered, the human mind and heart now being inherently biased against God and his goodness.

      However, with Scripture and in its light, we can understand creation in perspective. Calvin writes that in the light of Genesis, we see creation as the theater of God’s glory, the clothes he wears to display his beauty and glory.82 It is semiotic. Through creation, in faith, we perceive that beyond it is its wonderful Creator. Without faith, such a perception is impossible; by faith we understand (Heb. 11:3). This is due not to any inadequacy in creation or in God’s self-revelation in it but to our obtuseness and unbelief. Indeed, God cannot be seen by any organ of sense, for he is Spirit. He can be known only through faith.83 Having faith, we can approach the creation with thanksgiving and gratitude to God, its Creator (Ps. 148:1–14; Col. 1:15–20; 1 Tim. 4:1–5).84

      Bavinck asserts that general revelation continues in God’s providential dealings with creation and is not limited to creation itself. Since it comes from God, it is supernatural.85 So “the supernatural is not at odds with human nature, nor with the nature of creatures; it belongs, so to speak, to humanity’s essence. Human beings are images of God and akin to God and by means of religion stand in a direct relation to God.”86 Indeed, God revealed himself to pagans after the fall in dreams (Gen. 20:1–7; 31:24; 40:1–23; 41:1–36; Judg. 7:13–14; Dan. 2:3ff.).87 More widely, this reflects on all human effort that in some way refracts the truth. Augustine affirmed this in De doctrina Christiana, writing, “If those who are called philosophers, and especially the Platonists, have said aught that is true and in harmony with our faith, we are not only not to shrink from it, but to claim it for our own use from those who have unlawful possession of it.”88 However, he recognized that it does not lead to salvation and is only useful for a few.89

      Calvin had a generally negative attitude toward other religions and toward general revelation apart from the lens of Scripture.90 Yet he was not averse to citing pagan writings when it suited him and reflected on the goodness of creation in the most striking ways. Bavinck agrees that pagan religions contain elements of truth passed down from creation. However, they have been distorted. The oneness of God was lost, polytheism developed, and the distinction between the Creator and creature was blurred to the extent that these religions are idolatrous, with demonic powers at work.91 However,

      with their Christian confession, accordingly, Christians find themselves at home also in the world. They are not strangers there and see the God who rules creation as none other than the one they address as Father in Christ. As a result of this general revelation, they feel at home in the world; it is God’s fatherly hand from which they receive all things also in the context of nature.

      It is a common basis on which to meet non-Christians, “a point of contact with all those who bear the name ‘human.’”92

      Special revelation in the light of general revelation. While the revelation of God in creation and providence is incapable of leading us to salvation, given the presence of sin, it is still necessary in order to understand special revelation. The two elements interact, so much so that neither is complete without the other. As we need Scripture rightly to appreciate general revelation, so creation informs our grasp of special revelation; without it we could not understand the Bible at all. The history of the world and the church, geography, politics, economics, personal interactions, and psychology are necessary ingredients so as to appreciate what God says in Scripture. The biblical books were composed at definite times and places. To grasp what the Spirit says in these books, we need to understand the languages in which they were written, the situations that occasioned their production, the place each occupies in the ongoing history of redemption, the particular cultural and environmental factors that surround them, political and military events, and so on.

      Furthermore, redemption is the renewal and transformation of the creation. Special revelation is given by God in order that we may appreciate the place he has assigned for the created order. In the long run, the sphere currently delimited by general revelation is the locus of God’s ultimate purposes. This unity of general and special revelation reflects the unity of God’s plans (Eph. 1:10), where he is to head up all things under the rule of Christ. These two spheres, while distinct, are inseparably conjoined. Having been grasped by redemption in Christ, believers can take a totally different view of creation than was possible beforehand. The world is ours because it belongs to God. The arts are there to develop and be enjoyed. Music, fine art, poetry, politics, science, literature—these are areas to be conquered and reclaimed. Christ is the Mediator of creation (Col. 1:15–20).93

      As Bavinck explains:

      Hence the object of revelation cannot only be to teach human beings, to illuminate their intellects (rationalism), or to prompt them to practice religious virtue (moralism), or to arouse religious sensations in them (mysticism). God’s aim in special revelation is both much deeper and reaches much farther. It is none other than to redeem human beings in their totality of body and soul, with all their capacities and powers; to redeem not only individual, isolated human beings but humanity as an organic whole. Finally, the goal is to redeem not just humanity apart from all the other creatures but along with humanity to wrest heaven and earth, in a word, the whole world in its organic interconnectedness, from the power of sin and again to cause the glory of God to shine forth from every creature.94

      C. S. Lewis stated that there can be no neutral territory in the universe.95 The Dutch theologian and prime minister of the Netherlands Abraham Kuyper famously declared, “There is not a square inch in the whole domain of our human existence over which Christ, who is Sovereign over all, does not cry: ‘Mine!’”96 Atheists, adherents of other religions, and all unbelievers are, in the final analysis, squatters. Notwithstanding, due to God’s common grace, by which he grants gifts and abilities to humanity as such, they have many things to say that are true. I am not deterred from appreciating Mahler’s Das Lied von der Erde because he did not subscribe to the Westminster Confession of Faith, nor Beethoven’s great C-sharp minor string quartet because he was a rationalist. When I watched from the terraces the great Tottenham football (soccer) team of the sixties (Blanchflower, White, Mackay, Greaves), I did not stop to ask whether they had made professions of faith.

      1.3 Special Revelation97

      Calvin stresses the necessity of Scripture, since something more is needed if we are to know the Creator even in creation.98 Scripture, Calvin writes, is the preservative against idolatry and polytheism.99 Moreover, the human mind is ceaselessly prone to conjure up new and artificial religions.100 Even Psalm 19, which extols the glory of God in creation (vv. 1–6), proceeds to focus on the law of God (vv. 7–12).101 As Bavinck wrote, “Not a single religion can survive on general revelation alone.”102 A classic statement on the necessity of special revelation—in particular, Scripture—was given in the WCF (1647).

      Although the light of nature, and the works of creation and providence do so far manifest the goodness, wisdom, and power of God, as to leave men inexcusable; yet they are not sufficient to give that knowledge of God, and of his will, which is necessary unto salvation. Therefore it pleased the Lord, at sundry times, and in divers manners, to reveal Himself, and to declare that His will unto His Church; and afterwards, for the better preserving and propagating of the truth, and for the more sure establishment and comfort of the Church against the corruption of the flesh, and the malice of Satan and of the world, to commit the same wholly unto writing: which maketh the Holy Scripture to be most necessary: those former ways of God’s revealing His will unto His people being now ceased. (1.1)

      1.3.1 Revelation Is from the Living God

      Aquinas makes a crucial statement: “It is said of God that he is life itself, and not only that he is a living thing.”103 Prior to his bringing into existence life other than himself, he himself was eternally brimful of life. Revelation—general as well as special—underlines this point; it entails the fact that God himself is the active agent making himself known. This lies behind Bavinck’s comment that the eternal generation of the Son is necessary in order for God to create; that God is fullness of life, overflowing fecundity, establishes the ground for his decision to create.104 The same applies to revelation. Revelation is subsequent to creation, for there needed to be creatures for God to reveal himself to them.

      By definition, revelation is not the product of human ingenuity or attainment; it is solely from God. Barth argued that it is impossible for humans to reach up to God and discover him or his plans. Rather, revelation works the other way, from the side of God. The impossibility is possible for God.105 “Nothing is too wonderful for God.”106 God takes the initiative. He reveals himself.

      Special revelation existed from the time humans existed, before the question of salvation ever came into purview. Prior to the fall, Adam needed word revelation from God defining him as “Adam,” as made in the image and likeness of God, with a task to fulfill of procreation and government (Gen. 1:26–28), tilling the ground (Gen. 2:15), and acting as a priest-king on behalf of God.

      After the fall, God encountered Adam and his wife with words of reproof, judgment, and yet hope (Gen. 3:8–19). To the patriarchs God frequently appeared in human or angelic form. These theophanies were prominent in the Pentateuchal period and on into the time of the judges (Gen. 3:8–19; 15:1–21; 18:1–33; 32:22–32; Ex. 3:1ff.; 13:21–22; 19:16–25; 24:9–11; 33:7–34:9; Josh. 5:13–15; Judg. 2:1–5; 13:2–23). During this time, he often chose dreams and visions to make his will known (Gen. 15:1–21; 28:10–22). Later, with the prophets, God used both written and oral communication. Miracles occurred on various occasions, normally in connection with redemptive deeds: the exodus, the start of the prophetic era, the ministry of Jesus and the apostles. Miracles were signs, not drawing attention to themselves but reaching a climax with the incarnation of the Son (John 1:1–4, 14–18; 14:1–11; Heb. 1:1–4), his saving work on the cross, his resurrection, and his ascension to the right hand of the Father. These events are all part of a great unified plan, for as Bavinck says, “The revelation that Scripture discloses to us does not just consist in a number of disconnected words and isolated facts but is one single historical and organic whole.”107

      1.3.2 How Far Can God Be Known?

      God is knowable and he makes himself known. He made humanity in his own image, and he reveals himself by his works and words, and in the person of his Son incarnate, who is not merely the revealer but the revelation (John 14:1–9).

      The central purpose of special revelation is gracious: to bring salvation. Unfolding progressively over wide epochs, it is rooted in human history and historical events. Above all, revelation centers in Jesus Christ, the eternal Son (John 14:1–9; Col. 1:15–20; Heb. 1:1–14). He is apprehensible (known truly) but incomprehensible (not known exhaustively, nor enclosed by our thought), for God has accommodated himself to our capacity, coming and living among us as man (John 1:18; 1 Tim. 1:17). The incomprehensibility of God is crucial for the whole of theology. It alerts us to our limitations, our finitude, while simultaneously asserting the reality of God’s revelation as a faithful testimony to who he is and all that he has done. The staggering point is that Jesus Christ, the eternal Son of the Father, one with him from eternity, is also man. This is the supreme and overwhelming pledge that we can and do know God, for Christ, the eternal Son, has taken humanity into perfect union.

      1.3.3 The Nature of Our Knowledge of and Language about God

      Our knowledge of God is not univocal, identical to his in manner or content. If it were, it would yield a precise identity between God’s knowledge and ours. His knowledge of this or that, from 2×2=4 to more complex realities, would not differ in principle from the way we know things. This would be rationalism. It would erode the Creator-creature distinction. God transcends his creation.

      Conversely, neither is our knowledge of God or creation, in relation to God’s knowledge, to be understood as equivocal, in principle totally different. If it were, there would be no correspondence between our knowledge and God’s knowledge, an unbridgeable gap between God and ourselves. We could not know God at all, nor know his creation accurately.

      Instead, our knowledge of God is analogical, with both a correspondence and a difference between our knowledge of God and who he is in himself, between our knowledge of this or that created entity and God’s knowledge of the same entity. This is based on the biblical revelation that God is the infinite Creator, knowing all things instantaneously and comprehensively, and we are his creatures, yet made in his image for partnership, with a correspondence between him and us. This is even clearer in the light of the incarnation, whereby the eternal Son took human nature into permanent indivisible personal union. The assumed nature is forever distinct from the Son who assumes it, but it is also his, inseparable and indivisible from him. Thus, Jesus can say to Philip, “Whoever has seen me has seen the Father” (John 14:9). If there were no correspondence between God and humanity, this would not have been possible.

      This is of monumental importance. It affects the way we interpret the Bible. God speaks to us in ways we can understand. His revelation is true. He reveals himself in a manner that we can grasp, like a father speaking to his young child. Yet the reality transcends the revelation. The same applies to our knowledge of creation, whether through Scripture, science, or personal observation. Aquinas considered this at length and in some detail.108

      1.3.4 Revelation and the Bible

      God’s revelation was committed to writing in Scripture.

      Therefore it pleased the Lord, at sundry times, and in diverse manners, to reveal Himself, and to declare that His will unto His Church; and afterwards, for the better preserving and propagating of his truth, and for the more sure establishment and comfort of His Church against the corruption of the flesh, and the malice of Satan and of the world, to commit the same wholly unto writing; which maketh the Holy Scripture to be most necessary. (WCF, 1.1, my italics)

      Therefore, the Lord revealed himself and his will freely (“it pleased the Lord”) to his church. Notice the distinction between this written revelation and God’s revelation in creation; that is universal, this is focused. God made himself and his will known in two distinct but inseparable ways, as the WCF notes. He revealed himself and his will in acts of revelation; following that, he committed it to writing in Holy Scripture. The Bible as a written record is necessary for the better preserving of God’s revelation. Failing that, we would be left high and dry, ignorant of God, inexcusable for our sin, destitute of God’s grace.

      The WCF distinguishes between the Lord revealing himself to his church and, in doing so, revealing his will. While the two are inseparable, the distinction is important, for at all stages of redemptive history God progressively reveals who he is. It also distinguishes between revelation and inscripturation. The revelation precedes the Bible. However, the revelation and the writing are the same, in that what was committed to writing was what the Lord revealed of himself and of his will. We cannot drive a wedge between revelation and the Bible. The same Lord who revealed himself committed his revelation to writing and preserved it. Between the acts of God in the history of salvation, from Adam to the apostles, and the written record and explanation of those acts there is both a distinction but an identity, a unity-in-diversity. We distinguish between the Bible and God’s actions in revelation; it is equally vital to maintain their unity and identity. This is a strong bulwark against bibliolatry, on the one hand—e.g., hymns addressed to the Bible, such as “Holy Bible, book divine, / precious treasure thou art mine”—and the neoorthodox separation of revelation and the Bible, on the other.109

      This revelation, in both deed and word, contains both personal and propositional elements. The Lord reveals himself, and he also reveals his will relating to salvation. At each stage of covenant history, God reveals his name alongside his covenanting. God’s committing of his revelation to writing is necessary for us to know him and his will for us since it preserves the record. While God could have chosen some other way for us to receive his will, his permanent recording in writing surpasses oral transmission, which can more readily be corrupted.110 Because of the enormous importance of the Bible as the definitive record of God’s revelation, breathed out by the Spirit in the words of the human authors, utterly reliable and without error on all it pronounces, we shall discuss this in detail in chapters 6–8. However, special revelation comes to its highest expression as God reveals himself to be Trinity (Matt. 28:19–20). This is the apex of covenant history. It is the supreme revelation of God’s name. It is the theme of the next three chapters.
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      Study Questions

      1.  The Bible never attempts to prove the existence of God; it is assumed. In the light of this, consider what value, if any, arguments for God’s existence may have.

      2.  How far is general revelation necessary for our understanding of special revelation?

      3.  To what extent is the sensus divinitatis, as Calvin termed it, evident in atheistic ideologies?

      4.  “Although they knew God” (Rom. 1:21), Paul writes of unbelievers who suppress the truth. How did they know God, to what extent did they know him, and what was the impact of their suppression of the truth? Was this suppression final and irrevocable? What might it say regarding contemporary Western society?
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      The Trinity (1)

      Biblical Basis

      God is Trinity from eternity. The Trinity is revealed in the Old Testament in latent form and in the New Testament implicitly and pervasively, but the full-fledged doctrine awaited prolonged reflection by the church. The Old Testament stresses that Yahweh is unique, but there are hints of plurality in the creation account, in the angel of the Lord, in certain psalms, and elsewhere. The New Testament presents Jesus as the Son in relation to God as his Father, distinct from him and yet one, as the Creator, Judge, and Savior, equal to and identical with God, the object of worship. The risen Christ is called Lord, the effective functional equivalent of YHWH (Yahweh), God’s covenant name. To the Holy Spirit are ascribed the characteristics and functions of God. The Spirit is linked with the Father and the Son as one in the baptismal formula and elsewhere. The question of the Trinity was being raised and answered in the later New Testament.

      

      We must distinguish between the doctrine of the Trinity and the Trinity itself. God always is, and he always is triune. From eternity he is the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit, one indivisible being, three irreducible persons.

      The doctrine of the Trinity is the developed formulation of what the church understands God to have revealed in the history of revelation and redemption, as recorded in Scripture. Responding to erroneous ideas that imperiled the gospel, the church used refined concepts, language stretched to express the reality God had disclosed.

      The Trinity is revealed in the Old Testament in latent form and in the New Testament implicitly but pervasively. However, the full-fledged doctrine awaited prolonged reflection on the biblical record. As Wainwright observes: “In so far as a doctrine is an answer, however fragmentary, to a problem, there is a doctrine of the Trinity in the New Testament. In so far as it is a formal statement of a position, there is no doctrine of the Trinity in the New Testament.”1 Here we must differ from Warfield, who wrote that the New Testament “is not the record of the development of the doctrine” for “it everywhere presupposes the doctrine as the fixed possession of the Christian community”;2 indeed, “this doctrine underlies the whole New Testament as its constant presupposition.”3 The issue turns on how one defines a doctrine. My understanding is that it is to be regarded as a carefully formulated statement by the church of the overall teaching of Scripture, perhaps closer to dogma. Warfield is correct that the Trinity is revealed in the Old and New Testaments; however, the precise formulation awaited later thought.

      2.1 Progressive Revelation of the Trinity

      The doctrine of the Trinity is latent in the Old Testament. The evidence for the Trinity in the Old Testament is best seen in retrospect, much as we might read a detective novel and miss many of the clues, then reread it and, knowing the eventual outcome, recognize the evidence we overlooked the first time. In this sense, the Trinity is present in the Old Testament, but the evidence is scattered and somewhat opaque, awaiting the clearer light of the New Testament and its cumulative pointers.

      The major reason for this is the pervasive monotheism of the Old Testament. Israel was time and again taught that there is one God only—Yahweh, who had taken his people into covenant with him. Deuteronomy 6:4–5 was central to Israel’s faith. “Hear, O Israel: The Lord our God, the Lord is one. You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your might.” These words, and the whole law, repudiate pagan polytheism. Canaanite religions would prove to be a challenge to Israel. A cafeteria of divinities lurked in the ancient Near East, lifeless territorial deities with authority over their own people. In this confusion, it was imperative that Israel realize—often the hard way—that Yahweh was the one true and living God, supreme over the entire creation (Pss. 115:4–8; 135:4–7, 15–18). The lesson was finally learned only through the painful tragedy of exile.4 Isaiah is full of assertions of the uniqueness of Yahweh:

      Thus says the Lord, the King of Israel

      and his Redeemer, the Lord of hosts:

      I am the first and I am the last;

      besides me there is no god.

      Who is like me? Let him proclaim it.

      Let him declare and set it before me,

      since I appointed an ancient people.

      Let them declare what is to come, and what will happen.

      Fear not, nor be afraid;

      have I not told you from of old and declared it?

      And you are my witnesses!

      Is there a God besides me?

      There is no Rock; I know not any. (Isa. 44:6–8; cf. 40:9–31; 42:8; Zech. 14:9)

      The creation account in Genesis was itself a powerful counter to the axiomatic assumption in the ancient Near East that the nations’ gods were territorial, presiding over the area where their devotees lived but without jurisdiction beyond. In this light the conflict between the great king Sennacherib the Assyrian and the prophet Isaiah is crucial (2 Kings 18–19). Recorded three times in the Old Testament, it demonstrates Yahweh’s universal domain. The central point is the duel between the word of the great king, backed up by all the political and economic muscle and military might of the greatest power on earth, and, on the other hand, the word of Yahweh, his human agents utterly powerless, completely at the great king’s mercy. There is no contest. The word of Yahweh triumphs with ease!

      In the light of this monotheistic faith, the Pentateuchal passages concerning the angel of the Lord and various hints of distinction within God’s being fitted a monotheistic framework, not a polytheistic one. This axiom of Israel’s belief made claims to deity on the part of Jesus a matter of blasphemy in the eyes of the establishment.

      The doctrine of the Trinity is implicit in the New Testament. The New Testament was written following the great events of the incarnation of the Son and the sending of the Holy Spirit. The apostolic writings look back on the momentous change that these acts of revelation introduced. Clearly, Jesus Christ is the Son of the Father, one with him from eternity; and the Holy Spirit, sent by the Father and the Son, is one with them. The baptismal formula spelled this out (Matt. 28:19–20). From the start, it was the central element in the faith and worship of the church.

      Yet the New Testament writers proceed with caution and do not state explicitly that God is triune, still less spell out a doctrine of the Trinity. For the church to assert that Jesus Christ is one with God from eternity, distinct from the Father yet one indivisible being, had to be handled with great care. The message needed to be presented in a way that was not misconstrued.

      Furthermore, when the gospel was taken into the Gentile world, it faced a catalog of religions, each with its own deity, sometimes with a plurality. While these traditional religions were on the wane and not often taken seriously, the church had to exercise prudence in expressing the truth about Christ and the Holy Spirit, so that it was not taken to mean that Christ was merely one divine being among many.

      For these reasons, we rarely encounter anything like an express statement in the New Testament that God is Trinity. That is no problem. The information needed to piece together such a teaching is pervasive, all the more powerful in being presented without the slightest self-consciousness, but incidentally and under the surface, with no need for explanation or defense.

      2.2 The Old Testament Foundation

      2.2.1 Hints of Plurality in the Old Testament

      While a Jewish reader looking at the Old Testament will see monotheism writ large, in the light of the fullness of revelation in Christ as recorded in the New Testament, we can see clues that were there all along but are clearer now. In Genesis 1:1–5, God creates, the Spirit of God broods over the waters, and God speaks his creative word. Later, when he determines to create humanity, God engages in self-deliberation: “Let us make man in our image, after our likeness” (Gen. 1:26).5 While the New Testament never refers to this statement, it is by no means unwarranted to see here a proleptic reference to the Trinity. The New Testament does not refer to everything, but it provides the principle that the Old Testament contains in seed form what is more fully made known in the New. In terms of the sensus plenior (the fuller sense or meaning) of Scripture, God’s words here attest a plurality in God, later expressed in the doctrine of the Trinity. The original readers would not have grasped this, but we, with the full plot disclosed, can revisit the passage and see the clues.

      This vital point is underlined by other—poetic—accounts of creation. Creation is said to be “by the word of the Lord . . . / and by the breath of his mouth” (Ps. 33:6). Job acknowledges that the Spirit of God made him (Job 33:4; cf. 27:3), and the psalmist also talks of God’s Spirit as Creator (Ps. 104:30).

      Genesis 1 itself indicates a threefold manner of creation; by direct fiat (vv. 3, 9, 11, 14–15), by labor (vv. 7, 16, 21, 25), and through the ministerial cooperation of the creation itself (vv. 11, 24).

      Later, the angel of the Lord is both distinguished from and identified with God. The angel sometimes speaks as God (Gen. 16:7–13; 21:17–18; 22:11–18; cf. 12:1–3; 31:11–13). This also happens after the conquest (Judg. 2:1–5). The angel appears to Moses in the burning bush, while out of the bush the Lord sees, speaks, and identifies himself as God (Ex. 3:4–6). Appearing to Gideon, the angel of the Lord is the Lord (Judg. 6:12, 14ff., 20–24).

      Three men visit Abraham and are at various stages identified as angels, humans, and God in a puzzling juxtaposition (Gen. 18:1–19:22). When he appears to Samson’s parents, an angel of the Lord is equated with a man of God by Manoah’s wife at his first showing (Judg. 13:3–8), while the second time he is the angel of God, the Lord, and also a man (Judg. 13:9–20). Yahweh addresses Yahweh (Pss. 45:6–7; 110:1). These passages have puzzled rabbinic scholars.

      While the distinctive covenant name of God, YHWH (יהוה‎), occurs nearly seven thousand times in the Old Testament, God calls himself “Father” on just over twenty occasions, and is not invoked as Father. Both the stress on monotheism and the commandment against images for worship explain why the name is so scarce, and also why feminine images and metaphors for God are absent.6 Indeed, Father usually refers to the covenantal relationship of Yahweh to Israel (Ex. 4:22–23; Hos. 11:1).

      The Spirit of God is mentioned nearly four hundred times in the Old Testament. Generally, the Spirit is seen as the power of God at work, but mostly as little more than a divine attribute. Sometimes poetic parallelism implies that the Spirit of God is identical to Yahweh (Ps. 139:7), but there is little hint of the Spirit as a distinct person. Rather, the Spirit is God’s divine power or breath,7 “God’s manifest and powerful activity in the world.”8

      Frequently, we encounter anthropomorphisms. The Spirit has characteristics—guiding, instructing, being grieved—that hint at personhood. The Spirit, or breath, of God gives life (Gen. 1:2; Pss. 33:9; 104:29–30), coming upon the inert bones in Ezekiel’s vision to animate them (Ezek. 37:8–10). The Spirit of God empowers people for various forms of service in God’s kingdom (Ex. 31:3; 35:31–34; Num. 27:18; Judg. 3:10; 1 Sam. 16:13) and is the protector of God’s people (1 Sam. 19:20, 23; Isa. 63:11–12; Hag. 2:5), indwelling them (Num. 27:18; Ezek. 2:2; 3:24; Dan. 4:8–9, 18; 5:11; Mic. 3:8), as well as resting upon and empowering the Messiah (Isa. 11:2; 42:1; 61:1). The most remarkable actions of the patriarchs and prophets are all due to the Spirit of God, whether they be those of Gideon, Samson, Saul, or Joseph, who is able to interpret dreams by the Spirit (Gen. 41:38). All these events were to protect Israel or to develop its relationship to Yahweh. However, the Spirit’s action, not his nature, is in view.9 Yahweh acts through the Spirit.10 To suggest the contrary would have challenged the insistence of Deuteronomy that there is only one God, for no tools existed at that time to distinguish such a putative claim from the pagan polytheism Israel was bound to reject. In these contexts, the Spirit is seen as the power of God at work, no more.

      However, a development helps pave the way for the Christian teaching. Generally, the Spirit comes only intermittently on the prophets and on select persons, such as Samson and Saul, besides his general presence with his people (Ps. 51:11). However, later the Spirit is seen as a permanent possession (Isa. 11:2; Zech. 12:10),11 is linked with the Messiah (Isa. 11:1–2; 42:1; 61:1), and is expected as a future gift to all God’s people (Ezek. 11:19; 36:26; 37:14; Joel 2:28ff.; Zech. 12:10). Thus “the developing idea of the Spirit provided a climate in which plurality within the Godhead was conceivable.”12

      Warfield’s comments are important.13 He considers the work of the Spirit in connection with the cosmos, the kingdom of God, and the individual, concluding that the Spirit was at work in the Old Testament in all the ways he works in the New. However, what is new in the New Testament are the miraculous endowments of the apostles and the Spirit’s worldwide mission, promised in the Old Testament but only now realized. The Old Testament prepared for the New Testament, the Spirit preserving the people of God, whereas now he effects the fulfillment of God’s promises, producing “the fruitage and gathering of the harvest.”14

      2.2.2 The Word and Wisdom of God

      After the exile, God is seen to work through a variety of heavenly figures, with divine attributes and powers: wisdom, Word, and principal angels like Michael (Dan. 10:1–12:13). Wisdom and Word provide the closest hints that Yahweh is not a solitary monad.

      Wisdom is mentioned in Job 15:7–8 and 28:12, implying preexistence but hardly personal distinction. Wisdom is the chief figure in two poems in Proverbs. In Proverbs 8, wisdom addresses human beings, promising the same things God gives.15 In chapter 9, wisdom presents herself as “a personified abstraction,” in antithetical parallel with folly (v. 13ff.). However, from 8:22 more than metaphor is present, for wisdom cries aloud, advises, instructs, hates and loves, and is portrayed as God’s master workman. Wisdom is identified with God, yet also distinguished.16 These themes are repeated in the intertestamental literature. Wisdom has a role in creation, is frequently identified with the law, and is clearly distinguished from God.17 The idea of wisdom is used by Paul in 1 Corinthians 1:18–24 and Colossians 2:1–3, and by the early Christians to explain who Christ is.18

      The psalmist presents the Word of God as active in creation, in parallel with God’s Spirit (Ps. 33:6–9). God spoke (Ex. 3:4ff.; Ps. 33:6–9). But the Word is never personified in the Old Testament as wisdom is. It was Philo, with the aid of Hellenistic influence present in Alexandria, who thought of the Logos in a personalized way.19 Lebreton suggests that “if these various obscure and elementary conceptions are not sufficient of themselves to constitute a doctrine of the Trinity, they at least prepare the soul for the Christian revelation.”20

      2.2.3 The Expectation of the Coming of the Messiah

      The prophets occasionally hold out the prospect of a future deliverer. Yahweh himself was to come and save his people and bring them to an age of peace and prosperity. Isaiah speaks of a child, a son who would rule, whose dominion was to be of unending peace, security, and justice. This son was to sit on the throne of David and be called, among other things, “Mighty God” (Isa. 9:6). Micah foretells a ruler over Judah, born in Bethlehem, of superhuman origins, “whose coming forth is from of old, / from ancient days” (Mic. 5:2–5), associated with God but not identical to him. In Daniel, the Son of Man (Dan. 7:13–14) is given universal, everlasting, and impregnable dominion. The exact identity of this figure, presented in Daniel without recourse to any other source, is unclear. Neither the prophet’s contemporaries nor later generations grasped the full meaning of these oracles, and it is only with the presence of Jesus, and the reality of who he was and what he did, that their full meaning is disclosed, for then the New Testament writers apply to Jesus the prophetic statements referring to Yahweh.21

      ———

      The Old Testament provides the essential foundation without which the full Christian doctrine of God could not exist.22 As O’Collins puts it, “The OT contains, in anticipation, categories used to express and elaborate the Trinity. To put this point negatively, a theology of the Trinity that ignores or plays down the OT can only be radically deficient”23 while, from the positive angle, “the New Testament and post–New Testament Christian language for the tripersonal God flowed from the Jewish Scriptures”; for though deeply modified in the light of Jesus’s life, death, and resurrection, naming God as Father, Son, and Spirit “found its roots in the OT.”24

      This is not to say that by the first century there had emerged in Israel a clear and coherent picture of plurality within the one being of God. These ideas in the Old Testament were scattered and had not formed into a coherent pattern.25 Notwithstanding, the Old Testament provided the means both to distinguish and to hold together the role of Son/wisdom/ Word and Spirit, since these were vivid personifications, not abstract principles. The ultimate acknowledgment by the church of the triunity of God was “providentially prepared” by these foreshadowings.26 The Old Testament personalizations helped lay the ground for the eventual leap to persons, for “the post-exilic Jews had an idea of plurality within the Godhead,” and so “the idea of plurality within unity was already implicit in Jewish theology.”27

      However, there is no evidence in the Old Testament that the question the church had to answer had been raised. That problem was that Christ was not a mere emanation from God, and he was more than a personalized concept. He was a man with whom the apostles conversed and with whom they worked. Indeed, they had eavesdropped on “an interaction within the divine personality,” “a dialogue within the Godhead” of which there is little if any trace in the Old Testament. Wainwright continues, “The idea of extension of divine personality is Hebraic. The idea of the interaction within the extended personality is neither Hebraic nor Hellenistic but Christian.”28 This is the great leap forward that the New Testament contains and that the church was to develop.

      As so often, Gregory of Nazianzus gives us a superbly appropriate summary, ingeniously pointing to the historical outworking of revelation, to explain its cautious, gradual, and progressive unfolding of who God is:

      The Old Testament proclaimed the Father openly, and the Son more obscurely. The New manifested the Son, and suggested the deity of the Spirit. Now the Spirit himself dwells among us, and supplies us with a clearer demonstration of himself. For it was not safe, when the Godhead of the Father was not yet acknowledged, plainly to proclaim the Son; nor when that of the Son was not yet received to burden us further . . . with the Holy Spirit. . . . It was necessary that, increasing little by little, and, as David says, by ascensions from glory to glory, the full splendour of the Trinity should gradually shine forth.29

      2.3 Jesus and the Father

      Of first importance is the constant and unprecedented way in which Jesus talks of God. He calls him his Father, with the corollary that he is the Father’s Son. While the title “son of God” was used in the Old Testament for the Messiah, and on occasion for Israel itself, it was without precedent for an individual to speak in this way, let alone for it to be his normal usage. “Father,” an occasional designation of God in the Old Testament, is in the New his personal name, known in relation to Jesus Christ his Son.30

      The relation between Jesus the Son and the Father is unique. Human fatherhood derives from God the Father and is to be measured by him, not vice versa (Eph. 3:14–15). The name Father refers to the unique relations of the Father to the Son, which are mutual relations within the being of God. God’s revelation as the Father does not refer to a general fatherhood of all his creatures, nor to the way human fathers relate to their sons. Moreover, as Toon comments, the name “the Father” is not merely a simile (as if God is simply like a father) or even a metaphor (an unusual use of language drawing attention to aspects of God’s nature in surprising and odd terms), but it is a definite personal name. In contrast, maternal language for God is a simile in the Old Testament but never a metaphor,31 and is completely absent in the New Testament. Father is the proper name for God and does not merely describe what he is like.

      Jesus refers to his relation with the Father in all four Gospels. He speaks of the temple as “my Father’s house” (Luke 2:49; John 2:16). At Jesus’s baptism, the Father declares him to be his Son (Matt. 3:17), setting his seal upon him (John 5:27). Repeatedly Jesus asserts that he was sent into the world by the Father (John 5:30, 36; 6:38–40; 8:16–18, 26, 29) and that he shares with the Father in raising the dead (John 5:24–29) and in judging the world (John 5:27). All will honor him just as they honor the Father (John 5:23). The Father gives him his disciples and draws them to him (John 6:37–65). The Father knows him and loves him, while he fulfills the Father’s charge (John 10:15–18). In turn, Jesus prays to the Father (Matt. 6:9; John 17:1–26). “Abba” is his normal way of addressing God (Matt. 16:17; Mark 13:32; Luke 22:29–30), a familiar form of address, the Aramaic for father, though it does not mean “daddy.”32 In Gethsemane and on the cross Jesus calls on the Father, in extremis (e.g., Matt. 26:39–42; Luke 23:34).33

      In John 17, Jesus speaks of the glory he shared with the Father before creation, anticipating creation’s renewal (vv. 5, 22–24), having completed the work the Father gave him (v. 4). He reflects on his union and mutual indwelling with the Father (vv. 20ff.). Earlier he defended his equality and identity with the Father (John 10:30; 14:6–11, 20), an indivisible union, so that his own word would be the criterion the Father uses in the judgment (John 5:22–24; 12:44–50). Jesus tells Mary Magdalene he will ascend to his Father (John 20:17; cf. 14:1–3; 16:10, 17, 28).

      On the other hand, Jesus also says that he is less than the Father (John 14:28). This refers to his incarnation, in which he restricts himself to human limitations. So, he does nothing other than he sees the Father doing (John 5:19). As the Father raises the dead, so the Son gives life to whoever he wills (John 5:21). As the Father has life in himself, so he has given to the Son to have life in himself and to exercise judgment (John 5:26–29). The Son derives certain things from the Father, yet Jesus puts this in the context of their indivisible union. Thus, to Thomas he says that to know him is to know the Father, and to Philip, “Whoever has seen me has seen the Father” (John 14:6–9). Behind this is the fact that he and the Father are one (John 10:30), and that he is, with the Father, the object of the disciples’ faith (John 14:1). No one can come to the Father except through Jesus. Throughout John 14–16 Jesus refers to himself in relation to both the Father and the Holy Spirit. He mentions the mutual indwelling of the three. The Father will send the Spirit in response to Jesus’s own request (John 14:16ff., 26; 15:26). So the disciples’ prayer to the Father is to be made in the name of Jesus (John 15:16).

      In Matthew, Jesus claims mutual knowledge and sovereignty with the Father.

      At that time Jesus declared, “I thank you, Father, Lord of heaven and earth, that you have hidden these things from the wise and understanding and revealed them to little children; yes, Father, for such was your gracious will. All things have been handed over to me by my Father, and no one knows the Son except the Father, and no one knows the Father except the Son and anyone to whom the Son chooses to reveal him.” (Matt. 11:25–27)

      H. R. Mackintosh described this passage as “the most important for Christology in the New Testament,” speaking as it does of “the unqualified correlation of the Father and the Son.”34 Jesus describes himself as the Son and thanks the Father for hiding “these things” [the things Jesus did and taught] from the wise, while revealing them instead to babes. The Father is, he says, sovereign in revealing himself. However, Jesus immediately claims that he, the Son, has this sovereignty too. To know the Father is a gift given by the Son to whomever he chooses. As the Father reveals “these things” concerning the Son to whomever he pleases, so the Son reveals the Father—and “all things” the Father has committed to him—to whomever he pleases. Moreover, Jesus shares fully in the Father’s comprehensive knowledge. Only the Father knows the Son, and only the Son knows the Father. Jesus shares fully in the sovereignty of God the Father, and his knowledge, with the Father’s, is comprehensive and mutual. On the other hand, in passages such as Matthew 24:36, where Jesus says he is ignorant of the time of his parousia, which the Father alone knows, he refers to the voluntary restrictions of his incarnate state.

      In short, Jesus as Son claims a relation of great personal intimacy with the Father, exclusive and unique, and marked by his full and willing obedience to the Father.35 Jesus is distinct from the Father and yet one with him. As Bauckham comments, “Jesus is not saying that he and the Father are a single person, but that together they are one God.”36 This oneness distinguishes him from the prophets and, in the writings of Paul, entails his participation in God’s attributes, sharing in his glory, so that the Son is “worthy to receive formal veneration with God in Christian assemblies.”37

      Paul, in his important statement about the Son38 in Romans 1:3–4, distinguishes between the Son of God “of the seed of David according to the flesh” and the Son as he is “appointed Son of God with power by the Holy Spirit since the resurrection of the dead” (my trans.). Both phrases refer to Jesus Christ, God’s Son (v. 3). God’s Son was descended from David by his incarnation; he was resurrected by the Spirit to a new, transformed state—Son of God with power. As God’s Son before the crucifixion, he was in weakness, having “the form of a servant” (Phil. 2:7). Now that he has risen, he is exalted to the right hand of God the Father (Acts 2:33–36; Eph. 1:19–23; Phil. 2:9–11; Col. 1:18; Heb. 1:3–4) and reigns over the whole cosmos (Matt. 28:18), directing all things till all his enemies submit (1 Cor. 15:24–26), at which point death will finally be eliminated, and he will hand back the kingdom to the Father (1 Cor. 15:24–28). This dominating focus on Jesus as the Son in relation to the Father reveals a communion of life and love between the Father and the Son in the being of God, a distinction and an identity. In Toon’s words, “It is in the relation of ‘the Father and the Son’ and ‘the Son and the Father’ that the true identity of Jesus is known and salvation is available. To take away the words is also to take away the reality.”39

      2.4 Jesus’s Equality and Identity with God

      Wainwright concludes that the evidence “favours the view that Jesus Christ was called God in Christian worship during New Testament times.” But how would one articulate this in the face of Jewish monotheism and pagan polytheism?40

      Jesus asserts his equality and identity with God in the face of blasphemy charges by the Jewish leaders. He is charged, among other things, with making himself equal with God (John 5:16–47) and, later, with identifying himself with God (John 10:25–39). His accusers threaten the penalty for blasphemy. In both cases, Jesus denies the charge, citing the plurality of witnesses required by Jewish law. His claims are true, not false. In John 14:1, Jesus coordinates himself with God as the object of faith: “Believe in God; believe also in me.” Similarly, like frames around a picture, John opens his Gospel by referring to him as “God” (1:18), and in the end has Thomas confessing him as “my Lord and my God” (20:28).41

      Paul’s characteristic name for Jesus Christ is “Lord” (κύριος),42 the Greek word commonly used for the tetragrammaton יהוה‎ (YHWH), the covenant name of God in the Old Testament. In using it not occasionally or casually but pervasively, Paul shows he regards Jesus as having the status of God, fully and without abridgment. He makes no attempt to explain or defend it, mentioning it so unselfconsciously that, as Hurtado comments, it implies everyday currency among the early Christians. Paul’s letters, the earliest of the New Testament documents, testify to belief in the full deity of Jesus Christ from the very start of the Christian church as its basic axiom, not as a point of contention. It was assumed as a given in Palestinian Christianity. This, Hurtado points out, is confirmed by the Aramaic acclamation in 1 Corinthians 16:22, μαράνα θά (maran atha: “Lord, come!”). Paul uses this in a Gentile context without explanation or translation, addressing Christ in a corporate, liturgical prayer, with the same reverence shown to God. Moreover, the roots of this prayer are Palestinian, widely familiar beyond its original source and probably pre-Pauline.43 Bauckham writes of “its very early origin.”44 This fits well with the thesis of Seyoon Kim that the origins of Paul’s gospel go back to the very earliest days of Christianity, a thesis Kim has defended strongly against his critics, particularly Dunn.45 Hurtado refers to a range of places where Paul applies the tetragrammaton to Christ via κύριος “without explanation or justification, suggesting that his readers were already familiar with the term and its connotation.”46 In Witherington’s words, John “is willing to predicate of Jesus what he predicates of the Lord God, because he sees them as on the same level.”47 In Romans 9:5 it is likely that Paul expressly designates Jesus Christ as θεός (God).48

      The author of Hebrews, too, in his argument for Christ’s supremacy, cites Psalm 45 to support the incarnate Son as possessing the status of God (Heb. 1:8–9). This is underlined in the rest of the chapter. The Son is the brightness of the Father’s glory, the express image of his being. All angels are to worship him. Since the Son is superior to the angels, Bauckham comments, “he is included in the unique identity of the one God.”49 Psalm 102, referring to the Creator of the universe, is here (Heb. 1:10–12) applied directly to Christ.50 As T. F. Torrance puts it, Christ is “not just a sort of locum tenens, or a kind of ‘double’ for God in his absence, but the incarnate presence of Yahweh.”51

      Towering over all else in the New Testament is Jesus’s resurrection. The resurrection discloses that Jesus is Lord, and from there the deity of Christ becomes “the supreme truth of the Gospel . . . the central point of reference consistent with the whole sequence of events leading up to and beyond the crucifixion.”52 At the center of the New Testament message is the unbroken relation between the Son and the Father.53 It distinguishes the New Testament witness from intertestamental references to a range of heavenly figures, including the archangel Michael.54

      2.5 Jesus as Creator, Judge, and Savior

      To Jesus Christ are attributed works God alone can do. In particular, he is the Creator of the universe, the Judge of the world, and the Savior of his people.

      John declares that Jesus Christ is identical with the eternal Word, who made all things, who is with God, and who is God (John 1:1–18). Jesus is the Word who became flesh. Not one thing came into existence apart from that Word. The Word who is “in the beginning” (note the allusion to Gen. 1:1) is “with God,” is directed toward God, and, moreover, is God. This entails preexistence.55 John points to the unity, equality, and distinction of the Word (λόγος) and God (θεός). He underlines that the Word created all things (John 1:3–4), and that he became flesh (1:14). He is the only-begotten God (1:18).56 Paul echoes this (Col. 1:15–20). And Hebrews 1:1–4 says the same, for the Son is the one through whom the world was made, and who directs it toward his intended goal. In 1 Corinthians 8:6, Paul couples God the Father “from whom are all things” and the Lord Jesus Christ “through whom are all things,” referring to their respective work in creation.

      This throws light on many incidents in the Gospels. Jesus’s walking on water is the action of Yahweh, the God of Israel, described in the Old Testament as the one whose path lies through the waters (Matt. 14:22–33; cf. Job 9:8; Ps. 77:19). Moreover, Yahweh has the power to calm the raging storm (Job 26:11–14; Pss. 89:9; 107:23–30). Jesus displays the functions of deity in sovereign charge of the elements. Jesus’s miraculous power over sickness and disease, his creation of food to sustain thousands at one sitting, and the like, while presented as signs of the kingdom of God, point to his lordship over the world as its King.

      In John 5:22–30, Jesus describes himself as the Judge of the world; this can only be God. In Matthew 25:31–46, as the son of man in Daniel 7:13–14 presides over the eschatological judgment, so Jesus as the Son of Man will judge the nations with righteousness (cf. Mark 8:38). Paul is emphatic (1 Thess. 3:13; 5:23; 2 Thess. 1:5–10); we must all appear before the judgment seat of Christ (2 Cor. 5:10).

      The Old Testament stresses that deliverance could come only from Yahweh, not man (Ps. 146:3–6).57 The name Jesus, which the angel required Joseph to use, means “savior.” He was to save his people from their sins (Matt. 1:21). His healings demonstrate him to be the Lord of life. The cumulative impact of his creative and healing miracles indicates deliverance from all that enslaves. Beyond that, he delivers from sin and death.58 Since salvation is a work of God, Paul’s persistent description of Jesus as Savior is an implicit attribution of deity (Phil. 3:20; 2 Tim. 1:10; Titus 1:4; 2:11–13; 3:6; 2 Pet. 1:11). The once-common view that New Testament teaching about Christ was purely functional misses the point; in Bauckham’s words, “Jesus’ participation in the unique divine sovereignty is not just a matter of what Jesus does, but of who Jesus is in relation to God.” As a result, “it becomes unequivocally a matter of regarding Jesus as intrinsic to the unique identity of God.”59

      2.6 Worship of Jesus

      A number of New Testament passages express praise to Jesus Christ. Each has a hymnic meter. They indicate Christ to be an object of worship, entailing recognition that Christ is one with God (John 1:1–18; Phil. 2:5–11; Col. 1:15–20; 2 Tim. 2:11–13; Heb. 1:3–13). However, Dunn argues that these passages are about Jesus rather than hymns addressed to him, and that we find the latter only in Revelation.60 Notwithstanding, the way Jesus is described in these passages requires that hymns be addressed to him. Not needing any special explanation, and so assuming wide, if not universal, familiarity in the church, the hymns in Revelation were probably based on a practice in existence already. Hurtado considers that “the practice of singing hymns in Christ’s honor goes back to the earliest stratum of the Christian movement.”61 Moreover, he notes, there is not the slightest sign of objection from any of the Jewish churches of the day.62 Furthermore, since Christ is the Son of the Father, worship of him is simultaneously worship of the Father (Phil. 2:9–11). Again, the link between the churches in Asia Minor and the church triumphant in heaven indicates a correlation between heavenly and earthly worship. Wainwright lists a range of New Testament doxologies addressed to Christ, two of which he considers “clear examples” (2 Pet. 3:18; Rev. 1:5–6), and two (Rom. 9:5; 2 Tim. 4:18) very probable.63 Hurtado points to the church’s hymns addressed to the Lord (Eph. 5:19), contrary to Dunn, showing that “the devotional life of early Christianity involved the hymnic celebration of the risen Christ in the corporate worship setting.”64 Bauckham concludes that the bearing of the divine name YHWH, via κύριος, by the risen Jesus “signifies unequivocally his inclusion in the unique divine identity, recognition of which is precisely what worship in the Jewish monotheistic tradition expresses.”65

      Prayer is also offered to Christ. Stephen calls out to the Lord Jesus as he is being stoned to death (Acts 7:59–60). His cry “Lord Jesus, receive my spirit” parallels Jesus’s own words “Father, into your hands I commit my spirit!” which Luke also records (Luke 23:46). Paul too prays to the Lord (the risen Christ) that his thorn in the flesh might be removed (2 Cor. 12:8–9). He refers to an apparently common cry “Our Lord, come!” or maranatha (1 Cor. 16:22; cf. Rev. 22:20). We noted that this Aramaic phrase recognizes Jesus as equal in status to Yahweh, right from the start. Moreover, Paul also appeals to both “our God and Father” and “our Lord Jesus” to direct his way (1 Thess. 3:11–12). He calls on the name of the Lord Jesus (Acts 9:14, 21; 22:16), following the Old Testament pattern of calling on the name of Yahweh. Salvation consists in confessing Jesus Christ as κύριος (Rom. 10:9–13; 1 Cor. 12:1–3; Phil. 2:9–11). While in first-century Judaism, prayers may have been offered to angels as intermediaries, the angels were never the objects of devotion.66 These prayers to Christ distinguish him clearly from any intermediaries, placing him on the same level as the Father.67 Bauckham writes, “The worship of Jesus serves to focus in conceptuality, as well as making most obvious in religious practice, the inclusion of Jesus in the unique identity of the one God of Jewish monotheism.”68

      2.7 The Preexistence of Christ

      A revision is needed of the consensus held until recently that belief in Christ’s personal preexistence was a gradual development, crystallizing only relatively late in the composition of the New Testament. Certainly the later New Testament contains much such material (Heb. 1:3–4, 8–9; 1 Pet. 1:20; Rev. 1:17; 3:14; 22:13).69 However, there is ample evidence that it was known earlier.70

      Typical of this flawed consensus is James Dunn, who argues that a full view of Christ’s personal preexistence is found not in Paul but only later in Hebrews and John. In particular, Philippians 2:5ff. is said not to refer to the pretemporal existence of Christ at all. Instead, Paul contrasts Christ with Adam. Adam wanted to be like God and grasped the forbidden fruit. In contrast, Christ refused to act like this. Therefore, there is no need to seek any pretemporal reference there.71 Seyoon Kim opposes Dunn, considering Paul to be the author of the teaching of preexistence.72 Ralph Martin regards Paul as teaching preexistence here.73 Hurtado points out the logical fallacy of assuming that even if Paul refers to Adam, preexistence is precluded. Moreover, the Adamic reference is not conclusive, and most exegetes maintain that preexistence is in view.74 Hurtado considers that, if this passage is an early Christian hymn, it was probably in wide use and its teaching commonplace before Paul wrote Philippians. Thus, belief in Christ’s preexistence came “remarkably early” and was “an uncontested and familiar view of Christ in Paul’s churches.”75

      This sheds light on other Pauline passages. Romans 8:3 and Galatians 4:4 can be seen afresh to refer to the coming of the preexistent Christ for our salvation. Together with the prologue to the Gospel of John and the introduction to Hebrews, they reflect a belief present in the church, from the very start, that Jesus’s birth at Bethlehem was incarnation, the coming into the world of God the Son as man. Paul was giving voice, clarity, and development to what was already believed.

      These developments are crucial for the Christian doctrine of God. In Lebreton’s words:

      They show us very clearly that, in all the theses presented by the Christian religion from the very first days, there was something new and something traditional; the belief in Christ, the worship of Christ appears in the foreground, and yet the ancient faith in Jahve is not supplanted by this new belief, nor is it transformed into it, nor placed side by side with it; Christian worship is not addressed to two Gods or to two Lords, and yet it is offered, with the same confidence and the same love to Jesus and his Father.76

      Hurtado argues that “elaborate theories of identifiable stages of Christological development leading up to a divine status accorded to Christ are refuted by the evidence.”77

      As T. F. Torrance says, we rely for our belief in the deity of Christ not on various incidents recorded in the Gospels or on particular statements but

      upon the whole coherent evangelical structure of historical divine revelation given in the New Testament Scriptures. It is when we indwell it, meditate upon it, tune into it, penetrate inside it, and absorb it into ourselves, and find the very foundations of our life and thought changing under the creative and saving impact of Christ, and are saved by Christ and personally reconciled to God in Christ, that we believe in him as Lord and God.78

      In consequence, Torrance continues, we pray to Jesus as Lord, worship him, and sing praises to him as God. No wonder Thomas, confronted with the very tangible evidence of Jesus’s resurrection, could say in response, “My Lord and my God” (John 20:28).

      2.8 The Holy Spirit

      There are comparatively few references in the Old Testament to the Spirit of God. The Spirit is active in creation (Gen. 1:2), providence (Ps. 139:7), and redemption (Isa. 63:10) but is presented not as person but as “the executive name of God.”79 While רוח‎80 is used roughly ninety times for the Spirit of God in the entire Old Testament, Paul alone uses πνεῦμα81 for the Spirit 115 times.82 Pentecost was a momentous event. The presence of the Spirit is overwhelmingly clear in Acts. The church’s dynamism comes not from human direction but from the Spirit’s overwhelming power.

      Owing to the invisibility and anonymity of the Spirit, his presence is not normally noted but is known by what he does. The baptismal formula identifies all three persons as bearing the one new covenant name of God (Matt. 28:19–20).

      The Spirit is active at every stage of redemption, especially in the life and ministry of Jesus.83 Jesus is conceived by the Holy Spirit. Joseph is informed that Mary’s pregnancy is a result of the Spirit’s work (Matt. 1:20). Gabriel tells Mary, “The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power of the Most High will overshadow you: therefore the child to be born will be called holy—the Son of God” (Luke 1:35). The angel compares the Spirit’s involvement in Jesus’s conception to his work in creation, where he brooded over the primeval waters (Gen. 1:2). Jesus is to be the author of a new creation, begun, as the first, through the overshadowing action of the Spirit of God. In turn, the holiness of the child is the result of his conception by the Holy Spirit.

      In Luke’s account, the Spirit surrounds the events at the nativity. The Russian theologian Boris Bobrinskoy writes of “an exceptional convergence between the outpouring of the Spirit and the birth of Christ,” and describes the outpoured Spirit as “the Spirit of the incarnation, the One in whom and through whom the Word of God breaks into history.”84 When Mary visits her cousin, Elizabeth is filled with the Holy Spirit and her baby leaps for joy in her womb (Luke 1:41–44). Elizabeth’s husband, Zechariah, is also filled with the Spirit when he prophesies concerning his son (Luke 1:67ff.). After Jesus’s birth, Simeon receives Jesus, the Holy Spirit having come upon him. Simeon was forewarned by the Spirit that he would see the Christ in person, and on that day he entered the temple with “the Spirit . . . upon him” (Luke 2:25–28).

      At the outset of Jesus’s public ministry, the Spirit pervades all that happens. John announces that the one who is to come will baptize “with the Holy Spirit and fire” (Luke 3:16). At Jesus’s baptism the Spirit descends on him in the form of a dove (Luke 3:22 and parallels; John 1:32–33). Bobrinskoy calls this “a revelation of the eternal movement of the Spirit of the Father who remains in the Son from all eternity,” the Savior’s entire being defined “in a constant, existential relation with the Father in the Spirit.”85 This baptism manifests the eternal rest of the Spirit on the Son.86 Jesus returns from the Jordan “full of the Holy Spirit” and in turn is led by the Spirit into the wilderness to be tempted by the devil (Luke 4:1). Afterward, under the direction of the Spirit, Jesus returns to Galilee “in the power of the Spirit” (Luke 4:14). There in the synagogue he reads from the prophet Isaiah, who refers to the Spirit of the Lord resting on the Messiah for his work (Luke 4:17ff.), and Jesus declares that this is now fulfilled in himself. Luke informs his readers that Jesus was directed by the Spirit in all he did. Beforehand, Jesus, in all his human development (Luke 2:40–52), was under the leading of the Spirit.

      This does not of itself establish that the Spirit is a third person in addition to the Father and the Son. These are circumstantial factors, but they stop short of direct proof. The Spirit’s divine status is clearer in Jesus’s teaching in John 14–16 on his coming at Pentecost, where Jesus links the Spirit expressly with the Father and the Son, entailing identity of status and consequently of being. Here Jesus calls the Spirit “another παράκλητος”87 (John 14:16), like himself. A παράκλητος is akin to a defense attorney, one who speaks for us against an accuser, represented by the διάβολος.88 Jesus brings the Spirit into the closest possible connection with the Father and the Son. The Father will send the Spirit on the Son’s request (John 14:16, 26). Jesus identifies the Spirit’s coming with his, for it is as if Jesus himself were to come (John 14:18). John commented earlier that the Spirit would come only when Jesus had been glorified (John 7:37–39; cf. 16:7). When the Spirit comes, he will enable the disciples to recognize the mutual indwelling of the Father and the Son (John 14:20). The Spirit’s coming to those who love Jesus is the same as the Father’s and the Son’s coming (John 14:21, 23). This connection is indivisible union. The Spirit will bring to the apostles’ minds all that Jesus has said to them (John 14:26). So close is the connection that the Spirit’s presence and work are interchangeable with those of the Father and the Son.

      This interchangeability is clear when Jesus says that it is he who sends the Holy Spirit from the Father (John 15:26; 16:7), rather than the Father who sends the Spirit in response to Jesus’s request. Later, Jesus breathes the Spirit on his disciples (John 20:21–23). In the earlier utterance, Jesus also refers to the Spirit proceeding from the Father, a continuous procession (present tense), distinct from his impending coming at Pentecost. In view of this inseparable union, one of the Spirit’s tasks after Pentecost is to convince the world of sin, righteousness, and judgment (John 16:8–11), each in connection with the Father and the Son. The Spirit convicts the world of sin because it does not believe in the Son, and convicts the world of righteousness, seen in the Son going to the Father. Only one of identical status with the Father and the Son could do this. Finally, the judgment facing the world following the judgment of the ruler of the world cannot be detached from the Father or the Son. John has already spoken of the prince of this world cast out in connection with the cross of Jesus (John 12:31–32). The Father has shown his immeasurable love for this wicked world by giving his Son. Yet the world faces judgment if it continues impenitent; the Spirit convicts it of this.

      Jesus makes this identity explicit in his final instructions to the apostles (Matt. 28:18–20). The church is to make the nations disciples, beginning with baptism. This baptism is to be “in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.” Behind this lies the point that at each stage of the outworking of God’s covenant, he names himself. In the Abrahamic covenant he names himself as אל שדי‎ (Gen. 17:1).89 In the Mosaic covenant he reveals himself as יהוה‎ (Ex. 6:2–3).90 Matthew has shown how Jesus fulfills all the successive covenants God made (Matt. 1:1; 26:27–29). Jesus has inaugurated the new covenant (Matt. 26:27–29), in which all nations participate (Matt. 8:11–12). Now, in this climactic revelation of the new covenant in Christ, God reveals his covenant name in its fullness, the one name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. The Spirit is equal to the Father and the Son in the one identical being of God.

      Paul also refers to the Spirit in the same breath as the Father and the Son. In writing of the gifts of the Spirit, he refers to “the same Spirit,” “the same Lord,” and “the same God” (1 Cor. 12:4–6), the Spirit being on a par with both God (the Father) and the Lord (the Son). A similar pattern is present in Ephesians 4:4–6. Most obvious of all in Paul’s letters is his apostolic benediction in 2 Corinthians 13:14 (Greek v. 13), where he associates “the fellowship of the Holy Spirit” with “the grace of the Lord Jesus Christ” and “the love of God [the Father].” In Romans 8:9–11, Paul connects Jesus’s resurrection with our resurrection on the last day, both works of the Father accomplished by the Holy Spirit. The Spirit transforms us into the glory of the Lord (2 Cor. 3:18); only one who is God can do that.

      Added to this are the personal characteristics attributed to the Spirit throughout the New Testament. He grieves over human sin (Eph. 4:30), persuades and convicts (John 14–16), intercedes for us with groanings that cannot be uttered (Rom. 8:26–27), testifies (John 16:12–15), cries (Gal. 4:6), speaks (Mark 13:11 and parallels), creates (Gen. 1:2; Luke 1:35), judges, leads Jesus throughout his life and ministry (Luke 1:35; 4:15ff.), and tells evangelists like Philip and apostles like Paul what to do (Acts 8:29, 39; 16:6–10). He has a mind (Rom. 8:27) and so does not lead us in ways that detour our own intellects (1 Cor. 12:1–3). He can be blasphemed (Matt. 12:32; Mark 3:28–29; and parallels). Peter equates him with God; lying to the Holy Spirit is lying to God (Acts 5:3–4). He is self-effacing, drawing attention to Christ the Son, not to himself (John 16:14–15; cf. 13:31–32; 17:1ff.). He creates the confession that Jesus is Lord (1 Cor. 12:3). He is invisible, unlike Jesus, for he does not share our nature.

      Moreover, the Holy Spirit is mentioned in triadic statements linking him with the Father and the Son (Rom. 15:30; 1 Cor. 12:4–6; 2 Cor. 13:14; Gal. 4:4–6; Eph. 2:18; Col. 1:3–8; 2 Thess. 2:13–14; Titus 3:4–7). He is called “the Spirit of Christ” (Rom. 8:9; 1 Pet. 1:11) and “the Spirit of [God’s] Son” (Gal. 4:6). He is personally distinct from the Father and the Son while having divine status himself, since he reveals them. Furthermore, the baptismal formula has an ongoing and powerful effect on the entire church. At every baptism there is the reminder that the God the church worships and serves is the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit.

      Recognition of the Spirit’s divine status sprang from Christian experience. The power of God displayed in the gift of faith, his support in the face of opposition and suffering, the deep sense of communion with God, and, with it, the knowledge that the risen Christ shared in the being of God were all overwhelming realities of Christian experience. Concurrently, four factors had a cautionary impact, restraining an immediate, outright statement of the Spirit’s deity. First, there was the overwhelming importance attached to the unity of God, which we noted. Second, the danger of misunderstanding in the polytheistic Gentile world was very real. Third, there is what Torrance calls the

      diaphonous self-effacing nature of the Holy Spirit . . . enlightening transparence. . . . We do not know the Holy Spirit directly in his own personal Reality or Glory. We know him only in his unique spiritual mode of activity and transparent presence in virtue of which God’s self-revelation shines through to us in Christ, and we are made through the Spirit to see the Father in the Son and the Son in the Father.91

      The point is that only the Son became incarnate and shares our nature; the Spirit did not become flesh. There are irreducible distinctions between the persons. Therefore, hypostatically the Spirit is distinctly different from the realm in which we live. Fourth, the comparative reticence of the New Testament writers to attribute personality to the Spirit is understandable; personality was not understood then and is hardly known now. The concept of the person actually followed the formulation of the doctrine of the Trinity. However, while Warfield overstates the case in saying that the doctrine of the Trinity is in the New Testament “already made,”92 it is still true that the New Testament “exhibits a coherent witness to God’s trinitarian self-revelation imprinted upon its theological content in an implicit conceptual form.”93 While the overt pattern of Christian worship was at first binitarian (God the Father and our Lord Jesus Christ), behind it lay a tacit Trinitarianism.

      2.9 Trinitarian Formulae and Triadic Patterns

      Triadic patterns are pervasive throughout the New Testament, unselfconsciously so. In the New Testament θεός is often used for the Father, κύριος for the Son, the ascended Christ, and πνεῦμα for the Spirit.94 This provides what Wainwright calls a Trinitarian pattern, “a strong body of evidence which shows that the writers of the New Testament were influenced in thought and expression by the triad ‘Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.’” However, there are no doctrinal comments in these passages on the relations of the three and how this fits into the received teaching. The writers assume that the readers will know what they mean without explanation. Into such a category Wainwright places, among many others, the baptismal formula.95 Other such passages include 1 Corinthians 12:4–6 and Ephesians 4:4–6.

      Galatians 4:4–6 is a striking example: “But when the fullness of time had come, God sent forth his Son, born of woman, born under the law, to redeem those who were under the law, so that we might receive adoption as sons. And because you are sons, God has sent the Spirit of his Son into our hearts, crying, ‘Abba! Father!’” Paul sees the whole of redemptive history from a Trinitarian perspective; triadic patterns pervade his letters.

      Paul describes himself as “an apostle, set apart for the gospel of God . . . concerning his Son . . . who was declared to be the Son of God in power according to the Spirit of holiness by his resurrection from the dead” (Rom. 1:1–4). The consequences of salvation are that “we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ” and “God’s love has been poured into our hearts through the Holy Spirit” (Rom. 5:1, 5). We have “died to the law through the body of Christ . . . in order that we may bear fruit for God . . . [serving] in the new life of the Spirit” (Rom. 7:4–6). Consequently, “there is therefore now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus. For the law of the Spirit of life has set you free in Christ Jesus from the law of sin and death. For God has done what the law . . . could not do” (Rom. 8:1–3a). By sending his own Son, he has condemned sin and enables us to fulfill the righteous requirement of the law as we walk according to the Spirit (Rom. 8:3b–4). Christian believers “live according to the Spirit,” “set their minds on the things of the Spirit,” and are “in the Spirit,” for “the Spirit of God dwells in [them].” The Spirit is “the Spirit of Christ,” and so Christ dwells in them. The Spirit is also called “the Spirit of him who raised Jesus from the dead,” referring to the Father, who will also raise us from the dead “through his Spirit who dwells in you” (Rom. 8:5–11).

      The following section, on Israel’s privileges (Rom. 9:1–5), also contains reference to Christ as God, and to the Spirit. Paul describes the kingdom of God as “righteousness and peace and joy in the Holy Spirit” for “whoever thus serves Christ is acceptable to God” (Rom. 14:17–18). He describes himself as “a minister of Christ Jesus . . . in the priestly service of the gospel of God, so that the offering of the Gentiles may be acceptable, sanctified by the Holy Spirit” (Rom. 15:16), and then appeals to his readers “by our Lord Jesus Christ and by the love of the Spirit, to strive together with me in your prayers to God on my behalf” (Rom. 15:30).

      These features occur in all Paul’s letters and in Peter’s too. Thiselton’s comment is apt that “an overreaction against an earlier naïve dogmatics has made us too timid in what we claim for Paul’s respective understandings of Christ, the Holy Spirit, and God.”96 The author of Hebrews considers the cross in a triadic context: “How much more [than the Old Testament sacrifices] will the blood of Christ, who through the eternal Spirit offered himself without blemish to God, purify our conscience from dead works to serve the living God” (Heb. 9:14). As for “eternal spirit” (πνεύματος αἰωνίου), the mention of Christ and God, evidently the Father, supports a reference to the Holy Spirit. The human spirit can hardly be called eternal.

      These paradigms vary. Most prominent is the pattern from the Father through the Son in or by the Holy Spirit. This is clear in the work of salvation and in the baptismal formula. From our side, in response to salvation—in prayer, worship, and the Christian life—is a reverse pattern by the Holy Spirit through the Son to the Father (Eph. 2:18). However, these are not the only such triads. Paul’s apostolic benediction runs Son–Father–Holy Spirit (2 Cor. 13:14 [Greek v. 13]), suggesting the Johannine model of the Son revealing the Father and promising the Spirit. In 1 Corinthians 12:4–6 and Ephesians 4:4–6, Paul writes of the Spirit–the Son–the Father. John refers in Revelation 1:4–6 to the Father–the Spirit–the Son, following the revelation at the Jordan, where the Spirit proceeded from the Father and rested on the Son. That also mirrors the messianic passage quoted by the Father at that time (Isa. 42:1), and the pattern at Jesus’s conception. And it was followed by the Syrian tradition.97

      There is no inflexible pattern. Understanding unfolds from the experience of salvation; conceptualization comes later. The expression of the Trinity is rooted in salvation and Christian experience, not speculation. Bobrinskoy suggests that the most common formula, Father–Son–Holy Spirit, points to the need for the Orthodox to reflect on the fact that the Son is not only the one on whom the Spirit rests but also the one who gives the Spirit. Nevertheless, he argues that this formula should be balanced by the one from the Jordan, “by the vision of Christ as the One on whom the Spirit rests, the One who is obedient to the Spirit, the One who is sent by the Spirit, who speaks and acts by the Spirit.”98 This flexibility shows there is, in Torrance’s words, “an implicit belief in the equality of the three divine Persons.” Torrance maintains that it was the baptismal formula, in accordance with the “irreversible relation of the Father to the Son,” that established the Trinitarian order regularly used in the church’s proclamation, worship, and tradition, and that these triadic patterns “give expression to the three-fold structure of God’s astonishing revelation of himself through himself.”99 In the light of the cross and resurrection, and the sending of the Spirit at Pentecost, we can see that God is inherently triune.100

      2.10 Trinitarian Questions

      Wainwright sees an awareness of a Trinitarian problem—the question of how to relate the deity of the Son and the Spirit to the unity and uniqueness of God—as coming later. Paul, the author of Hebrews, and particularly John were aware of it.101 Given that the Son and the Spirit are fully God, how can they—together with the Father—be one God? How are they related the one to the other? The problem focuses on the relation of the Father to the Son. The Spirit does not pose such difficulties. Although it does not expressly call the Spirit God, the New Testament sees him as distinct. It is also clear that if a second person shares the divine nature, there should be no insuperable difficulties in a third doing so.

      John’s Gospel is the only place in the New Testament where the threefold problem is clearly articulated and an explanation is attempted.102 Wainwright suggests that it is one of the major themes of John.103 That he starts and ends his Gospel by equating Jesus with God (John 1:1–18; 20:31) is neither accidental nor unpremeditated. The Word who is “in the beginning” is “with God” or directed toward God and, moreover, is also equated with God. John points to the unity, equality, and distinction of the Word and God, and then underlines that the Word is the Creator of all things (1:3–4), and that he became flesh (1:14). To cap it all, he is the only-begotten God (1:18). The “I am” sayings and the consistent stress on the relation between the Father and the Son support this. The Spirit is clearly distinct from the Father and the Son, especially in the Paraclete sayings in chapters 14–16. True worship is to be directed to the Father in Jesus, the truth (John 1:17; 14:6) by the Spirit (John 4:21–24).

      In summary, the Father loves the Son, sends the Son, and glorifies the Son. He also sends the Holy Spirit in Jesus’s name and in response to his request, and is worshiped in the Son and in the Spirit. He and the Son indwell one another. He has life in himself and has given to the Son to have life in himself. He is Judge and has committed judgment to his Son.

      The Son was with God in the beginning, in the bosom of the Father, and was/is God. He made all things. He was sent by the Father, became flesh, lived among his disciples, obeyed the Father, prayed to the Father, and after his resurrection ascended to the Father. He asked the Father to send the Holy Spirit, and also sends the Spirit himself, and breathes out the Spirit on his disciples. He and the Father indwell one another. He receives from the Father life in himself and the right to judge.

      The Holy Spirit proceeds from the Father, is sent by the Father on the day of Pentecost in response to the Son’s request, and is also sent at that time by the Son. He is breathed out by the Son. He testifies to the Son and brings glory to him.

      The three work together in harmony. Together they come by the Spirit to the disciples, who consequently live in the Father and the Son.

      Wainwright concludes that John not only is aware of the problem but also provides an answer to it. There is no formal statement of the doctrine of the Trinity in the Bible as we find it in the later church councils, but an answer to the problem is there. “The problem of the trinity was being raised and answered in the New Testament,”104 arising from Christian experience, worship, and thought, based on the life of Jesus and his reception of the Holy Spirit upon his resurrection, and his subsequent impartation of the Spirit to his church.105
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      Study Questions

      1.  How far is it appropriate to talk about the revelation of the Trinity in the Old Testament?

      2.  Consider whether it is valid to distinguish between the Trinity and the doctrine of the Trinity.

      3.  After reading the proposals of Bates, to what extent would or should our own exegesis be guided by prosopological interpretation? See the brief discussion in chapter 8.
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      The Trinity (2)

      Church Formulation

      The doctrine of the Trinity was formally developed in the fourth century. It followed decades of controversy and confusion. The problem was how to conceive of God as one while according to the Son and the Spirit the status given them in the Bible. It required the forging of linguistic tools to express what the church had believed and confessed. Eventually, at Constantinople I the church confessed that God is one indivisible being, three irreducible persons or hypostases; the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit are each fully God, equal in power and glory, indivisible, and inseparable in all their works, while the Father generates the Son from eternity, and the Spirit proceeds from the Father. Generation and procession demonstrate that God is infinite superabundance of life and vitality and are the basis from which he freely and sovereignly creates.

      

      3.1 From the New Testament to Constantinople I

      3.1.1 Two Main Heresies

      Until the early fourth century there were two potentially deviant tendencies affecting the church’s grasp of the Trinity. The first of these was modalism, which blurred the distinctions of the three persons. In the third century, Sabellius held that the Father, the Son, and the Spirit were merely ways in which the one God revealed himself, like an actor taking on different roles. He maintained that the only God, Father in the Old Testament, had become Son in the New and sanctified the church as Holy Spirit after Pentecost. The three were successive modes of the unipersonal God. Consequently, Christ was merely an appearance of the one God but did not have any distinct identity of his own.1 With modalism, God’s revelation in human history as the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit did not reveal who he is eternally, and so Christ gives us no true knowledge of God. Moreover, the effect was to undermine God’s faithfulness, for we could not rely on him if what he disclosed of himself in Christ did not truly reflect who he eternally is. Indeed, for those determined to maintain the unity of God and resist anything savoring of a dual or threefold god, there was a constant danger of regarding the Son and the Spirit as identical to the Father, as appearances of the one God at different times. Tertullian countered modalism in his book Contra Praxeas, calling those who held this position “monarchians,” who insisted that God’s rule (monarchia) was one. Later, Paul of Samosata was condemned on these grounds at the Council of Antioch in 268.

      On the other side of the spectrum were those who, recognizing the distinctions of the three, accorded a lower status to the Son and the Spirit. Seeking to maintain the unity of God, they held that God was a hierarchical being, with the Father imparting deity to the Son and the Spirit. This was endemic at the time, for the conceptual and linguistic resources did not exist to distinguish between the way God is one and the way he is three. This tendency was generally held within bounds by placing the relations of the three firmly within God, as opposed to the creature. However, it was an unstable situation, for unless the Son and the Spirit were held to be fully God, there could be no viable proclamation of the gospel, for we would not have true knowledge of God. If Christ were not unimpaired God, he could not save us. Many have held that Origen was a subordinationist. However, it is at least equally clear that he understood the Son to be God, together with the Father, a view underlined by his doctrine of eternal generation.2 Thus, there is enough evidence to see Origen’s basic orthodoxy. Ayres agrees that to suggest Origen was a subordinationist is implausible.3

      Both modalism and subordinationism were attempts to make the Trinity intelligible to human reason. We would be left with either the one God, with the Son and the Holy Spirit as temporary appearances, or a graded deity, with the Son and the Spirit as semidivine. A metaphorical time bomb was destined sooner or later to explode. The chief problem was how to reconcile the unity of the one God with the status of Christ. While modalism was officially suppressed, the subordinationist issue was unresolved.

      3.1.2 The Fourth-Century Crisis

      Suddenly bursting on the scene in 318 was an Alexandrian presbyter called Arius. He maintained that the Son was not coeternal with the Father but came into existence out of nothing and was a creature. Arius was an effective propagandist and attracted a large following. The dangers for the church were great.4 For Arius, God was not Father eternally any more than a man is a father before he begets his son. The Son had an origin, ex nihilo. At some point he did not exist, and now he exists by the will of God. God used the Son as an intermediary to create other entities; so God is effectively at arm’s length from the creation. Hence, the Son is a different ousia (being) from the Father, for the Father is his God. There is another Word of God besides the Son, and it is because the Son shares in this that he is called, by grace, Word and Son.5 Jesus’s statement “I and the Father are one” (John 10:30) was taken to mean a harmonious agreement of will, not identity of being. The Son was an assistant to the Father, operating under orders. The monarchy of God, his oneness in rule, was preserved by insisting that the Son was and is not true God.6 Arius’s identification of the Son with humans severed the Son’s connection with God. Arius’s views were outlawed as heretical by the Council of Nicaea in 325. The council affirmed that the Son is homoousios, of the identical being, with the Father.

      The controversy erupted again in the 350s and was bedeviled by political intrigue and terminological confusion. The pro-Nicenes termed all their opponents “Arians,” whatever the nuances of their views. The words that eventually were chosen to resolve the crisis—ousia, hypostasis—were used in a variety of ways in Greek thought, as well as by figures in the church. People spoke past one another. A coherent and agreed language was lacking.7 Ayres comments, “Nicaea’s terminology is thus a window onto the confusion and complexity of the early fourth-century theological debates, not a revelation that a definitive turning-point had been reached.”8 Certainly, terms such as East and West are not appropriate to describe the confusion at this stage.9

      The theological, political, personal, and ecclesiastical differences were bewildering. The controversy did not arise from any intrusion of Greek thought to supplant biblical faith, but it erupted out of questions basic to the gospel—belief in one God together with the recognition that Jesus Christ is divine. Since all sides cited the Bible in support, “the theologians of the Christian Church were slowly driven to a realization that the deepest questions which face Christianity cannot be answered in purely biblical language, because the questions are about the meaning of biblical language itself.”10

      Later, Eunomius—more able than Arius, and a bishop rather than a presbyter—advocated similar ideas in his Apology. The Eunomians were rationalists, confident in the extensive capacities of human logic. They assumed a correspondence between the respective minds of God and humans such that meaning is identical for both. Because of this identity between God’s mind and ours, the Son’s generation from the Father is to be understood in terms of human generation. Since eternal generation is inconceivable, the Son’s generation must have had a beginning. There was a point when the Son did not exist. He was the first to be created and was the instrument by which God created the world. He is unlike the Father.

      For the Arian tradition, the line between God and creation came between the Father and the Son, with the Son on the side of the creature. Conversely, the supporters of Nicaea drew the line between the triad—the Father, the Son, and the Spirit—and all other beings.11 However, Eunomius did not think the Son was a creature like all others, for he created all others.12 The Arian triad was a hierarchy consisting of the one God who became the Father, plus two different, subordinate, and noneternal beings.

      Eunomius was opposed initially by Athanasius and later by the Cappadocians—Basil the Great, his brother Gregory of Nyssa, and Gregory of Nazianzus—who argued that the Son and the Holy Spirit were one being with the Father from eternity. Athanasius wrote that the Word comes from the being of the Father and is emphatically not a creature.13 The Son is consubstantial with the Father, “out of the being of the Father.” Whatever the Father has, the Son has.14 This phrase, more than homoousios, was prominent in Athanasius’s writings.

      The Eunomians, on the basis of human relationships, argued that fathers are not fathers before they beget sons, who in turn come into being on being begotten; therefore, the Son began to be at some point. The pro-Nicenes replied that the names Father and Son denote identity of nature, and it is fallacious to argue from human experience back to God.

      The Cappadocians have been criticized for making the Father the cause of the deity of the Son and the Holy Spirit, so that the Father is the source of the divine essence. Gregory of Nazianzus, in his Theological Orations, shows that nothing could be further from his mind. Torrance argues that, for Gregory, the monarchy, the divine rule, belongs to the whole Trinity and is not limited to one person, so that there is no severance of essence.15 Here is an advance that offsets any possible tendency to subordinate the Son and the Spirit to the Father. The Father is the source, the begetter and emitter, the Son is the begotten, and the Holy Spirit the emission, but this concerns the hypostatic relations.16 Equality of the three and identity of being are preserved.17

      3.1.3 The Crisis Resolved

      Some held that the Son is homoiousios (of like being) with the Father. Athanasius had the breadth of mind to recognize that differences of terminology should not prevent agreement if the intention behind those terms was the same, and that what matters is right belief even though words and phrases are not precisely what he might want. At the Council of Alexandria (AD 362) he allowed that ousia and hypostasis can be used in different senses, and that it is possible to speak of three hypostases and be orthodox.18 This was a major breakthrough, paving the way for the eventual resolution of the crisis at the Council of Constantinople in AD 381, spearheaded by the Cappadocians. Eunomianism was rejected as heresy, as was a development known as Macedonianism or pneumatomachianism, the adherents of which accepted the deity of the Son but balked at calling the Holy Spirit “God.” A number of treatises were written on the Spirit in opposition to the pneumatomachii, establishing his deity from, among other things, the fact that only one who is God can unite us to the Son and makes us partakers of the divine nature.19 The three Cappadocians together brought about an open recognition of the deity of the Spirit as well as the Son, and so cleared the decks for a definitive settlement of the crisis.20

      A number of factors lay behind this resolution. First, the Cappadocians used terms, hitherto bedeviled by confusing philosophical baggage, in a nontechnical way to express the reality. This simplified the discussion. Second, Basil proposed to reserve ousia for the way God is one, and hypostasis for the way he is three. This helped communication. Third, appeal was made to “the sense of Scripture” rather than to precise proof texts, so as to clarify meaning. This provided context. It was widely recognized that the Son is one identical being with the Father and that this was integral to the gospel itself. So the Council of Constantinople unequivocally rejected the claim that the Son and the Spirit are simply intermediaries between God and humanity. Such an idea would have destroyed the gospel. Jesus Christ would not have given us true knowledge of God, as he would not have been one with God from eternity. As such he could not have saved us.21

      3.1.4 The Niceno-Constantinopolitan Creed (C)

      The Niceno-Constantinopolitan Creed, probably dating from the Council of Constantinople (381), states:

      We believe in one God the Father Almighty, maker of heaven and earth and of all things visible and invisible;

      And in one Lord Jesus Christ the Son of God, the Only-begotten, begotten by his Father before all ages, Light from Light, true God from true God, begotten not made, consubstantial with the Father, through whom all things came into existence, who for us men and for our salvation came down from the heavens and became incarnate by the Holy Spirit and the Virgin Mary and became a man, and was crucified for us under Pontius Pilate and suffered and was buried and rose again on the third day in accordance with the Scriptures and ascended into the heavens and is seated at the right hand of the Father and will come again with glory to judge the living and the dead, and there will be no end to his kingdom;

      And in the Holy Spirit, the Lord and life-giver, who proceeds from the Father, who is worshipped and glorified together with the Father and the Son, who spoke by the prophets;

      And in one holy, catholic and apostolic Church;

      We confess one baptism for the forgiveness of sins;

      We wait for the resurrection of the dead and the life of the coming age. Amen.

      C emphatically affirms that Christ, the Son, is eternally identical in being to the Father. In the context of pneumatomachianism, it teaches the deity of the Holy Spirit guardedly, giving as little offense as possible. First, the title “Lord” is applied to the Spirit. Κύριος is the Greek word customarily used for יהוה‎, the God of Israel. Second, the Spirit is said to be “worshipped . . . together with the Father and the Son.” The persons are real distinctions, but the worship is identical. While the Spirit is not specifically called homoousios, everything relevant to that term is present, explicitly or by entailment.22 Not all the orthodox as yet felt at ease about calling the Holy Spirit God in so many words, but the synodic letter the following year removed all ambiguity. It said, “We believe that there is one substance [ousia] of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit in three most perfect hypostases or three perfect persons [prosōpois].”23

      The creed asserts the Father as the source from whom the Holy Spirit proceeds.24 In this it refutes the Macedonians, placing the Spirit outside those things made by the Son.25 Additionally, the Spirit’s personality is implied in his speaking through the prophets.26 He is also coordinate with the Father and the Son in creation and grace. The Father is the Maker of all things, the Lord Jesus Christ is the one through whom all things came into existence, and the Holy Spirit is the Lord and giver of life. Creation is a work of the whole Trinity. In these, the Spirit is placed unequivocally in the category of what is God.

      J. N. D. Kelly sums up the profound achievements of the fourth century, culminating in C:

      What is not always noticed, however, is the profound intellectual revolution which the triumph of the new orthodoxy at the two great councils implied. To make my point as clearly and as simply as I can, prior to Nicaea the accepted Christian doctrine of God was an Origenistic one of a holy Triad, of an ineffable Godhead with two subordinate and, in the last resort, disparate hypostases; but after Nicaea the pressure group which pushed through the introduction of the homoousion dragged, if you will forgive the crude metaphor, these two inferior hypostases within the divine essence. During the four or five decades following Nicaea the predominant view in the church continued to be Origenistic, pluralistic. . . . But once the creed of Constantinople both reaffirmed and supplemented the Nicene creed proper, there could be no future for such pluralism. The Son and the Spirit were “one in being” (as we now translate homoousion) with the Father, and the Godhead was an indivisible unity expressing itself in three eternal modes differing only in their relations. The Nicene creed, in its original form N and its more mature development C, symbolised this far-reaching revolution.27

      Later, this theology was further elaborated in systematic form by Augustine, in his De Trinitate, his Tractates on John, and some of his letters. All this should be seen against the prior background described by Georges Florovsky, that “the classical world did not know the mystery of personal being.”28

      3.2 One Ousia, Three Hypostases

      That God is one indivisible being (essence, from esse, “to be”) is, biblically, axiomatic. Basic is the simplicity of God, he is not divisible into parts. That entails indivisibility; the three hypostases are not detachable for they are each and together identical with the one indivisible being of God. That the one being of God consists eternally of three distinct persons is a matter the fathers saw is essential to salvation, for if it were not so, the truth and reliability of God’s revelation would be destroyed. Creation and salvation are presented in the Bible as works of God. Since the Son and the Holy Spirit are, together with the Father, direct and distinct personal actors in both realms, it follows that all three have the status of deity.

      Since all three persons are the one God, from one side God is one being, three persons, while from another angle he is three persons, one being.29 Both are equally ultimate.

      When the church says that the Son or the Holy Spirit is fully God, it means that all that is God, all that can ever be said to be God, without dilution or subtraction, constitutes the person of the Son and in turn the person of the Spirit, just as is so with the person of the Father. Each person of the Trinity, when considered in himself, is 100 percent God without remainder. The whole God is in each person, and also each person is the whole God.

      Simultaneously, the one God is simple, not divisible. It is impossible to cut off and detach part of God, as can be done with any created being. That is why each of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit comprises all of God both severally and together. It follows that none of the three is less than all three together. This is so because there is but one divine essence or being. Nor is the divine being a fourth entity; it is the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. So, being simple, God is not divisible into parts less than the whole of who he is. Augustine maintains, “Some things are even said about the persons singly by name; however, they must not be understood in the sense of excluding the other persons, because this same three is also one, and there is one substance and godhead of the Father and Son and Holy Spirit.”30 While Augustine has been particularly noted for his defense of divine simplicity, he was following in the footsteps of the Cappadocians.31

      Above all, the debates acknowledged the divine incomprehensibility, that in all this is mystery, the reality infinitely outstripping the powers of the human mind, so requiring worship and an appropriate caution.32

      3.2.1 Consubstantiality

      It follows that all three persons are of one substance (consubstantial), of the one identical being (homoousios). Further, each person is God in himself. There is nothing in the creed (C) to suggest that the Son or the Spirit derives his deity from the Father. If this idea was present in Origen or others, by the time of the Council of Constantinople it had been corrected. While at times Gregory of Nyssa appears to suggest a chain of causal dependency, Gregory of Nazianzus corrects him, and both stress that the relations of origin (begetting and procession) refer to the relations between the persons. The theme, present in Athanasius, taken up by the two Gregorys—that the Son is all that the Father is except for being the Father—entails the full status of deity a se (of himself). Gregory of Nazianzus could not have been more emphatic on this point.33 Even statements taken by some to refer to remnants of subordination—“light of light,” “true God of true God”—are understood by contemporaries and the tradition to refer to the homoousion.34 It follows that all the divine attributes are possessed comprehensively by all three persons. Each person of the Trinity, when considered in himself, is totally and comprehensively God, and is the whole God.

      3.2.2 Hypostatic Distinctions

      Stephen Holmes remarks, “The three divine hypostases are distinguished by eternal relations of origin—begetting and proceeding—and not otherwise.”35 If Holmes is referring simply to the immanent Trinity, the Trinity in its eternal state, this is acceptable. However, as an absolute statement it needs nuancing, since the missions in human history disclose significant distinctions that reflect on the eternal immanent relations. There is a difference between the Spirit appearing temporarily as a dove and the Son becoming permanently incarnate.36 The Spirit indwells the church, whereas the Son assumed a human nature into hypostatic union. The Father was not sent and does not proceed. These clear differences indicate eternal distinctions. Yet, since all three persons act together inseparably in all God’s works, these distinctions are not divisions but point to harmony and indivisibility. They are distinctions not of opposition but of congruity. Brian Davies refers to Aquinas’s conviction that, since God is simple and the relations between the persons are real, as are the distinctions, not existing merely in our minds, it follows that they are coextensive with God’s essence, with who God is.37

      Can a thing be numerically the same without identity? Scott Williams refers to Henry of Ghent, who wrote that a divine person is constituted by a real relation (relatio) and is numerically the same thing (res) as the divine essence without being identical to it.38 He provides the example of a bronze statue of Athena. The lump of bronze occupies the same space-time where the statue is: are there two objects or one? The bronze is precisely identical to the statue formed from the bronze. However, Rea and Brower argue that they are not identical. The statue can be melted down and recast into a different statue, whereas the piece of bronze would remain.39 Clearly, this analogy has limitations, but it does shed light on the point at issue.

      3.2.3 Perichorēsis

      Although this precise word is not used in Trinitarian discourse until later, the truth it signifies, mutual indwelling, is already in vogue. Athanasius and the Cappadocians brought to the forefront the idea of the full mutual indwelling of the three persons in the one being of God. Although C does not use the idea, it is entailed by all that C openly expresses. It follows from the homoousial identity of the three and the indivisible divine being. Since all three persons are fully God, and the whole God is in each of the three, the three mutually contain one another. As Gerald Bray puts it, all three occupy the same infinite divine space.40

      This idea was developed, and the term introduced, by John of Damascus (ca. 675–ca. 749).41 It is entailed in the pervasive reference to the three persons as inseparable, their union unbreakable. None of them occupies space, so to speak, that the others do not. Here divine and human persons differ, as the Leiden Synopsis explains. Human persons do not exist in one another.42As human beings, we are not only distinct but apart. We act differently; we go our separate ways; some live a long time while others die young. Moreover, there are a vast number of different human beings, and the sum total increases or diminishes as time goes by. But the divine persons are three, no more and no less, and are so eternally without change. That is why the generic analogy of three men sharing a common human nature could never remotely approximate the Trinity.

      3.3 Inseparable Operations and Distinct Appropriations

      The theme of inseparable operations is a constant leitmotif in the fourth and fifth century pro-Nicenes of both Greek and Latin churches.43 From it comes the phrase opera Trinitatis ad extra indivisa sunt (the external works of the Trinity are indivisible). Since God is one indivisible being, in all his works all three persons operate inseparably.

      Creation was a work of the whole Trinity. Genesis 1:1–5 hints at that: “In the beginning God created. . . . The Spirit of God was hovering over the face of the waters. . . . And God said . . .” There is God, the Spirit, and the Word. The idea surfaces in Psalm 33:6–9, reinforced by the New Testament teaching on Christ and the Spirit (John 1:1–3; Eph. 1:11; Col. 1:15–17; Heb. 1:1–3). The same passages include providence in their scope. The incarnation involved the Father sending the Son (John 3:16–17; 5:23–24, 37–39), the Son taking human nature into union, conceived by the Holy Spirit (Luke 1:34–35). At Jesus’s baptism, the Father speaks, declaring him to be his Son, while the Spirit descends as a dove and rests upon him (Matt. 3:13–17). On the cross, the Son offers himself through the eternal Spirit to the Father (Heb. 9:14), after which he is raised from the dead by the Spirit of the Father (Rom. 8:10–11). This is underlined by Paul as he surveys the whole field of redemption (Gal. 4:4–6; Eph. 1:3–14). Thus, we have access to God the Trinity by the Spirit, through Christ, to the Father (Eph. 2:18).

      The inseparability of the Trinitarian actions was a major theme of Augustine, but it was also held by the Cappadocians.44 Augustine strenuously affirms, “Just as Father and Son and Holy Spirit are inseparable, so do they work inseparably.”45 Yet, as the three are eternally distinct, each work is specifically attributed—or appropriated—to one of them. The Son is sent by the Father and is conceived by the Spirit, but only he becomes flesh. Only the Spirit comes at Pentecost, while sent by the Father and the Son. In Augustine’s words, “although in all things the divine persons act perfectly in common, and without possibility of separation, nevertheless their operations behoved to be exhibited in such a way as to be distinguished from each other.”46 We might say they work in harmony rather than in unison.

      This was expressed well by Maximus the Confessor, referring to the mystery of the incarnation:

      This mystery was known to the Father by his approval . . . to the Son by his carrying it out . . . and to the Holy Spirit by his cooperation . . . in it. For there is one knowledge shared by the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit because they also share one essence and power. The Father and the Holy Spirit were not ignorant of the incarnation of the Son because the whole Father is by essence in the whole Son who himself carried out the mystery of our salvation through his incarnation. The Father himself did not become incarnate but rather approved the incarnation of the Son. Moreover, the Holy Spirit exists by essence in the whole Son, but he too did not become incarnate but rather cooperated in the Son’s ineffable incarnation for our sake.47

      Within these boundaries Trinitarian reflection should take place.48

      Aquinas’s treatment has been influential in the Western tradition. Since, he reasons, because of the divine simplicity, the essence is the same as the person, “it follows that in God essence is not really distinct from person; and yet that the persons are really distinguished from each other.” Persons are distinguished from each other because they are real relations of opposition.49 Hence, “the divine persons are not distinguished as regards being, in which they subsist, or in anything absolute, but only as regards something relative. Hence relation suffices for their distinction.”50 Consequently, the word God is sometimes used for the essence and sometimes for the person.51

      There is no evidence that any of the pro-Nicenes “take as their point of departure the psychological intercommunion of three distinct people.”52 To do so would open the door to heresy.

      3.4 The Taxis (Τάξις)53

      In terms of the relations between the three, there is a clear order: from the Father through the Son by the Holy Spirit. These relations cannot be reversed—the Son does not beget the Father, nor does the Father proceed from the Holy Spirit. In this sense only, the Father is the first, the Son the second, and the Holy Spirit the third. However, some Eastern theologians—following hints in Basil and Gregory of Nyssa—refer to the Father as the source or origin of the deity of the Son and the Spirit, language with subordinationist overtones. T. F. Torrance’s argument that the monarchy should be seen as that of the whole Trinity rather than the person of the Father, on the grounds that all three persons are coequally God while retaining the distinctive relations of the persons, was a basis for agreement between Orthodox and Reformed churches recently, although it is not universally accepted.54 It was also taught by Gregory of Nazianzus,55 who regarded the Father as the source of the hypostatic subsistence of the Son and Spirit.56

      While the three are one indivisible being, they are not identical to one another. It was modalism that confused them; this still surfaces whenever the personal distinctions are in any way blurred or confined to human history. The relations the three sustain to each other are inseparable from their identity and so are eternal and unchangeable. Thus, the Father is the Father of the Son, and the Son is the Son of the Father. The Father begets the Son, the Son is begotten by the Father. This eternal relation is neither interchangeable nor reversible. Mutatis mutandis, the Spirit proceeds from the Father (the West adds “and the Son”), while the Father (and the Son, according to the West) spirates the Spirit. This is never reversed. The Father is neither begotten, nor does he proceed; the Son neither begets nor proceeds; the Spirit neither begets nor spirates. These relations exist in connection with the mutual indwelling of the three (perichorēsis). Indeed, the Spirit is the Spirit of the Son, which entails that the Father is the Father of the Son, while the relation of the Father and the Son is in the midst of the perichoretic relations of the three, and thus in the Holy Spirit. There is a distinction—not a division—between the three as they distinctly and together constitute the one undivided being of God and the three in their eternal and distinct personal relations.

      Torrance points to the foundational work of Gregory of Nazianzus. Gregory effected a shift from the concept of “modes of being” found in Basil to a view of

      interrelations that belong intrinsically to what Father, Son, and Holy Spirit are coinherently in themselves and in their mutual objective relations with and for one another . . . [relations that are] just as substantial as what they are unchangeably in themselves and by themselves. . . . “Person” is an onto-relational concept.57

      Calvin sums this up when he says of the Son that he is God of himself (ex seipso esse), whereas in terms of his personal subsistence he is from the Father (ex Patre).58

      In this light, that the Son is under the Father in his incarnate lowliness according to the flesh is compatible with his being from the Father eternally in the unity of the indivisible Trinity. Nowhere is this expressed more vividly than by Paul in Philippians 2:5–8: “Have this mind among yourselves which is yours in Christ Jesus,” he says. The incarnate Christ followed a path of obedience and humiliation, leading to the cruel and—especially for those in Philippi, a Roman colony—shameful death of the cross. He looked not to his own interests but to those of others. This loving self-sacrificial obedience was the fruit of his decision in eternity, expressing the indivisible will of God in its hypostatic manifestation in the Son, not to exploit his status “in the form of God” for his own advantage.59 “Being in the form of God, he did not use his status of equality with God for his own advantage60 but emptied himself, taking the form of a slave” (2:6–7, my trans). His self-emptying involved an addition, not a subtraction. He emptied himself not by ceasing to be who he eternally was and is but by becoming man, and following a path of obedience that led to the death of the cross. He added the form of a servant to the form of God. However, his determination not to exploit his true and real status for his own advantage was made in eternity. His human obedience expresses his divine commitment to self-emptying, not by his ceasing to be who he eternally is but by adding lowly humanity.61

      The latter no more detracts from his full deity than does his post-resurrection exaltation diminish his full humanity. His human obedience under the Father flows from his free decision, in the indivisible will of the Trinity, and comports with his eternal hypostatic relation from the Father. Hebrews 5:1–10 runs along similar lines, referring to Christ’s refusal to claim the office of High Priest for himself as, instead, he accepted his appointment by the Father. While his office as High Priest began on earth, this statement cannot be restricted in scope to his incarnate life since the appointment preceded the work. John Owen, among others, referred this to the covenant of redemption in eternity.62

      This is what God is like. When he seeks his glory, he is not pursuing self-interest like a celestial bully. The Trinity is an indivisible union, a union of love, each seeking the interests of the other. Thus, the Father allows the Son to bring in the kingdom, the Son leads us to the Father, while the Spirit does not speak of himself but testifies of the Son.63 This was articulated originally by Gregory of Nyssa when he wrote that in their mutual indwelling, the three seek the glory of the others. There is, he says,

      a revolving circle of glory from like to like. The Son is glorified by the Spirit; the Father is glorified by the Son; again the Son has his glory from the Father; and the Only-begotten thus becomes the glory of the Spirit. . . . In like manner . . . faith completes the circle, and glorifies the Son by means of the Spirit, and the Father by means of the Son.64

      3.5 Eternal Generation, Eternal Procession

      Since Irenaeus, the church has held that the Father begat the Son in eternity. This comes to expression in C and is repeated in later confessions.65 Constantinople II (553) anathematized those who rejected it.66 This doctrine has come under fire on both biblical and theological grounds. Since the nineteenth century, many New Testament scholars have held that this teaching does not find biblical support, since the word μονογενής67 means “only” or “one and only.” It is also held that the passage in Psalm 2:7, “You are my Son; / today I have begotten you,” is cited in the New Testament with reference to Jesus’s resurrection (Acts 13:33) and so does not refer to the relation between the Father and the Son in eternity. From the theological angle, it is argued that the eternal generation of the Son implies a subordinate status for the Son, and that its roots are Neoplatonic. Similar arguments have been advanced on the eternal procession of the Holy Spirit.

      Let us look first at the biblical criticisms, although the doctrine was not developed on those grounds, nor is it hostage to the meaning of any one word or to biblical exegesis alone. It is a theological predicate grounded in the eternal relations of the Son and the Father in the one being of God.

      First, the older idea of μονογενής has never entirely been eclipsed. Although B. F. Westcott, B. B. Warfield, and the majority of twentieth- and twenty-first-century exegetes abandoned it,68 the idea that it means “only-begotten” has continued support from, for example, F. Büchsel, J. V. Dahms, C. H. Dodd, M.-J. Lagrange, F. F. Bruce, John Frame, and Roger Beckwith.69 Moreover, it is important to consider the contexts where the word occurs. Μονογενής refers to the Son of God only in the writings of John, in John 1:14, 1:18, 3:16, 3:18, and in 1 John 4:9. Common to each context is that the force of the passage relates to Christian believers being born or begotten by God. The verb γεννάω70 is used in each place.

      John 1:14 reads, “And the Word became flesh and dwelt among us, and we have seen his glory, glory as of the [μονογενής] from the Father, full of grace and truth.” This refers to the Son’s incarnation and to his life and ministry. John has recorded that those who believed in his name were given authority to become children of God. These believers or children of God were born of God (ἐκ θεοῦ ἐγεννήθησαν). The focus here is the regeneration of believers, sharply distanced from physical generation. The idea of birth or begetting is pervasive, and directly connected with God’s Son; he is the μονογενής from the Father, and they are the children (τέκνα) of God. As God has become the Father of believers in their generation or birth, the Word stands in relation to the Father as his μονογενής. His relation to the Father is in view, not any particular event in his life or saving work. In John 1:18, the Word is described as “[μονογενής] God [or Son], who is at the Father’s side,” who has made the unseen God known. The same contextual considerations apply, and again the immediate reference is to his being in the most immediate proximity to the Father, a relation that self-evidently transcends the purely temporal.

      In John 3:16–18, John’s comments follow his account of Jesus confronting Nicodemus with his need for a radical rebirth by the Holy Spirit, without which he will not see the kingdom of God. The regenerative work of the Spirit is indispensably necessary to eternal life. The similarities with 1:14–18 are obvious. In both passages, God is the author of life or of a new status as his children. Again, γεννάω occurs seven times in 3:4–7. Jesus talks of birth or begetting by the Spirit, mysterious and inscrutable. These are heavenly things, not earthly (3:12), connected with his incarnation, crucifixion, and ascension (3:13–14). In this context John says that the Father sent his μονογενής Son to give eternal life to all who believe (3:16). Lack of faith in the μονογενής will debar a person from life (3:18). John uses the term, as in chapter 1, to refer to the Son in relation to the Father, in immediate connection with regeneration to life by the Holy Spirit.

      In 1 John 4:7–9, John urges his readers to love one another. Everyone who loves has been begotten by God (again the verb is γεννάω) and so knows God. Again, begetting by the Holy Spirit is in view, the outset of spiritual life. Then John says, “In this the love of God was made manifest among us, that God sent his [μονογενής] Son into the world, so that we might live through him.” The same features are present here too; the μονογενής Son is in relation to God the Father. Those who love and know God, receive life from God, compared to being begotten.

      In 1 John 5:18, John says, “Everyone who has been begotten [γεγεννημένος] of God does not sin, but he who was begotten of God [γεννηθεὶς] keeps him, and the evil one does not touch him” (my trans.). The difference in tenses between the perfect, referring clearly to those begotten to new life by God, and the aorist supports the idea that the latter refers to a different subject than does the former, and thus to Christ. The reference again is to eternity, the relation between the Father and the Son, and the connection is again to regeneration.71

      In each case no particular episode in the Son’s career is in view. Certainly, Peter connects our regeneration with Christ’s resurrection, since we are raised to new life in union with Christ, who was raised from the dead (1 Pet. 1:3); and so too does Paul (Rom. 6:1–11). But John has in focus the Son’s relation with the Father, existing throughout his earthly life, in effect when he is sent into the world. Moreover, this relation is eternal, preceding creation (John 1:1–3, 18; 8:58; 20:31). The invariable connection with spiritual generation makes it impossible to eliminate any reference to begetting in connection with the Son. While the doctrine of eternal generation does not stand or fall or even depend on this one word, it is important to recognize that claims that it has no bearing on the question are exaggerated.

      As for the statement in Psalm 2:7, “I will tell of the decree: / The Lord said to me, ‘You are my Son; / today I have begotten you,’” while it denotes a royal reference in the context of Israel, it comes to full expression in the resurrection of God’s Son to reign over his enemies. Paul cites it in this way in his speech in Acts 13, and that is the probable sense in Hebrews 1:5. However, it points beyond that. Psalm 2:7 refers to the relation between Yahweh and the one he calls “my Son,” signifying the nature of the one who speaks (Yahweh) and the one addressed (Yahweh’s Son). As such, while it reaches fulfillment in Jesus’s resurrection, it can hardly be limited to that. Moreover, further support is found in the overall witness to the Son as the radiance of the Father’s glory (Heb. 1:3) and the like.72

      The attacks on eternal generation on biblical grounds need to be reconsidered. Its validity is related to the teaching of the eternal relation of the Son to the Father in the undivided being of God.

      Additionally, criticisms have been made of eternal generation on theological grounds. Some have claimed that the teaching posits a lesser status for the Son, as an emanation from the Father in Neoplatonic guise. However, this is not how the framers of C understand the matter.73 Indeed, it is difficult to make a case that Origen saw it that way, for he countered gnostic ideas of emanation and asserted the Son’s identity with the Father. Widdicombe observes that Origen’s twin aim is to stress the Son’s real individual existence and also his sharing the divine nature of the Father. Origen aims to keep a balance between these two fundamental ideas.74 The fathers, including Origen, consistently urge that all ideas of human generation be removed from the picture. Human begetting entails a beginning of existence; human fathers exist before their sons are begotten. This is not the case here. The Father is always the Father, the Son is always the Son.75 In the Expositio fidei, a work attributed to Athanasius76 but with all the marks of Marcellus of Ancyra,77 the author states that the Son is “true God of true God . . . omnipotent from omnipotent . . . whole from whole.”78 This was to be the basis of the relevant section in C. Marcellus, of all people, can hardly be accused of subordinationism; rather the reverse. But the argument is not materially affected if Athanasius was the author. Later, Photios argues too that the creedal statements connected with eternal generation underline the homoousios of the Father and the Son.79

      Similar principles apply to the procession of the Spirit. It is often claimed that the locus classicus, John 15:26, refers purely to the history of salvation, to the coming of the Spirit at Pentecost, and so any projection back into eternity is not only exegetically improper but also mere speculation. However, while Jesus’s comments clearly do refer to Pentecost, they cannot be restricted to it. In keeping with the rest of the pericope, John uses the future [πέμψω] to refer to Jesus’s sending the Spirit at that particular time, but says that he “proceeds [ἐκπορεύεται—present indicative] from the Father.” The Spirit’s sending at Pentecost, in which the Son is the sender, is distinct from the Spirit’s procession, which is continuous and for which the Father is the spirator. Even if this were a Hebraic parallelism, we are again in the realm of the relation between two distinct agents, the Father and the Spirit. The nature of these agents should govern our view of the relation between them. As D. A. Carson agrees, the early creedal statement on the procession of the Spirit is “eminently defensible” since the clause here in John 15:26 (allowing for John’s theology in this Gospel) presupposes this ontological status.80 As with the Son, the parameters indicate clearly that neither the Son nor the Spirit is subordinate in being or status, and that the begetting and procession apply to their relations as persons.

      The strategic significance of the doctrine. As Bavinck states, “God’s fecundity is a beautiful theme.” The doctrine of the generation of the Son displays God as “no abstract, fixed, monadic, solitary substance, but a plenitude of life. It is his nature to be generative and fruitful.”81 Indeed, “without generation, creation would not be possible. If, in an absolute sense, God could not communicate himself to the Son, he would be even less able, in a relative sense, to communicate himself to his creature.”82 In this, Bavinck reflects the classic Trinitarian doctrine, that the persons are oriented to each other. The Father is the Father of the Son; the Son is the Son of the Father. The three are inherently relational. This relationality underlies God’s free determination to create—an act of his will, exercised in harmony with his nature.83

      Generation is ineffable and incomparable. Eternal generation reflects the incomprehensibility of God and is a transcendent mystery, beyond the grasp of our minds. It is a matter of faith. This poses no problem, or else faith would be based on our own capacities. This was uniformly recognized by the fathers; for them it was a great mystery. The idea that they were given to speculative attempts to explain it is not borne out by the sources.

      Generation is in contrast to creation; the Son is of the same nature as the Father, yet distinct. The doctrine of eternal generation obviates any notion of the Son as a creature. In the creed the positive “begotten” and the negative “not made” are equally vital. Simultaneously, the dogma asserts identity of nature and personal distinctions—the heart of the doctrine of the Trinity. What is generated is identical in nature to the one who generates. The Father and the Son are numerically one. Yet the Son is not the Father, the Father is not the Son, and the Holy Spirit is neither the Father nor the Son. And yet the three are one. That the Father is not the Son is a matter not of difference or diversity but of distinction. So, as Aquinas says, the Father is other than the Son but not something else, while they are one thing but not one person.84 Citing Augustine, he holds that the Father is the principle (principium),85 “that whence another proceeds.” Aquinas argues against calling the Father the cause of the Son, since it implies diversity of substance, but “principle” entails simply an order between them, a procession and no inferiority. The word signifies not priority but origin.86 Eternal generation underlines the point that the Father is the Father of the Son in eternity before he is ever Father of the creature in time.87

      Generation highlights an irreversible hypostatic order. We saw that the New Testament authors refer to the three persons in differing orders (Matt. 28:19–20; 1 Cor. 12:4–6; 2 Cor. 13:14; Eph. 4:4–6; Rev. 1:4–5), but that there is a general pattern evident throughout the economy of creation, providence, and grace; from the Father through the Son by the Spirit (Matt. 28:19). In turn, our response to God’s grace is enabled by the Spirit, offered through the Son, and resting on the Father (Eph. 2:18). God’s revelation in human history reflects eternal antecedent realities, for he is faithful to himself. He acts in conformity with who he is. Thus, the Father sends the Son, while the Spirit proceeds from the Father and is sent by the Son, never the reverse. The relations of sending and being sent reflect the order of begetting and being begotten. There is a distinction, although the two are inseparably related.

      The dogma of eternal generation is crucial. The generation is eternal, since the Father and the Son are eternal. As Bavinck puts it, “Rejection of the eternal generation of the Son involves not only a failure to do justice to the deity of the Son, but also to that of the Father”; and, “It is not something that was completed and finished at some point in eternity, but an eternal unchanging act of God, at once always complete and eternally ongoing. . . . The Father is not and never was ungenerative; he begets everlastingly.”88 Since God is eternal and transcends time—which he created—the Trinitarian relations are eternal. There is not a punctiliar moment when the Father begets the Son, for that would place generation within the parameters of space-time and be contrary to its place within the eternal life of the indivisible Trinity. It follows that eternal generation is emphatically opposed to subordination.89 The order—from the Father through the Son by the Holy Spirit—is not hierarchical, nor is it patterned after human relationships. Rather, it is an order of equals, in the identity of the indivisible Trinity.90

      3.6 The Processions and the Missions

      The sendings of the Son and the Spirit by the Father in human history (the missions) are distinguishable from their eternal antecedent relations (the processions). Yet, at the same time, the missions reflect the processions.91 Gilles Emery writes of “a profound correspondence between . . . the eternal property of the Son and the Holy Spirit and . . . their visible missions.” Thus, the sending of the Holy Spirit reflects his eternal procession.92

      This brings us close to the relationship between the Son in eternity and the Son in human history, between his relation to the Father in the indivisible Trinity and his mission here for us and our salvation. Emery comments:

      The patristic and medieval tradition will be especially attentive to the correspondence between the sending of the Son into the world and his eternal origin: in the same way that the Son is sent by the Father, he has his existence from the Father. In other words, when Trinitarian doctrine speaks of the divine person in terms of “relation of origin,” it is not a speculation detached from the economy of salvation, but rather it proposes a doctrine grounded on the teaching of the Gospels about Jesus, whose existence is always relative to his Father. The mystery of the Father and the Son is present and revealed in the economy.93

      So Emery adds:

      This teaching makes manifest a profound correspondence between, on the one hand, the eternal property of the Son and the Holy Spirit and, on the other hand, their “visible mission.” The Son is begotten from all eternity by the Father. As Son, he receives from the Father his being the principle of the Holy Spirit, along with the Father: with the Father, the Son spirates the Holy Spirit. It therefore pertains to the Son, in his very quality as Son, to be sent by the Father as Author of sanctification—that is to say, as Giver of the Holy Spirit. This is a dimension of the “fittingness” of the Son’s incarnation that we discover here.94

      Aquinas comments that sending implies not inferiority but procession of origin, which is according to equality.95 Since mission is according to procession of origin, and the Father is the principle of the Trinity and is not from another, “in no way is it fitting for him to be sent.”96 Thus, also, the missions of the Son and the Holy Spirit are distinct, as generation is distinguished from procession.97

      This highlights the connection between the economic Trinity and the immanent Trinity, concepts for our benefit, since there can be only one Trinity. If the economic Trinity, the Trinity as revealed in history, did not reveal the immanent Trinity, the Trinity in itself, we would have no true knowledge of God and could not be saved. There can be no possibility of God being other than he has revealed himself to be.

      3.7 The Father as the Source of the Son and the Spirit

      The East has typically been seen as basing its Trinitarian doctrine on the Father as the source of the personal subsistence of the Son and the Spirit, in contrast to the Western stress on the unity of the one divine essence. This characterization is overdone; both hold to the indivisibility of the Trinity, both regard the Father as the archē (East) or principium (West).98

      Among the Cappadocians, Gregory of Nazianzus saw this as the fundamental element of his theological system.99 In Beeley’s words, “The unity or oneness of the Trinity . . . is constituted by the Father’s begetting of the Son and sending forth of the Spirit.” Reflecting on the confusion among modern historians and theologians, who think that the monarchy of the Father, the generation of the Son, and the procession of the Spirit conflict a priori with their unity and equality in being,100 Beeley argues, “To put it more sharply, Gregory is firmly rejecting the notion that the monarchy of the Father in any way conflicts with the equality of the three persons—on the grounds that it is precisely what brings about that equality!”101

      T. F. Torrance agrees that Gregory regarded the monarchy to be that of the whole Trinity.102 However, the evidence for that claim must be qualified. Some passages seem to support the case, but others do not. T. A. Noble highlights a distinction Gregory makes that explains this apparent ambiguity. On the one hand, the monarchy resides in the whole Trinity—being indivisible—but the Father is the principium in terms of the hypostatic relations.103 These two perspectives are not contradictory, since they refer to distinct aspects.

      As Ayres suggests, Gregory’s emphasis is the harmony of unity and diversity in God.104 We noted the confusion of terminology relating to monarchy earlier.

      3.8 Augustine and the Niceno-Constantinopolitan Settlement

      While the inseparability of the Trinitarian actions was to be a major theme of Augustine, and has rightly been highlighted in the literature, it was equally maintained by the Cappadocians.105 Gregory joined Athanasius and Basil in stressing the oneness of the Son with the Father, the indivisibility of the Trinity, and the inseparable works. In this, they were at one with Augustine.106

      As noted earlier, Augustine strenuously affirms that “just as Father and Son and Holy Spirit are inseparable, so do they work inseparably.”107 Yet, as the three are eternally distinct, each work is specifically attributed—or appropriated—to one of them. The Son is sent by the Father and is conceived by the Spirit, but only he becomes flesh. The Spirit alone comes at Pentecost, while sent by the Father and the Son. In Augustine’s words, “Although in all things the divine persons act perfectly in common, and without possibility of separation, nevertheless their operations . . . [are] . . . distinguished from each other.”108 The three work in harmony rather than in unison. Moreover, as Ayres comments, throughout his career Augustine insists that the three persons are real and irreducible, and that he founds the unity of God in “the Father’s eternal act of giving rise to a communion in which the mutual love of the three constitutes their unity of substance.”109

      Thus, Ayres explains, Augustine places at the heart of his theology the eternal generation of the Son from the being of the Father.110 Moreover, Augustine contends that the missions of the Son and the Spirit depend on the Father being the source of both.111 Simultaneously, because of the inseparable operations, both the processions and missions are Trinitarian, with all three persons involved. Consequently, there can be no question of subordination in the relations, for these are grounded in the indivisible being of God. The order in which the Father is manifested as the source of the Son and the Spirit is indicative of equality and inseparability.112 It is an order without hierarchy.113
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      Study Questions

      1.  Given that the Trinity is revealed in Scripture and believed in the church, why did it take the church so long to arrive at a considered decision about its parameters?

      2.  To what extent are the twin problems of modalism and subordinationism a continuing reality?

      3.  Consider how far the Niceno-Constantinopolitan Creed, viewed as the distillation of biblical exegesis of the church of the day, should feature prominently in church life.
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