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Chapter XIII

One Divine Essence, Containing Three Persons, Taught in the Scriptures from the Beginning

1. The Scriptures teach us the immensity and spirituality of God. His immensity ought to inspire us with awe, that we should not try to measure Him with our senses. The spirituality of His nature prohibits us from any earthly or carnal speculations of Him. An erroneous concept of God’s immensity is committed by the Manichees, who maintain the existence of two original principles, making the devil, as it were, equal to God. The Anthropomorphites also, who imagined God to be corporeal, because the Scripture frequently ascribe to Him a mouth, ears, eyes, hands, and feet, are easily refuted. For, when God talks of Himself as having a mouth, eyes, ears, etc., He lisps, as it were, with us, just as nurses are accustomed to speak to infants. Wherefore, such forms of expression do not clearly explain the nature of God, but accommodate the knowledge of Him to our narrow capacity. To accomplish this, the Scripture must necessarily descend far below the height of His majesty.

2. Another peculiar character of God is, while He declares Himself to be One, He is to be distinctly considered as Three Persons. Without a knowledge of the Trinity, we have only a bare and empty name of God floating in our brains. Now, that no one may vainly dream of three gods, or suppose that the simple essence of God is divided among Three Persons, we must seek for a short and easy definition, which will preserve us from all error. But, since some object that the word Person is of human invention, we must first examine the reasonableness of this objection. When the Apostle denominates the Son the express image of the hypostasis of the Father, he undoubtedly ascribes to the Father some subsistence, in which He differs from the Son. From the words of the Apostle, we conclude, that there is in the Father a proper hypostasis, which is conspicuous in the Son. And thence we also infer the hypostasis of the Son, which distinguishes from His Father. The same reason is applicable to the Holy Spirit; for we shall soon prove him to be God; and yet He must be considered as distinct from the Father. But this is not a distinction of the essence, which it is unlawful to represent as any other than simple and undivided. It follows, then, that there are in God three hypostases, or as the Latins have expressed by the word person. To translate word for word, we may call it subsistence, or, as a great many others say, substance. Nor has the word Person been used by the Latins only; but the Greeks also, for the sake of testifying their consent to the doctrine, taught the existence of three prosopa (persons) in God. Both Greeks and Latins, notwithstanding any verbal difference, are in perfect harmony respecting the doctrine itself.

3. Now, some object to the use of the word Person, because this word is not found in Scripture. They object to the introduction of what they call exotic words, which may generate future dissensions and disputes. Such objection is very unreasonable, for then no interpretation could be made of Scripture, apart from the composition of detached texts of Scripture connected together. When the Church uses the terms Trinity and Persons, she is merely making plain those things which, in the Scripture, are to our understanding intricate and obscure. 

4. The use of exotic words is also in order to assert truth in opposition to malicious cavillers. Thus, the ancients, pestered with various controversies against erroneous dogmas, had to express their ideas with the utmost perspicuity, that they might leave no subterfuge for the impious, who otherwise might conceal their errors under obscure expressions. For example, Arius, unable to resist the clear testimony of Scripture, confessed Christ to be God, and the Son of God. But, at the same time, he also maintained that Christ was created, and had a beginning like other creatures. To draw the craftiness of this man from its concealment, the ancients declared Christ to be the eternal Son of God, consubstantial with the Father. At once, the Arians began inveterately to execrate the term homoousios (consubstantial), thus, betraying their hypocrisy. That little word distinguished Christians, who held the pure faith, from sacrilegious Arians.

Afterwards, there arose Sabellius, who considered the names of Father, Son and Holy Spirit, as little more than empty sounds; arguing, that they were not used on account of any real distinction. To him, the Father is the Son, and the Holy Spirit is the Father, without any order or distinction. The good doctors of that age, who had the interest of religion at heart, in order to refute the wickedness of this man, maintained, there were three peculiar properties in one God; or, that in the unity of God there subsisted a trinity of Persons.

5. Although there arose an inconsistency among the ancients, in regard to the choice of words to express the nature of the Godhead, and what a difference in the terms used between Greeks and Latins, yet the use of newly coined theological words for the purpose is a necessity. While these new terms come slowly into usage, they will become useful phraseology. As we have said before, these words are used first to oppose the Arians on the one hand, and the Sabellians on the other. Arius confesses “that Christ is God”; but maintains also “that he was created, and had a beginning.” He acknowledges that Christ is “one with the Father”; but secretly whispers in the ears of his disciples, that he is united to him, like the rest of the faithful, though by a singular privilege. Say that he is consubstantial, you tear off the mask from the hypocrite, and yet you add nothing to the Scripture. Sabellius asserts, “that the names Father, Son, and Spirit, are expressive of no distinction in the Godhead.” Say that they are three, and he will exclaim, that you are talking of the “three gods.” Say, that in the one essence of God there is “a trinity of Persons,” and you will at once express what the Scripture declares, and restrain such frivolous loquacity. Now, if any persons are prevented, by such excessive scrupulousness, from admitting these terms, yet not one of them can deny, that, when Scripture speaks of one God, it should be understood to be a unity of substance; and that, when it speaks of three in one essence, it denotes the Persons in this trinity. When this is honestly confessed, we have no further concern about words. But I have found, that those who pertinaciously contend about words, cherish some latent poison. It is therefore better to provoke their resentment, than to use obscure language for the sake of obtaining their favour.

6. But, leaving the dispute about terms, I shall now enter on the discussion of the subject itself. What I denominate a Person, is a subsistence in the Divine essence, which is related to the others, and yet distinguished from them by an incommunicable property. By the word subsistence, we mean something different from the word essence. For, if the Word were simply God, and had no peculiar property, John had been guilty of impropriety in saying that he was always with God (John 1:1). When he immediately adds, that “the Word was God,” he reminds us of the unity of the essence. But, because he could not be with God, without subsisting in the Father, hence arises that subsistence, which, although inseparably connected with the essence, has a peculiar mark, by which it is distinguished from it. Now, I say that each of the three subsistences has a relation to the others, but is distinguished from them by a peculiar property. We particularly use the word relation (or comparison) here, because, when mention is made simply and indefinitely of God, this name pertains no less to the Son and Spirit, than to the Father. But, whenever the Father is compared with the Son, the property peculiar to each distinguishes Him from the other. Thirdly, whatever is proper to each of them, I assert to be incommunicable, because whatever is ascribed to the Father as a character of distinction, cannot be applied or transferred to the Son. Nor, indeed, do I disapprove of the definition of Tertullian, if rightly understood: “That there is in God a certain distribution of economy, which makes no change in the unity of the essence.”

7. But before I proceed any further, I must prove the Deity of the Son and of the Holy Spirit; after which we shall see how they differ from each other. 

The Deity of the Son is borne by His being the Word of God, the eternal wisdom residing in God, from whom the oracles, and all prophecies proceeded. The Word was begotten of the Father before the world began, and was truly God. As taught by Moses, this Word acted a conspicuous part in the creation of the world. This is so understood and declared by the Apostles, that the worlds were created by the Son (Heb 1:2, 3). Similarly, where Solomon introduces Wisdom as begotten of the Father before time began, and presiding at the creation of the world, he points to His eternal and essential Sonship. Christ’s own assertion, “My Father worketh hitherto, and I work” (John 5:17), affirms His continual cooperation with the Father, making a more explicit declaration of what had been briefly glanced at by Moses. John speaks most clearly, when he represents the Word as being God from the beginning, as in union with the Father, the original cause of all things. For, to the Word, he both attributes a real and permanent essence, and assigns some peculiar property, and plainly shows how God, by speaking, created the world.

Therefore, as all Divine revelations are justly entitled the Word of God, so we ought chiefly to understand that substantial Word, the source of all revelations, Who is liable to no variation, Who remains with God perpetually one and the same, and Who is God Himself.

8. But we are interrupted by some clamorous objectors, who, failing to rob Him of His Divinity, secretly steal from His eternity. These say that the Word only began to exist, when God opened His sacred mouth in the creation of the world. Nothing is more intolerable, than to suppose a beginning of that Word, which was always God, and afterwards the Creator of the world. If any should ask, how long the Word had existed before the creation, he will find no beginning. For He limits no certain period of time, when He Himself says, “O Father, glorify thou me with thine own self with the glory which I had with thee before the world was” (John 17:5). John has clearly declared that, before the creation of the world, the Word was in the beginning with God (John 1:2). We therefore conclude again, that the Word, conceived of God before time began, perpetually remained with Him, which proves His eternity, His true essence, and His Divinity.

9. The eternity and Divinity of Christ is further attested by such Scripture: “Thy throne, O God, is forever and ever” (Ps 45:6). Isaiah introduces Christ as God, crowned with supreme power, which is the prerogative of God alone. “His name,” says he, “shall be called . . . the mighty God, the everlasting Father” (Isa 9:6). A little before this declaration, Christ is called Immanuel. Nothing can be required plainer than a passage in Jeremiah, where the Branch of David is called “The LORD [Jehovah] our righteousness” (Jer 33:16), admitted by the Jews to be “the ineffable,” proper name expressive of His Essence. We conclude, therefore, the Son to be the one eternal God.

10. The Deity of Christ is attested by Jehovah frequently appearing in the character of an Angel. An Angel who appeared to the holy fathers, claimed for Himself the name of the eternal God. This Angel further accepted sacrifice offered to Him. He afterwards demonstrated He was really Jehovah Himself. From this evidence, Manoah and his wife concluded they had seen not a mere angel, but God Himself. The Angel’s refusal to disclose His name, seeing it was “wonderful” ( “secret”), further confirmed the awfulness of his Deity (Judg 13:2–18, 22). Servetus’ heresy notwithstanding, the orthodox doctors of the Church have always taught that this Angel was the Word of God. Though He was not yet incarnate, He descended, as it were, in mediatorial capacity, that He might approach the faithful with greater familiarity. Further testimony to the Deity of the Angel is given by Jacob (Gen 32:29, 30) and Isaiah (Isa 25:9); Malachi, who refers to the temple which is consecrated to the Most High God as belonging to Christ, witnesses decisively to Christ’s Deity (Mal 3:1). 

11. The Deity of Christ is witnessed by innumerable passages in the New Testament. Those things which were predicted concerning the eternal God, are represented by the Apostle as fulfilled in Christ. For example, Isaiah’s prediction, that the Lord of Hosts would be “for a stone of stumbling and for a rock of offence to both the houses of Israel” (Isa 8:14), Paul asserts to have been fulfilled in Christ (Rom 9:33). Similarly, Isaiah 45:23, which declares of God, “that unto me every knee shall bow, every tongue shall swear,” finds its exhibition in Romans 14:10, 11, where “we shall all stand before the judgment seat of Christ.” The majesty of God which Isaiah saw, in Isaiah 6, is attested by John to be the glory of the Son (John 12:41). The praises, which the Apostle to the Hebrews ascribes to the Son, beyond all doubt, most evidently belong to God. Other New Testament passages, which present Christ as God, are Romans 9:5; 1 Timothy 3:16; Philippians 2:6; 1 John 5:20; 1 Corinthians 8:5, 6, to mention just a few. Thomas, by publicly confessing Him to be “My Lord and my God” (John 20:28), declares Him to be the same true God whom he had always worshipped.

12. The Divine power, by which Jesus worked, and His own assertion that God was His Father, making Himself equal with God (John 5:18), further attest the Deity of Christ. The Jews’ opposition to Jesus, not so much for breaking the Sabbath as His claim to Deity, all the more corroborates His Divine claim. His power to forgive sins, which is substantiated by a miracle, is another proof of His Deity (Matt 9:6). 

13. Indeed, His miracles are a perspicuous evidence of His Deity. Though prophets and Apostles performed miracles similar and equal to His, there is a considerable difference between those performed by Christ and them. The former only dispensed God’s favours, but Christ performed by His own power. Indeed, He is the true author of miracles, who gave the Apostles the power of miracles. The Evangelists relate, that He gave His Apostles power to raise the dead, to heal the leprous, to cast out devils. Thus, when Peter healed the lame man, he performed the miracle only “in the name of Jesus Christ” (Acts 3:6). The purpose of Christ’s miracles was to convince the incredulity of the Jews, since, being performed in His own power, they must evidently declare His Deity, and that He is salvation Himself. The Name of Jesus heals, and in the Name of Jesus is invocation made to God.

14. The proof of the Deity of the Holy Spirit must be derived from the same sources. Moses testifies that, in the creation, the Spirit of God expanded over the abyss of chaos (Gen 1:2), signifying not only that the beautiful state of the world, which we now see, owes it preservation to the Spirit’s power, but also to His creative act. The Deity of the Holy Spirit is seen in the exercise of supreme power in the mission of the prophets, a further proof of His Divine majesty. Scripture also teaches, that the Spirit is the author of regeneration by a power not derived, but properly His own; and not of regeneration only, but of immortality. Finally, to Him, as well as to the Son, are applied all those offices which are peculiar to Deity: the Spirit “searcheth . . ., yea, the deep things of God” (1 Cor 2:10); bestows wisdom and the faculty of speech (1 Cor 12:8); works our justification and sanctification, and dispenses truth, grace, and every other blessing we can conceive of. Paul clearly attributes to the Spirit the Divine power, and thereby demonstrates Him to be a hypostasis or subsistence in God (1 Cor 12:11).

15. The Deity of the Holy Spirit is attested by His being accorded the appellation of God. Paul says we are the temple of God, because His Spirit indwells us (1 Cor 3:16; 6:19; 2 Cor 6:16). Peter, in reprehending Ananias for lying, declares such a sin “not . . . unto men, but unto God” (Acts 5:4). Lastly, if blasphemy against the Spirit be not forgiven (Matt 12:31), whilst a man may obtain pardon who has been guilty of blasphemy against the Son, this is an open declaration of His Divine majesty. 

16. As God afforded a clear manifestation of Himself at the advent of Christ, the three Persons also then became better known. We see this in the Baptism Commission, “baptising them in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost” (Matt 28:19). In this formula, we see that one is to be baptised in the name of the one God, who has clearly manifested Himself in the Father, Son and Spirit; hence, it evidently appears, that in the Divine Essence there exist three Persons, in whom is known the one God. Since in the Baptism formula is revealed the name of the one God, we conclude the Word and the Spirit to be of the very Essence of the Deity. The Arians erred, when they confessed the Divinity of the Son, but deprived Him to possess the substance of God. The Macedonians also erred, when they explained the term “Spirit” to mean only the gifts of grace conferred upon man.

17. While we see that the Son and Spirit are of the same substance or essence with the Father; we find, in the Scriptures, a distinction between each of them. I am exceedingly pleased with Gregory Nazianzen’s observation: “I cannot think of the one, but I am immediately surrounded with the splendour of the three. Nor can I clearly discover the three, but I am suddenly carried back to the one.” In contemplating the holy Trinity, we should not entertain the idea of a separation that divides the unity, but rather, a distinction within the unity as the different names Father, Son, Spirit imply. The Son has a property by which He is distinguished from the Father. Thus, we see, that it was not the Father who descended to earth, but the Son; not the Father who died and rose again, but He who was sent. The distinction between the Holy Spirit and the Father is announced by Christ, when He says that He “proceedeth from the Father” (John 15:26). The Holy Spirit is distinguished from the Son, who calls Him “another Comforter” (John 14:16).

18. Continuing with our observation on the distinction between the Persons of the Trinity, we further see that, to the Father is attributed the principle of action, the fountain and source of all things; to the Son, wisdom, counsel, and the arrangements of all operations; and the power and efficacy of the action is assigned to the Spirit. And the order of distinction is, that the Father is mentioned first, next the Son, and then the Spirit. The Son is said to be from the Father, and the Spirit from both the Father and the Son. And, in Romans 8, the Spirit is called the Spirit of Christ (v. 9). 19. This distinction is so far from opposing the most absolute simplicity and unity of the Divine Being, that it affords a proof that the Son is one God with the Father, because He has the same Spirit with Him; and that the Spirit is not a different substance from the Father and the Son, because He is the Spirit of the Father and of the Son. In regard to the unity and distinctions of the three Persons, Augustine explains perspicuously in the following manner: “Christ, considered in himself, is called God; but with relation to the Father, he is called the Son. The Father, considered in himself, is called God; but with relation to the Son, he is called the Father. He who, with relation to the Son, is called the Father, is not the Son; he who, with relation to the Father, is called the Son, is not the Father; they who are severally called the Father and the Son, are the same God.” 

20. Thus, when we profess to believe in one God, the word God denotes a single and simple essence, in which we comprehend three Persons, or hypostases; and that, whenever the word God is used indefinitely, the Son and Spirit are intended as much as the Father; but when the Son is associated with the Father, that introduces the reciprocal relation of one to the other; and thus we distinguish between the Persons. When the Apostles assert Him to be the Son of God, whom Moses and the Prophets have represented as Jehovah, it is necessary to recur to the unity of the essence. The name “Jehovah,” when used in an indefinite sense, is applicable to Christ, as seen in Paul’s words, “for this thing I besought the Lord thrice,” which is related to Christ’s answer, “My grace is sufficient for thee” (2 Cor 12:8, 9). (The word “Lord” is the Greek translation of the word “Jehovah.”)

21. Satan, in order to subvert our faith, has always been exciting contentions concerning the Divine essence of the Son and the Spirit, and the distinctions of the Persons. In almost every age, he has instigated impious spirits to vex the orthodox teachers. There are, for example, extant on the argument five homilies of Chrysostum against the Anomoei. The errors of heretics should warn us to study this question with more docility than subtlety; and not allow ourselves to investigate God anywhere but in His sacred Word, or to form any ideas of Him but such as are agreeable to His Word, or to speak anything concerning Him but what is derived from the same Word.

22. To compose a catalogue of the errors on this point of doctrine, viz., the Trinity, would be too prolix without being profitable. Suffice it is to say that of the ancient heresiarchs, Arius and Sabellius are the most notorious. Since our own times, we have witnessed some madmen, like Servetus and his followers. The word Trinity was so odious to Servetus, that he asserted all Trinitarians to be Atheists. According to Servetus, the Persons of the Trinity are merely external ideas, which have no real subsistence in the Divine essence. The Trinity to Servetus is therefore imaginary, and the Spirit a shadow of the Deity.

23. From the same corrupt source has proceeded another heresy, equally monstrous. Some worthless men, in order to escape the odium which attended the tenets of Servetus, have indeed confessed there are three Persons, but with this qualification: The Father, who alone is truly God, had created the Son and Spirit, and transfused His Deity into them. They err dreadfully by distinguishing the Father from the Son and Spirit, as being the sole possessor of the Divine essence. If the Father only is the sole possessor of the Divine essence, then Christ would be a figurative god, a god in appearance and name only, and not in reality.

24. The same false teachers try to exclude Christ from the Deity, by teaching that the name of God is mentioned absolutely in the Scripture to mean only the Father. I retort, that whatever belongs to God is attributed to Christ. The equality of Christ with God, before He abased Himself in the form of a servant, is stated by Paul (Phil 2:6, 7). Now, how could this equality subsist, unless He had been that God whose name is JAH and JEHOVAH, who rides on the cherubim, whose kingdom is universal and everlasting? No clamour of theirs can deprive Christ of Isaiah’s declaration, “Lo, this is our God; we have waited for him” (Isa 25:9), since, in these words, he describes the advent of God the Redeemer, not only for the deliverance of the people from exile in Babylon, but also for the complete restoration of the Church.

Some scorners ridicule our concluding a distinction of Persons from Moses’ words, where he introduces God thus speaking, “Let us make man in our image” (Gen 1:26). Pious readers perceive, on the other hand, how foolishly Moses would have introduced this conference, if in one God there had not subsisted a plurality of Persons. Now, it is certain that God did not direct His conversation to some exterior agents, but within Himself; and they whom the Father addressed were uncreated. But, there is nothing uncreated, except the one God Himself. This is the mystery of the Trinity.

25. But, they who dream of three separate individuals, each possessing a part of the Divine essence, are deceived! We teach, according to Scripture, that there is essentially but one God; and, therefore, that the essence of both the Son and Spirit is unbegotten. But, since the Father is first in order, and has Himself begotten His wisdom, therefore, He is justly esteemed the original and fountain of the whole Divinity. Thus God, infinitely, is unbegotten; and the Father is also unbegotten with regard to his Person. It is to be noted, from our writings, that we separate not the Persons from the essence. Though they subsist in it, we make only a distinction between them. If the persons were separated from the essence, then there would be a trinity of Gods, not a trinity of persons contained in one God.

Therefore we say, that the Deity is absolutely self-existent. Whence we confess, also, that the Son of God, independently of the consideration of Person, is self-existent. But as the Son, we say, He is of the Father. Thus, His essence is unoriginated; but the origin of His Person is God Himself. Indeed, the orthodox writers, who have written on the Trinity, have referred this name only to the Persons. To comprehend the essence in that distinction were not only an absurd error, but a most gross impiety. For it is evident that those who maintain that the Trinity consists in a union of the Essence, the Son, and the Spirit, annihilate the essence of the Son and of the Spirit; otherwise the parts would be destroyed by being confounded together; which is a fault in every distinction.

Finally, if the Father were the author of the Deity, nothing would be left in the Son but a mere shadow! Nor would the Trinity be any other than a conjunction of one God with two created beings. 

26. Christ, the Mediator between God and man, holds an intermediate station; yet without diminution of His majesty. For, although He abased Himself, He lost not His glory with the Father. Thus, the Apostle to the Hebrews, though he acknowledges that Christ was made for a short time inferior to the angels (Heb 2:9), yet, nevertheless, hesitates not to assert, that He is the eternal God (Heb 1:10).

When Christ said to His Apostles, “I go unto the Father: for my Father is greater than I” (John 14:28), He attributes not to Himself a secondary Divinity, as if He were inferior to the Father with respect to the essence, but rather in a functional sense. As Mediator, He gathers together the faithful to a participation of His glory, which is already obtained by Him in heaven. He represents the Father to be in a station superior to Himself, just as the illustrious perfection of the splendour which appears in heaven excels that degree of glory which was visible in Him during His incarnate state.

27. The false teachers accumulate numerous passages from Irenaeus, to assert that the holy man taught that the Father of Christ was the only and eternal God of Israel. They do this, either out of shameful ignorance, or consummate wickedness; for they ought to have considered, that Irenaeus was engaged in controversy with some, who denied that the Father of Christ was the same God who spoke by Moses and the Prophets. His only object was to show that no other God is revealed in the Scripture than the Father of Christ. There never was any other God of Israel than He who was preached by Christ and His Apostles. On our part, we truly assert, that the God who appeared formerly to the patriarchs was no other than Christ. If it be objected that it was the Father, we are prepared to reply, that, while we contend for the Divinity of the Son, we by no means rejected the Father. If the reader attends to this design of Irenaeus, all contention will cease. Irenaeus definitely contends, that the Son is called God, as well as the Father, by the Prophets and Apostles. In Book IV, Chapter 9 of his book, he declares, “Therefore Christ himself is, with the Father, the God of the living.” And, in Chapter 12, he states, that Abraham believed in God inasmuch as Christ is the Creator of heaven and earth, and the only God.

28. Their pretensions to the sanction of Tertullian are equally unfounded. For, notwithstanding the harshness and obscurity of his mode of expression, yet he unequivocally teaches the substance of the doctrine we are defending: That is, whereas there is one God, yet by dispensation or economy there is His Word; that there is but one God in the unity of the substance, but that the unity, by a mysterious dispensation, is disposed into a trinity; that there are three, not in condition, but in degree; not in substance, but in form; not in power, but in order. 

29. Now, if we diligently compare the writings of the fathers, we will find nothing that differs from Irenaeus or Justin Martyr, Hilary or Ignatius, who are quoted by the false teachers out of context. But, in the Nicene Council, Arius never dared to defend himself by the authority of any approved writer; and not one of the Greek or Latin fathers, who were united against him, excused himself as at all dissenting from his predecessors. With regard to Augustine, who experienced great hostility from these disturbers, he takes it for granted that the doctrine which those men oppose has been received without controversy from the remotest antiquity. These observations, I hope, will be approved by the pious readers, as sufficient to refute all the calumnies, with which Satan has hitherto laboured to pervert or obscure the purity of this doctrine. Finally, I trust that the whole substance of this doctrine has been faithfully stated and explained.
