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Introduction 

 

Doctrine does not fall from heaven fully formed. It is hammered out on the anvil of 
controversy, refined in the fires of heresy, and articulated with increasing precision by 
minds driven to the Word of God by the pressure of error. This is not a concession to 
theological relativism, the truth of the Trinity is not a human invention but a divine 
revelation. It is, rather, an acknowledgment of how divine providence has been pleased 
to work in the life of the church: not by giving every generation a complete and final 
theological system, but by raising up men and women in every age to defend the faith 
once for all delivered to the saints (Jude 3), to press deeper into the biblical witness under 
the pressure of those who denied it, and to bequeath to subsequent generations a more 
precise and more carefully defended confession of the truth. 

In the preceding three lessons, we have studied the doctrine of the Trinity as Scripture 
teaches it: one God in three co-equal, co-eternal Persons; the eternal relations of origin 
by which the Persons are distinguished; and the full deity and genuine Personhood of the 
Son and the Spirit. In this lesson, we stand back from the strictly dogmatic task and survey 
the historical landscape: how did the church come to articulate these doctrines with the 
precision that the Nicene Creed, the Athanasian Creed, and the Chalcedonian Definition 
represent? What controversies forced the church to think more carefully? Who were the 
key figures, the decisive moments, and the crucial conceptual distinctions? And what are 
the ongoing challenges to classical Trinitarianism that faithful theologians and pastors 
must be prepared to address today? 

The history of Trinitarian doctrine is not merely academic archaeology. It is a living witness 
to the faithfulness of God, who has preserved His church in the truth through every storm 
of heresy, and to the faithfulness of His servants, who have sometimes stood virtually 
alone against the world in defense of what the Scriptures teach. To know this history is to 
stand in a great communion of saints who have bled and sacrificed for the confession we 
make every Sunday. It is to know that we are not the first generation to face these 
questions, and that the cloud of witnesses who have gone before us leaves us better 
equipped, not less, for the battles of our own day. 

I. The Pre-Nicene Development: Seeds of Trinitarian Theology 

A. The Apostolic Fathers 

The earliest post-apostolic Christian writers, the so-called Apostolic Fathers, those who 
wrote in the late first and early second centuries and who in some cases had direct contact 
with the apostles themselves, did not yet possess the precise technical vocabulary of later 
Trinitarian theology. They had not yet been pressed by controversy to distinguish ousia 
from hypostasis, or to articulate the grammar of the eternal relations. But what they did 
possess, in remarkable clarity and consistency, was the substance of Trinitarian faith: a 
worship of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit that treated all three as divine, and a pattern 
of prayer and doxology that was irreducibly Trinitarian in its structure. 
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Clement of Rome (c. 96 AD), writing to the Corinthians, invokes the triad of Father, Son, 
and Holy Spirit in a way that already reflects the liturgical Trinitarianism of the early 
church. Ignatius of Antioch (c. 107 AD), in his letters written en route to his martyrdom, 
speaks of Christ as God with a directness that is striking: “For our God Jesus Christ was, 
according to God’s dispensation, conceived by Mary of the seed of David, but also of the 
Holy Spirit.” The Didache (c. 100 AD), the earliest Christian manual of church practice, 
prescribes baptism “in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit”, the 
Matthean formula that presupposes Trinitarian faith without yet articulating it 
systematically. 

What is striking about the Apostolic Fathers is that their Trinitarian devotion is not the 
product of theological speculation but of lived Christian experience. They worshipped the 
Father through the Son in the Spirit because the apostolic gospel demanded it. The 
systematic articulation would come later; the faith itself was present from the beginning. 

B. The Apologists and Early Theologians 

The second-century Christian apologists, Justin Martyr, Athenagoras, Theophilus of 
Antioch, faced the challenge of commending the Christian faith to a Greco-Roman 
audience shaped by Platonic philosophy and suspicious of anything that smelled of 
polytheism. In their apologetic efforts, they made extensive use of the concept of the 
Logos, the divine Word or Reason, as a bridge between biblical revelation and Greek 
philosophical categories. Justin’s Logos theology, while imprecise by later standards and 
susceptible to a subordinationist reading, nonetheless affirmed the pre-existence and 
divine character of the Son and His distinction from the Father. 

Irenaeus of Lyon (c. 130–202 AD) represents a major advance. Writing against the 
Gnostic heresies that threatened to dissolve both the unity of God and the goodness of 
creation, Irenaeus developed a robust theology of the one God who is Father, Son, and 
Spirit, describing the Son and the Spirit as the two “hands” of the Father in the work of 
creation and redemption. His Rule of Faith, the summary of apostolic teaching that he 
appealed to against Gnostic novelty, is structured around the three Persons and 
anticipates the creedal form that Nicene orthodoxy would eventually take. 

Tertullian of Carthage (c. 160–220 AD) deserves special mention as the theologian who 
gave Western Christianity its fundamental Trinitarian vocabulary. It was Tertullian who 
first used the Latin word trinitas (Trinity) to describe the Godhead. It was Tertullian who 
articulated the formula that has governed Western Trinitarian theology ever since: una 
substantia, tres personae, one substance, three persons. Writing against the modalist 
Praxeas, who collapsed the three Persons into one, Tertullian insisted on the genuine 
distinction of Father, Son, and Spirit while affirming their unity of substance. His 
formulation was imprecise in certain respects, he could speak of the Son as subordinate 
to the Father in ways that later orthodoxy would nuance, but the essential grammar of 
Trinitarian theology was in place. 

Origen of Alexandria (c. 185–253 AD) was the most brilliant and the most problematic of 
the pre-Nicene theologians. His commitment to the eternal generation of the Son was a 
genuine advance; he was among the first to insist that the Son was not begotten at some 
point in time but eternally begotten of the Father, and he used the metaphor of the sun 
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and its radiance, later picked up by Hebrews 1:3 and the Nicene tradition, to illuminate 
this relation. But Origen also introduced a strain of subordinationism, treating the Son as 
ontologically subordinate to the Father, that would prove deeply problematic and would 
eventually provide Arius with ammunition for his assault on Nicene orthodoxy. 

“He who has seen Me has seen the Father… Do you not believe that I am in the 
Father, and the Father is in Me? The words that I say to you I do not speak on 

My own initiative, but the Father abiding in Me does His works.” 

John 14:9–11, NASB 1995 

II. The Arian Controversy and the Council of Nicaea (325 AD) 

A. Arius and His Teaching 

The defining crisis of the early church’s Trinitarian theology was the Arian controversy of 
the fourth century, and it was a crisis that struck at the very heart of the gospel. Arius (c. 
256–336 AD), a presbyter of Alexandria, was a skilled theologian and a gifted 
communicator, he spread his views not only through learned treatises but through popular 
songs, the Thalia, that his supporters sang in the streets. His central theological 
conviction was captured in the slogan that his opponents would never let him forget: “there 
was a time when He was not” (en pote hote ouk ēn). 

For Arius, the absolute transcendence and unity of God the Father required that the Son 
be a creature, the first and greatest of all creatures, the agent of all subsequent creation, 
exalted far above all other beings, but a creature nonetheless. The Son had a beginning; 
He was brought into existence by the Father before all ages; He was not eternal in the 
same sense that the Father was eternal. The Son was divine in a secondary sense, a 
demigod, we might say, partaking of a derived and secondary divinity, but He was not of 
the same essence (homoousios) as the Father. 

The implications for the gospel are devastating. If the Son is a creature, then the one who 
died on the cross for sinners is not truly God, and a creature, however exalted, cannot 
bear the infinite weight of infinite sin against an infinite God. If the Son is a creature, then 
the one in whom we place our saving trust is not God, and to trust in a creature for 
salvation is idolatry. If the Son is a creature, then when we worship Him alongside the 
Father, we are violating the first commandment. Athanasius understood these 
implications with absolute clarity, which is why he fought so tenaciously and suffered so 
much in opposition to Arianism. 

B. The Council of Nicaea (325 AD) and the Homoousios 

The Emperor Constantine, seeking unity in his newly Christianized empire, convened the 
Council of Nicaea in 325 AD, the first ecumenical council of the church, to resolve the 
Arian controversy. Approximately 318 bishops assembled from across the empire. After 
intense debate, the council condemned Arianism and produced the Nicene Creed, which 
affirms the Son to be “God from God, Light from Light, true God from true God, begotten 
not made, of one substance [homoousios] with the Father.” 
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The decisive term was homoousios, “of one substance” or “of the same essence.” It was 
a term not found in Scripture itself, which made some bishops uncomfortable, but it was 
chosen precisely because it expressed what Scripture teaches in a form that Arius could 
not accept without abandoning his position. Every formula that used only biblical language 
could be given an Arian interpretation; homoousios forced the issue. The Son is not 
merely like the Father (homoiousios, of similar substance); He is of the identical divine 
substance as the Father. That single iota of difference, between homoousios and 
homoiousios, is the theological boundary between Christian orthodoxy and Arian heresy. 

C. Athanasius Contra Mundum 

The story of Nicaea’s aftermath is one of the most remarkable in all of church history, and 
its central figure is Athanasius of Alexandria (c. 296–373 AD), known to posterity by the 
phrase Athanasius contra mundum, Athanasius against the world. The homoousios 
clause, though adopted at Nicaea, did not settle the controversy. The decades following 
the council saw a complex political and theological struggle in which various forms of 
Arianism, some more and some less extreme, dominated the imperial court and much of 
the episcopate. Athanasius was exiled from his see five times under four different 
emperors for his refusal to compromise the Nicene confession. 

The charge sometimes leveled at Athanasius, that he was a political operator rather than 
a theologian, does not survive scrutiny. His theological writings, above all his great work 
On the Incarnation, demonstrate a profound grasp of why the full deity of the Son was not 
a philosophical luxury but the structural support of the entire edifice of salvation. His 
argument was simple and devastating: if the Son is not truly God, then the incarnation 
does not unite humanity to God; if the incarnation does not unite humanity to God, then 
the death of Christ does not achieve what the gospel claims; if the death of Christ does 
not achieve what the gospel claims, then there is no gospel. “He became what we are,” 
Athanasius wrote, “that we might become what He is.” The force of that statement 
depends entirely on the Son being truly and fully God. 

“I and the Father are one.” | “This is eternal life, that they may know You, the only 
true God, and Jesus Christ whom You have sent.” 

John 10:30; 17:3, NASB 1995 

III. The Cappadocian Fathers and the Council of Constantinople (381 
AD) 

A. The Cappadocian Achievement 

The decisive conceptual advance that moved the church from the Nicene settlement of 
325 AD to the fully developed Trinitarian orthodoxy of 381 AD was largely the work of 
three theologians from Cappadocia in Asia Minor: Basil of Caesarea (c. 329–379 AD), his 
brother Gregory of Nyssa (c. 335–395 AD), and their close friend Gregory of Nazianzus 
(c. 329–390 AD), known in the Eastern tradition as “the Theologian.” Together they are 
called the Cappadocian Fathers, and their contribution to Trinitarian theology is second 
to none. 
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The central problem they addressed was conceptual: the church had confessed at Nicaea 
that the Son was homoousios with the Father, of one substance, but had not yet 
adequately articulated the relationship between the unity of the divine essence and the 
genuine threeness of the Persons. The semi-Arians could accept a version of homoousios 
that meant “similar in substance”; the modalists could accept a version that collapsed the 
three Persons into one. What was needed was a conceptual framework that could hold 
together the genuine unity of the divine essence with the genuine distinction of the three 
Persons, without sacrificing either to the other. 

The Cappadocians supplied this framework by carefully distinguishing between two 
Greek terms: ousia (essence or substance) and hypostasis (individual subsistence or 
person). In earlier Greek usage, ousia and hypostasis had been used almost 
interchangeably; Nicaea itself had used them as virtual synonyms in its anathemas. The 
Cappadocians drew a sharp distinction: ousia refers to what the three Persons share, the 
one divine nature or essence; hypostasis refers to what distinguishes them, their 
individual personal existence as Father, Son, and Spirit. The formula they bequeathed to 
the church was: one ousia in three hypostases, one essence in three Persons. This is the 
grammar that the Nicene-Constantinopolitan Creed of 381 AD presupposes, and it 
remains the grammar of all subsequent orthodox Trinitarian theology. 

B. Basil of Caesarea and the Deity of the Spirit 

While the Nicene controversy had focused primarily on the deity of the Son, the decades 
following Nicaea saw the emergence of a group known as the Pneumatomachi, “fighters 
against the Spirit”, who accepted the full deity of the Son but denied the full deity of the 
Holy Spirit. The Spirit, they argued, was subordinate to both the Father and the Son, a 
divine power or minister, but not fully and equally God. This was the error that Basil of 
Caesarea addressed with particular effectiveness. 

Basil’s strategy was both liturgical and exegetical. Liturgically, he pointed to the church’s 
practice of doxology: the church had always prayed “glory to the Father with the Son 
together with the Holy Spirit,” placing the Spirit on equal footing with the Father and the 
Son in the church’s worship. To deny the Spirit’s full deity was to corrupt the church’s 
doxology. Exegetically, he accumulated biblical evidence for the Spirit’s divine attributes 
and divine works: the Spirit’s role in creation, His omniscience, His omnipresence, His 
sanctifying and life-giving power. His treatise On the Holy Spirit remains one of the finest 
defenses of the Spirit’s deity in the history of theology. 

C. Gregory of Nazianzus and Theological Precision 

Gregory of Nazianzus was the theological genius of the Cappadocian trio, a preacher and 
poet of extraordinary gifts who combined pastoral warmth with philosophical precision. It 
was Gregory who most clearly articulated the distinction between the modes of the eternal 
relations within the Godhead: the Father is the principle without a principle; the Son is 
from the Father by generation; the Spirit is from the Father (and, Gregory strongly implied, 
from the Son) by procession. These modes of origination are what distinguish the three 
hypostases without dividing the one ousia. 
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Gregory was also a realist about the limits of human language in speaking of God. In his 
Theological Orations, five sermons on the Trinity preached in Constantinople against the 
Arian and Eunomian opponents of Nicene orthodoxy, he is careful to insist that the 
distinctions within the Godhead are real but that the divine essence itself exceeds human 
comprehension. We know that the Father begets and the Son is begotten, but we cannot 
fully comprehend what eternal begetting means for an eternal and immaterial Being. The 
theology of the Trinity, at its best, is always theology that knows the limit of what it knows. 

D. The Council of Constantinople (381 AD) 

The Council of Constantinople in 381 AD, convened under the Emperor Theodosius I, 
brought the Arian controversy to its definitive conciliar resolution. Building on the work of 
Nicaea and the theology of the Cappadocians, the council produced what we now call the 
Nicene-Constantinopolitan Creed, the creed recited in the churches of the world every 
Sunday. The council extended the Nicene affirmation to include the full deity of the Holy 
Spirit, confessing Him as “the Lord, the Giver of life, who proceeds from the Father, who 
with the Father and the Son together is worshiped and glorified, who spoke by the 
prophets.” 

The phrase “who with the Father and the Son together is worshiped and glorified” is the 
council’s decisive affirmation of the Spirit’s co-equal deity without using the word 
homoousios, a diplomatic concession to those who were willing to confess the Spirit’s 
deity in substance but not in the precise language of Nicaea. The council also definitively 
condemned Arianism, Macedonianism (the Pneumatomachi), Apollinarianism (which 
denied the full humanity of Christ), and Eunomianism (a radical form of Arianism). The 
orthodox Trinitarian faith of the church was now articulated in its definitive conciliar form. 

IV. The Chalcedonian Synthesis (451 AD) and Mature Trinitarian 
Orthodoxy 

The Council of Chalcedon in 451 AD did not address the Trinity directly, it addressed the 
question of how the divine and human natures are related in the one Person of the 
incarnate Son, the question of Christology. But it belongs to the story of Trinitarian 
doctrine because the Christological question cannot be answered without the Trinitarian 
foundation, and because Chalcedon represents the full flowering of the patristic 
theological achievement. 

The Christological controversies of the fifth century, Nestorianism, which threatened to 
divide Christ into two persons; Eutychianism (Monophysitism), which threatened to fuse 
the two natures into one; and Apollinarianism, which denied the full humanity of Christ by 
replacing His human mind with the divine Logos, all pressed the church to articulate with 
greater precision what it means to say that the eternal Son of God became flesh. The 
Chalcedonian Definition, produced after intense debate and with the decisive influence of 
Pope Leo I’s Tome, affirmed that the incarnate Christ is one Person (hypostasis) in two 
natures, fully divine and fully human, the two natures existing without confusion, without 
change, without division, and without separation. 
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Together, Nicaea (325), Constantinople (381), Ephesus (431), and Chalcedon (451) 
constitute what theologians call the Christological and Trinitarian settlement of the early 
church, the four great ecumenical councils whose conclusions are recognized as binding 
expressions of biblical orthodoxy by virtually all branches of the Christian tradition, 
Catholic, Orthodox, and Protestant alike. Reformed theology has always honored this 
patristic achievement, not as a source of authority independent of Scripture, but as a 
faithful and carefully reasoned summary of what Scripture teaches about the being of God 
and the Person of Christ. 

Key Dates in the Development of Trinitarian Doctrine 

 

c. 96 AD  Clement of Rome, Trinitarian language in the earliest post-apostolic writing. 

c. 107 AD  Ignatius of Antioch, explicit affirmation of Christ as God in letters written to his 
martyrdom. 

c. 160 AD  Tertullian, coins the term “Trinity” and formulates una substantia, tres 
personae. 

c. 185 AD  Irenaeus, Son and Spirit as the two “hands” of the Father; robust Rule of Faith. 

c. 220 AD  Origen, eternal generation of the Son; also problematic subordinationism. 

318 AD  Arius begins teaching “there was a time when He was not.” 

325 AD  Council of Nicaea, homoousios; condemnation of Arianism. 

325–381 AD  Athanasius contra mundum, five exiles defending Nicene orthodoxy. 

c. 370 AD  Cappadocian Fathers, ousia / hypostasis distinction; defense of the Spirit’s 
deity. 

381 AD  Council of Constantinople, full deity of the Spirit; Nicene-Constantinopolitan 
Creed. 

431 AD  Council of Ephesus, condemnation of Nestorianism; Theotokos affirmed. 

451 AD  Council of Chalcedon, one Person, two natures; Chalcedonian Definition. 

c. 500 AD  Athanasian Creed, comprehensive Western Trinitarian statement. 

589 AD  Council of Toledo, filioque inserted into Western recitation of the Nicene Creed. 

1054 AD  Great Schism, filioque among the contributing issues between East and West. 

 

V. The Medieval and Reformation Inheritance 

A. Augustine and the Western Trinitarian Tradition 

Augustine of Hippo (354–430 AD) is the towering figure of Western Trinitarian theology. 
His great work De Trinitate (On the Trinity), composed over a period of some twenty 
years, represents the most sustained and philosophically sophisticated engagement with 
Trinitarian doctrine in the patristic era. Augustine’s Trinitarian theology differs from the 
Cappadocian tradition in its starting point: where the Cappadocians tended to begin with 
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the three hypostases and then account for their unity, Augustine begins with the one 
divine essence and then accounts for the three Persons. 

Augustine’s most distinctive contribution is his exploration of psychological analogies for 
the Trinity, the famous vestigia Trinitatis (traces of the Trinity) in the human soul, made in 
the image of God. The human mind’s triad of memory, understanding, and will; the mind’s 
triad of being, knowing, and loving, these are not demonstrations of the Trinity but 
analogies that illuminate, however imperfectly, something of the structure of the 
Trinitarian relations. Augustine is also the great defender of the filioque, the procession 
of the Spirit from the Father and the Son, and his arguments on this point shaped the 
entire subsequent Western tradition. 

The medieval Scholastics, above all Thomas Aquinas (1225–1274 AD), further refined 
the Western Trinitarian tradition, developing with extraordinary precision the doctrines of 
the divine relations, the notional acts, and the appropriations. While Reformation theology 
sometimes chafed at the Scholastic method, it received the Scholastic Trinitarian 
conclusions with gratitude, recognizing in them a faithful articulation of what the Nicene 
tradition had established and what Scripture taught. 

B. The Reformation and Post-Reformation Period 

The great Reformers, Luther, Calvin, Zwingli, and their successors, were not Trinitarian 
innovators. They received the Nicene and Chalcedonian settlement with gratitude and 
confessed it without reservation. Calvin’s treatment of the Trinity in the Institutes of the 
Christian Religion (Book I, Chapters 13–14) is a masterpiece of Reformed theological 
reasoning, combining biblical exegesis, patristic learning, and polemical precision against 
both the ancient and the contemporary enemies of Trinitarian orthodoxy. 

Calvin’s most distinctive contribution to Trinitarian theology was his insistence on the 
Son’s autotheos, the Son’s self-existence as God, not merely as the Son who derives His 
deity from the Father. This was a controversial point in Calvin’s own day, some of his 
critics accused him of undermining the monarchy of the Father, but Calvin’s concern was 
to protect the full deity of the Son: the Son is homoousios with the Father not merely in 
the sense of receiving the divine essence from the Father, but in the sense of possessing 
the divine essence as His own, essentially and underivedly, as God. This is the autotheos 
doctrine, and while its precise formulation has been debated in the Reformed tradition, its 
underlying concern, the protection of the Son’s full and underived deity, is sound and 
necessary. 

The post-Reformation era produced magnificent systematic treatments of Trinitarian 
doctrine, above all in the work of the Reformed orthodox theologians: Francis Turretin 
(1623–1687), John Owen (1616–1683), and Stephen Charnock (1628–1680). These 
theologians combined the precision of the Scholastic tradition with the warmth of 
Reformation piety, producing Trinitarian theologies that were both technically rigorous 
and pastorally applied. It is on their shoulders that contemporary Reformed theology 
stands. 

VI. Modern Challenges to Classical Trinitarianism 
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A. Social Trinitarianism 

The twentieth century saw the rise of a movement in Trinitarian theology known as social 
trinitarianism, associated with theologians such as Jürgen Moltmann, Leonardo Boff, and 
in modified form with Cornelius Plantinga Jr. and William Hasker. Social trinitarianism 
begins with the three divine Persons as its primary datum and understands the unity of 
God primarily in terms of the loving community or society of the three Persons, rather 
than in terms of a shared divine essence or nature. The Trinity, on this account, is a divine 
society or community, a “divine family” or “divine fellowship”, and human community 
(especially the church) is called to mirror this divine social life. 

The pastoral and ethical applications that social trinitarians draw from their theology, 
egalitarianism in the church and the family, a communitarian social ethic, a spirituality of 
mutual indwelling and self-giving love, are often attractive, but the theological foundation 
is defective. Classical Trinitarianism, from Nicaea onward, has insisted that the unity of 
God is not merely the unity of a community but the unity of a single divine essence or 
substance. Three divine Persons who are unified only by their mutual love and shared 
purposes risk becoming three gods, a divine committee rather than the one God of biblical 
monotheism. The social Trinitarian model, despite its intentions, tends toward tritheism, 
and the appropriately critical response from classical Trinitarian theologians, among them 
Karen Kilby, Stephen Holmes, and Matthew Barrett, has been both necessary and 
salutary. 

B. Eternal Functional Subordination (EFS) 

A controversy of more recent vintage, and of more direct relevance to the Reformed and 
evangelical world, is the debate over Eternal Functional Subordination (EFS), also called 
Eternal Relational Authority-Submission (ERAS), associated with theologians such as 
Wayne Grudem and Bruce Ware. The EFS position holds that the Son is not merely 
economically subordinate to the Father, which all classical theologians affirm; the 
incarnate Son submits to the Father in the economy of redemption, but is eternally 
subordinate to the Father in His eternal, immanent relations within the Godhead. On this 
view, the Son eternally submits to the Father not merely in the economy but in the 
immanent Trinity itself, and this eternal submission is part of what distinguishes the Son 
as Son. 

The EFS position is problematic for several reasons. First, it tends to conflate the 
immanent Trinity with the economic Trinity in ways that classical theology has rightly 
resisted: the submission of the incarnate Son to the Father is a feature of His human 
nature and His redemptive mission, not of His eternal divine Person. Second, it introduces 
an eternal hierarchy of authority and submission within the divine essence that classical 
theology has consistently rejected as a form of subordinationism, not the ontological 
subordinationism of Arianism, but a functional subordinationism that, if taken seriously, 
implies a distinction in the divine will between the Father and the Son that threatens the 
simplicity and unity of the Godhead. Third, the EFS position lacks support in the classical 
Trinitarian tradition; as its critics have demonstrated at length, it is a novelty without 
patristic or Reformational precedent. 
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The appropriate response to EFS is not to deny the genuine distinctions within the 
Godhead or the genuine authority relations that characterize the economic Trinity. It is 
rather to insist, with the classical tradition, that the authority of the Father over the Son in 
the economy of redemption is a feature of the Son’s incarnate humiliation, His voluntary 
condescension to the form of a servant (Philippians 2:7), not a feature of the eternal 
immanent relations between the divine Persons. The Son’s submission to the Father in 
Gethsemane (“Not My will, but Yours be done”, Luke 22:42, NASB 1995) is the 
submission of the incarnate Son, the God-Man, not the submission of the eternal Son in 
His divine Person. 

C. The Call to Return to Classical Trinitarianism 

In response to both social trinitarianism and EFS, a significant number of contemporary 
theologians have called for a return to classical Trinitarianism, the Trinitarian theology of 
the Nicene and post-Nicene tradition, developed with precision through the patristic, 
medieval, and Reformation periods. This movement, represented by theologians such as 
Matthew Barrett, Scott Swain, Michael Allen, Steven Duby, and others, insists that the 
church is best served not by Trinitarian novelties, however well-intentioned, but by the 
faithful recovery and application of the theological heritage that the church has received 
through fifteen centuries of careful exegesis, creedal articulation, and theological 
refinement. 

Classical Trinitarianism, on this account, is not a theological straitjacket but a liberating 
framework, a framework that preserves the full deity of each Person, the genuine 
distinction of the three Persons, the unity of the divine will and essence, and the integrity 
of the economy of redemption as the true revelation of the immanent Trinity. It is a 
framework hard won through centuries of controversy, tested by every heresy the church 
has faced, and found, again and again, to be the most faithful articulation of what the 
whole counsel of God teaches about the one who is Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. 

Key Texts:  The Nicene Creed; John 10:30; John 14:9–11, 16–17, 26; 2 Corinthians 
13:14 
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VII. The Pastoral and Doxological Significance 

A. The Church Has Bought This Doctrine with Blood 

The history surveyed in this lesson is not merely academic. It is the history of the church’s 
obedience to the Great Commission under the most severe pressure imaginable. 
Athanasius did not endure five exiles because he enjoyed controversy; he endured them 
because he understood that the gospel was at stake. The Cappadocian Fathers did not 
invest decades in the careful distinction of ousia and hypostasis because they were fond 
of Greek philosophical categories; they did so because they knew that without that 
distinction, the church could not say with precision what the Scriptures teach about the 
God who saves. 

We stand in their debt, a debt we can never repay, but can honor by receiving the 
Trinitarian confession they preserved with gratitude, by studying it with diligence, and by 
defending it with the same courageous fidelity that they displayed. When we recite the 
Nicene Creed on Sunday morning, “God from God, Light from Light, true God from true 
God, begotten not made, of one substance with the Father”, we are not reciting the words 
of ancient councils alone. We are confessing the faith for which Athanasius was exiled, 
for which Basil labored until his dying breath, for which the martyrs of every generation 
have surrendered life and liberty. These are not merely words; they are the battle standard 
of the church in every age. 

B. History Illuminates Scripture 

The history of Trinitarian doctrine illuminates Scripture in a way that purely systematic 
study cannot. When we read John 1:1 knowing the Arian controversy, the precision of the 
apostolic testimony becomes more vivid. When we read Hebrews 1:1–4 knowing Nicaea, 
the deliberate accumulation of divine predicates applied to the Son is more striking. When 
we read John 16:13–15 knowing the Pneumatomachi controversy, the boldness of our 
Lord’s identification of the Spirit as the personal agent of truth and guidance is more 
luminous. 

History, rightly studied, does not replace Scripture; it illuminates it. It shows us what is at 
stake in passages we might otherwise read too quickly. It shows us what questions the 
text has been pressed to answer, and what answers the text has given. And it shows us 
that the church’s Trinitarian confession is not a theological overlay imposed on the biblical 
text but the natural, cumulative reading of the text by minds formed in the school of the 
whole counsel of God. 

C. The Trinity as the Grammar of the Gospel 

The deepest pastoral significance of this lesson is its confirmation that the Trinity is not a 
theological abstraction but the grammar of the gospel itself. The gospel is irreducibly 
Trinitarian: the Father sends the Son; the Son accomplishes redemption; the Spirit applies 
it to the hearts of the elect. Remove the Trinity, and the gospel dissolves. Keep the Trinity, 
and the gospel is seen in its full Trinitarian depth, as the gift of the Father, the work of the 
Son, and the application of the Spirit, for the glory of the God who is one in Three and 
Three in One. 
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This is why the church has always begun its most solemn worship with the words: “In the 
name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit.” Not as a formula, but as a 
confession: we are here in the presence of the Triune God, who has loved us from before 
the foundation of the world, redeemed us through the blood of the eternal Son, and now 
meets us in the power of the Spirit who dwells within us. There is no more glorious reality 
than this, and there is no more worthy occupation for the redeemed mind and the 
redeemed heart than to explore it, defend it, and adore it, world without end. 

D. For Every Season of Life 

For the new believer: The history of the Trinitarian debates may feel remote from your 
daily walk with God, and in one sense it is. You do not need to master the distinction 
between ousia and hypostasis in order to be saved. But you do need the truth those 
distinctions protect: that the one who died for you is truly God, that the Spirit who dwells 
within you is truly God, and that the God you worship is the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, 
one God in three Persons. The history in this lesson is the history of how the church has 
fought to preserve those truths for you. 

For the long-tenured saint: Return to the Nicene Creed with fresh eyes. Every phrase 
in that ancient document was forged under pressure, tested against heresy, and 
preserved at great cost. When you recite it in worship, you are joining the great chorus of 
Nicene Christianity across fifteen centuries. Let that awareness deepen your doxology 
and strengthen your resolve to guard the good deposit of the faith (2 Timothy 1:14). 

For the one who is doubting: The questions you may be asking about the Trinity, Is it 
coherent? Did the church invent it? Is it really in the Bible?, are not new questions. They 
have been asked, in various forms, since the earliest centuries of the church, and the 
church has answered them, repeatedly and carefully, from the Scriptures. This lesson is 
an invitation to investigate that history and to discover that the Trinitarian faith of the 
church is not a late theological development but the cumulative confession of what the 
apostolic Scriptures teach. 

For the pastor and teacher: Know this history well enough to teach it. Your congregation 
will be better equipped to defend the faith, more grateful for the confession they have 
received, and more deeply worshipful if they understand something of what it cost the 
church to preserve it. Preach the Nicene Creed. Teach your people the story of 
Athanasius. Help them see that the Trinity is not a puzzle to be solved but a mystery to 
be inhabited, a mystery purchased at great price and given to us as the very ground of 
our salvation. 
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Theological Terms and Definitions 

Term Definition 

Nicene Creed More precisely the Nicene-Constantinopolitan Creed of 381 AD, 
building on the creed produced at Nicaea in 325. The most widely 
received ecumenical creed in church history, confessing the full 
deity of the Son (homoousios with the Father) and the full deity of 
the Holy Spirit. Recited weekly in the liturgies of Catholic, 
Orthodox, and many Protestant churches worldwide. 

Homoousios Greek: “of one substance” or “of the same essence.” The decisive 
term of the Nicene Creed, affirming that the Son is of the identical 
divine essence as the Father, not a similar (homoiousios) but 
identical substance. The single iota of difference between 
homoousios and homoiousios represents the theological boundary 
between orthodoxy and Arianism. 

Arianism The heresy taught by Arius of Alexandria (c. 256–336 AD) that the 
Son was the first and greatest of God’s creatures, divine in a 
secondary sense, but not homoousios with the Father and not truly 
eternal. Arius’ slogan: “there was a time when He was not.” 
Condemned at Nicaea in 325. Arianism in various forms persists 
today in the theology of Jehovah’s Witnesses and certain other 
movements. 

Ousia Greek: “essence,” “substance,” or “nature.” In Trinitarian theology, 
ousia refers to what the three Persons share, the one divine nature 
or essence. The Cappadocian Fathers’ distinction between ousia 
(essence, what is shared) and hypostasis (person, what is distinct) 
provided the conceptual framework for Trinitarian orthodoxy from 
Constantinople 381 onward. 

Hypostasis Greek: “individual subsistence” or “person.” In Trinitarian theology, 
hypostasis (pl. hypostases) refers to what distinguishes the three 
Persons from one another, their individual personal existence as 
Father, Son, and Spirit. The Cappadocian formula: one ousia in 
three hypostases (one essence in three Persons). 

Cappadocian 
Fathers 

The three great Trinitarian theologians from Cappadocia in Asia 
Minor: Basil of Caesarea (c. 329–379), Gregory of Nyssa (c. 335–
395), and Gregory of Nazianzus (c. 329–390). Their theological 
achievement, especially the ousia/hypostasis distinction and the 
defense of the Spirit’s full deity, was the decisive conceptual 
contribution to the Trinitarian settlement of Constantinople 381 AD. 

Pneumatomachi Greek: “fighters against the Spirit.” The fourth-century group that 
accepted the full deity of the Son (as affirmed at Nicaea) but 
denied the full deity of the Holy Spirit, treating the Spirit as a 
subordinate divine power or minister. Also called Macedonians 
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(after Bishop Macedonius of Constantinople). Condemned at the 
Council of Constantinople in 381 AD. 

Athanasius contra 
mundum 

Latin: “Athanasius against the world.” The phrase describing the 
lonely stand of Athanasius of Alexandria (c. 296–373) in defense of 
Nicene orthodoxy during the decades following the Council of 
Nicaea, when various forms of Arianism dominated the imperial 
court and much of the episcopate. Athanasius was exiled five times 
under four emperors but never compromised the homoousios. 

Autotheos Greek: “self-God” or “God of Himself.” The term used especially by 
Calvin to affirm that the Son, as God, possesses the divine 
essence as His own, underivedly and essentially, and is not merely 
God by derivation from the Father. The autotheos doctrine protects 
the full and underived deity of the Son without denying the eternal 
relation by which He is the Son of the Father. 

Social Trinitarianism A twentieth-century Trinitarian theology (associated with Jürgen 
Moltmann, Leonardo Boff, and others) that understands the unity of 
God primarily in terms of the loving community or society of the 
three Persons, rather than in terms of a shared divine essence. 
Criticized by classical theologians for tending toward tritheism by 
treating the three Persons as three distinct divine individuals united 
primarily by their mutual relations. 

Eternal Functional 
Subordination (EFS) 

The contemporary theological position (associated with Wayne 
Grudem and Bruce Ware) that the Son is eternally subordinate to 
the Father in the immanent Trinity, not merely in the economy of 
redemption but in the eternal divine life itself. Criticized by classical 
theologians as a form of subordinationism that lacks patristic 
precedent and confuses the economic and immanent Trinity. 

Vestigia Trinitatis Latin: “traces of the Trinity.” The Augustinian doctrine that creation, 
especially the human soul, made in the image of God, bears faint 
analogical traces of the Trinitarian structure of the divine life. 
Augustine’s primary vestigium is the human mind’s triad of 
memory, understanding, and will. These are not demonstrations of 
the Trinity but imperfect analogies that illuminate something of the 
relational structure of the Godhead. 
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Practical Application 

A. For the Mind: What Must We Believe? 

We must believe that the Trinitarian confession of the church is not a human invention 
superimposed upon a simpler biblical faith, but the faithful and careful articulation of what 
the whole canonical witness teaches about the being of God. The Nicene Creed does not 
add to Scripture; it summarizes what Scripture says in terms precise enough to exclude 
what Scripture does not say. To receive the Nicene Creed with gratitude is to receive the 
distilled theological wisdom of the church’s first four centuries, wisdom forged in 
controversy, tested against every alternative, and found to be the most faithful account of 
the apostolic testimony. 

We must believe, further, that the modern challenges to classical Trinitarianism, social 
trinitarianism and EFS, are not advances beyond the tradition but retreats from it. The 
tradition was not perfect, and theological refinement is always possible and sometimes 
necessary. But refinement in the direction of greater fidelity to Scripture and greater 
coherence with the whole Trinitarian confession is very different from the introduction of 
novelties that lack patristic warrant and that introduce tensions into the doctrine of God 
that the tradition worked hard to resolve. 

B. For the Heart: What Must We Feel and Desire? 

Let the history of this lesson kindle in you a deep love for the church, the whole church, 
across the centuries, and a deep gratitude for those who have gone before you in the 
faith. Athanasius did not know your name, but the confession he preserved with his life is 
the confession in which your soul rests. Basil of Caesarea did not preach in your 
language, but the Spirit whose deity he defended is the same Spirit who dwells in you this 
day. The cloud of witnesses is not merely a comforting metaphor; it is a living reality, and 
to study the history of doctrine is to feel the company of that great cloud. 

Desire to be a faithful steward of the theological inheritance you have received. The 
Nicene faith was not handed down to you by accident; it was preserved through centuries 
of prayer, scholarship, suffering, and sacrifice. You are the beneficiary of that 
preservation. Honor it by knowing it, by teaching it, and by refusing the easy compromises 
that every generation is tempted to make in the name of relevance or simplicity. 

C. For the Hands: What Must We Do? 

• Learn and confess the Nicene Creed. If your church does not regularly recite it, 
advocate for its use. If you have never memorized it, do so. It is the church’s most 
concise and carefully worded Trinitarian confession, and every believer should be 
able to recite it with understanding and conviction. 

• Read the primary sources. The writings of Athanasius, Basil, Gregory of 
Nazianzus, Augustine, and Calvin on the Trinity are not beyond the reach of the 
serious lay theologian. Begin with Athanasius’ On the Incarnation, a short, 
accessible, and magnificent work, and let it introduce you to the mind of the 
church’s greatest Trinitarian defender. 
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• Engage the modern debates with discernment. When you encounter the language 
of social trinitarianism in popular Christian writing, and you will, ask whether it is 
consistent with the classical Trinitarian confession. When you encounter EFS 
arguments in evangelical complementarian discussions, apply the same critical 
scrutiny. The church’s doctrinal heritage is a gift, not a burden, and it equips you to 
navigate these debates with clarity. 

• Let the Trinitarian confession shape your liturgy and your prayer. The great 
liturgical traditions of the church are structured around the Trinity precisely 
because the church’s most solemn worship has always been Trinitarian. Even if 
your own tradition is less formally liturgical, allow the Trinitarian grammar of the 
gospel to shape the way you pray, preach, and lead others in worship. 

• Teach the next generation. The history of doctrine is not merely for seminarians. 
Children and young people can and should know the story of Athanasius, the 
meaning of homoousios, and the reason the church fought so hard to preserve the 
Nicene confession. A generation that knows this history will be far better equipped 
to resist the Trinitarian errors of its own day. 
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Study and Discussion Questions 

Opening Question 

1.  Before this lesson, how familiar were you with the history of the church’s Trinitarian 
controversies? Did any figure or event in this lesson particularly strike or move you? 
Share briefly with the group. 

Observation Questions (What Does the Text Say?) 

2.  Read John 10:28–30. What claim is Jesus making in verse 30? How did the Jewish 
leaders understand His claim (vv. 31–33)? What does their reaction tell us about the 
meaning of His words? 

3.  Read John 14:9–11, 16–17, 26. Identify the distinct roles of Father, Son, and Spirit in 
these verses. What do these passages reveal about the personal distinction of the three 
Persons and their mutual relations? 

4.  Read 2 Corinthians 13:14. How does the Trinitarian structure of this benediction 
reflect the church’s Trinitarian faith? What theological weight does each of the three 
clauses carry? 

Interpretation Questions (What Does It Mean?) 

5.  Explain in your own words why the word homoousios (of one substance) was so 
important at Nicaea. Why could the Arians not accept it? Why was it not sufficient to use 
only biblical language? What does this episode teach us about the necessity of 
theological precision? 

6.  The lesson describes Athanasius’ argument that if the Son is not truly God, the 
gospel collapses. Trace that argument carefully. What specifically would be lost from 
the atonement, from saving faith, and from the Christian life if the Son were a creature 
rather than the eternal God? 

7.  Explain the Cappadocian distinction between ousia (essence) and hypostasis 
(person). How does this distinction resolve the problem of holding together the unity of 
the Godhead and the genuine threeness of the Persons? What heresies does it guard 
against on each side? 

8.  What are the main theological objections to Eternal Functional Subordination (EFS)? 
How does the classical distinction between the immanent Trinity and the economic 
Trinity address the biblical texts that EFS theologians appeal to (such as 1 Corinthians 
11:3 and John 14:28)? 

9.  What are the main theological objections to social trinitarianism? Why does 
beginning with three distinct divine Persons and then seeking to account for their unity 
tend toward tritheism rather than orthodox monotheism? 

Application Questions (What Does It Demand of Us?) 
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10.  The lesson argues that the history of Trinitarian doctrine illuminates Scripture, that 
knowing the controversies makes certain biblical texts more vivid and significant. Can 
you think of a specific biblical text that reads differently for you after this lesson? Share 
it with the group and explain how the historical context illuminates it. 

11.  Athanasius contra mundum: the lonely defense of an unpopular orthodoxy. Are 
there situations in your own Christian life, in your church, your family, your workplace, 
where you are called to stand for the truth of the gospel against the pressure of the 
majority? What does Athanasius’s example say to you? 

12.  The lesson calls for the recovery of classical Trinitarianism against the modern 
novelties of social trinitarianism and EFS. How do you personally evaluate these two 
movements? Do you find the classical critique persuasive? What would it look like in 
your own context, preaching, teaching, conversation, to uphold and apply the classical 
Trinitarian tradition? 

13.  The Nicene Creed was composed under imperial pressure, in the midst of intense 
political and ecclesiastical controversy, by fallible men with mixed motives. How do you 
account for the fact that the church has nonetheless received it as a faithful summary of 
biblical teaching? What does this tell us about the way God has been pleased to work in 
the history of the church? 

14.  As we close Unit 6 on the Holy Trinity, take a moment to reflect on what you have 
learned across Lessons 19–22. What truth about the Trinity has most deepened your 
worship? What question remains most pressing for you? What is one specific way you 
intend to apply what you have learned about the Triune God to your life of prayer, 
service, or witness in the weeks ahead? 
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Prayer Focus 

Close Unit 6 in prayer by reciting together the Nicene Creed, not as a formality but as a 
confession. Let each clause be a deliberate act of theological worship: affirming that the 
Father is the Almighty Maker; that the Son is “God from God, Light from Light, true God 
from true God, begotten not made, of one substance with the Father”; that the Holy Spirit 
is “the Lord, the Giver of life, who with the Father and the Son together is worshiped and 
glorified.” 

Then pray specifically for the church in your generation, that it would be preserved in 
Trinitarian orthodoxy against the novelties and errors of the present age; that pastors and 
teachers would be raised up who know and love the classical Trinitarian tradition; and 
that the confession purchased at so great a price by the saints who went before us would 
be faithfully handed on to those who come after. Pray for the unity of the church around 
the Nicene faith, and for the courage to contend for that faith whenever and wherever it 
is threatened. 

Close with the Gloria Patri, “Glory be to the Father, and to the Son, and to the Holy Ghost; 
as it was in the beginning, is now, and ever shall be, world without end. Amen.” This is 
the doxology of the church in every age. Let it be the doxology of your heart. 

 

Soli Deo Gloria 

To God Alone Be the Glory 
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