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The Christian Trinity: Biblical
Antecedents

No Trinity in the Bible?

For the Christian who inquires into the meaning and sources of
the doctrine of the Trinity, it is most natural to “begin from the
scriptures and their testimony to the tripersonal God.”1 Where
else would one turn to? All Christian traditions agree in princi-
ple that the Bible is the highest and most authoritative source
of doctrine and faith. That said, it sounds curious at best and
perhaps semi-heretical at worst that one of the few commonly
shared convictions among both biblical and doctrinal theolo-
gians concerning the Trinity is that the doctrine itself cannot
be found in the Bible. This statement seems to apply first and
foremost to (what Christians name as) the Old Testament (OT).
What does this mean? What are the implications for our topic?
To point out this scholarly consensus is not to deny the obvious
fact that in some real sense, even the OT “contains, in antici-
pation, categories used to express and elaborate the doctrine
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of the Trinity.”2 And even more, that therefore “a theology of
the Trinity that ignores or plays down the OT can only be rad-
ically deficient.”3 It is just to state the obvious, namely that
although the doctrine may be able to claim biblical support in
light of its later creedal and theological development, the Trin-
ity is unknown in the first part of the Scripture; and even in the
second part, Father, Son, and Spirit appear somewhat abruptly,
and despite their ubiquitous presence everywhere on the NT
pages, their interrelations, origin, and roles remain undevel-
oped.

For precritical Christian exegesis and theology, this state of
affairs did not appear to be a problem. Even when early the-
ologians acknowledged the underdeveloped nature of OT faith
before the coming of the Messiah, they discerned traces, pat-
terns, and even teachings regarding the Trinity throughout
the pages of the OT. Typical “prooftexts” included Genesis 1:26
(“Let us make”), which current exegesis regards as an example
of plurality of majesty (not unlike the royal pronouncements
in the form of “We declare . . .”); the Isaianic threefold “Holy,
holy, holy” exclamation (6:1); and the theophanies (divine
manifestations) of the “Angel of Yahweh” in Genesis 18 and
elsewhere, traditionally interpreted as preincarnation appear-
ances of the second person of the Trinity. Among the church
fathers whose way of doing trinitarian theology was deeply
and widely founded in Scripture4 (in contrast to common later
prejudice, according to which early creeds were primarily
worked out on the basis of “secular” philosophical resources),
various other kinds of OT teachings and materials played an
important role and often appeared in sophisticated theological
debates. Especially important was the Wisdom theme found in
the book of Proverbs (particularly in chapter 8) and other writ-
ings belonging to the same genre; this will be looked at in some
detail in the following section. Many other OT passages played
a crucial role in patristic debates and controversies. Just think
of Isaiah 53, a passage universally interpreted as messianic and
thus related to Jesus the Christ. Similarly, from the book of
Psalms a number of christological and trinitarian lessons were
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drawn, most often from the so-called Royal Psalms; they were
not seen to be only about David but also of the heavenly David’s
son. Also noteworthy is that what at times appears to be a
miniscule detail in the inspired text seemed to settle this con-
troversial issue.5

Not surprisingly, contemporary scholarship does not agree
with these and related approaches. At their best, so it is argued,
these kinds of prooftexts may give an indication of the idea of
plurality in God, but they are hardly sufficient to establish any
kind of doctrine of the triune God. Not only that, but questions
such as these emerge: Why not a binitarian or quadrilateral
view of God? It is also to be noted that the NT does not consider
the OT view of God as “underdeveloped,” for the simple reason
that the God of the NT is also that of the OT. In other words,
the “God of Jesus is none other than the God of Jewish faith.......
He is the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob (Matt 12:26–27), the
God whom Israel confesses in the shema of Deuteronomy 6:4
(Mark 12:29).”6 In that light, we need to acknowledge not only
that the roots of the NT doctrine of God are to be looked for
in the OT, but also that the NT presupposes the teaching about
God as explicated in the OT.7

For these and related reasons, contemporary theology has
taken a different approach to considering the relation of the
OT to Trinity. This has meant revisiting and revising some
canons of theological scholarship:

It used to be the conventional wisdom of New Testament scholars
that predication of a divine nature to Jesus came about as a result
of the impact of Hellenistic culture outside Israel and the ideas
that culture had about the Divine. The assumption was that early
Jews in tune with their monotheistic language would not use
such language of anyone but Yahweh. The oneness of God ruled
out speaking of multiple persons in the Godhead.8

At the same time, contemporary theology attempts to do full
justice to the teachings of the OT on their own Jewish terms,
before “baptizing” them into a NT understanding. That said,
for a Christian reading of the OT—which, after all, constitutes
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more than half of the canon—there is no need to concede the
right to interpret it also in light of the coming of Christ as long
as this is done as a second step.

So, what, if any, is the contribution of the OT to the Christian
doctrine of God? How does that doctrine fare when placed side
by side with the foundational beliefs of the OT? A careful look
at this must precede our engagement with the NT.

Old Testament Monotheism

Every inquiry into biblical Christian doctrine of the Trinity
should keep in mind at all times the uncompromising
monotheism of the faith of Israel, which is the basis of the
Christian confession of God as well. Both Christians and Jews
join in the famous Shema, Israel’s “confession of faith”: “Hear,
O Israel: The Lord our God, the Lord is one” (Deut 6:4). Known
under various names, among which the most important is Yah-
weh, going back to the significant self-revelation of God in Exo-
dus 3:14, Israel’s God demands unreserved loyalty vis-à-vis the
constant tendency of God’s people to succumb to the worship
of other deities. Any allegiance to other gods was considered
nothing less than a blasphemy. In the context of that kind
of uncompromising monotheism, any reference to threeness
might easily elicit the suspicion of polytheism. No wonder
early Christians from the beginning had to defend their faith in
Father, Son, and Spirit against charges of tri-theism (belief in
three deities).

But what, exactly, is “monotheism” and what is meant by
the demand for believing in one God alone? At its core, Israel’s
monotheism is much less about the “number” of deities and
more about absolute devotion and loyalty to one God; “texts
such as the Shema (Deut 6:4–9) reflect a repeated call to the dif-
ficult task of exclusive loyalty to God alone, and God’s unique-
ness is more soteriological than metaphysical,”9 that is, it is
less about ontological speculations and more about salvation
and true faith.
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This opens the door to the possibility for some kind of plu-
rality within the one God. Let’s ask ourselves: What is there, if
anything, in the OT understanding of monotheism that allowed
early Christian theology to conceive of God in plural, especially
triune terms? How did it come to be that from the very begin-
ning the incipient Christian church came to speak of the one
God of the OT, the Yahweh of Israel, in terms of Father, Son,
and Spirit? If the sudden appearance of the threefold naming
of one God were not so familiar a phenomenon to the Christian
reader, we might be in a better place to appreciate its radical
nature!

So, what do we mean when speaking of a plurality with
regard to the God of the OT? It is an incipient plurality within
the one God, expressed in terms of “Wisdom,” “Word,” and
“Spirit.” These three seem to serve as (semi-)personified
agents of divine activity. And very importantly, the existence
of such personified agents was not seen necessarily as a threat
to monotheism.

A Plural Possibility: Wisdom–Word–Spirit

In addition to the three mentioned in the heading, namely Wis-
dom, Word, and Spirit,10 there are several other semi-person-
ified agents of Yahweh in the OT, such as the “name” of Yah-
weh, especially in the Deuteronomic theology, which dwells in
the temple (Deut 12:5, 11). Another example is the “glory” of
God that acts as an agent separately from, yet sent by, Yahweh;
the book of Ezekiel is the prime example here.11 And so forth.

Among these, a highly significant role is played by hokmah,
Wisdom, which occurs more than three hundred times in the
OT (not only in the Wisdom literature). Consider these two for-
mative passages, one from Proverbs and the other one from the
apocryphal Wisdom of Solomon, written close to the beginning
of the NT times:

The Lord brought me forth as the first of his works,
before his deeds of old; I was formed long ages ago, at the very
beginning, when the world came to be . . . I was there when he set
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the heavens in place . . . Then I was constantly at his side. I was
filled with delight day after day, rejoicing always in his presence.
(Prov 8:22–23, 27, 30, NIV) For wisdom is more mobile than any
motion; because of her pureness she pervades and penetrates
all things. For she is a breath of the power of God, and a pure
emanation of the glory of the Almighty; therefore nothing
defiled gains entrance into her. For she is a reflection of eternal
light, a spotless mirror of the working of God, and an image of his
goodness. Though she is but one, she can do all things, and while
remaining in herself, she renews all things; in every generation
she passes into holy souls and makes them friends of God, and
prophets; for God loves nothing so much as the man who lives
with wisdom. (Wis 7:24–28, RSV)12

Wisdom’s significance lies in that the “[p]ersonified Wisdom or
Sophia [in Greek] becomes increasingly related to the divine
work of creation, providence, and salvation and grows in dig-
nity and power along with OT sapiential [wisdom] thinking.
Within a monotheistic faith, Wisdom takes on functions and
attributes of YHWH. . . .”13

Wisdom plays a central role particularly in Proverbs
(1:20–33; 3:13–24; 4:5–9; and chs. 8 and 9). In the beginning of
the book, Wisdom, in the form of a sophisticated Lady, invites
people to the source of true wisdom. As mentioned above, this
passage was of major importance to patristic exegesis. Not only
wisdom and insight come from Wisdom, but also salvation.
And according to the famous passage of 8:22–31, Wisdom was
“begotten” or “created” “long ago” as God’s “first-born.”

Echoing the Wisdom of Solomon’s profound statements
cited above about the unique relation between God and Wis-
dom—“breath of the power of God, and a pure emanation of
the glory of the Almighty . . . a reflection of eternal light”—Sir-
ach,14 another apocryphal writing, speaks of Sophia (the Greek
term for Wisdom) in this way:

In the assembly of the Most High she will open her mouth, and
in the presence of his host she will glory: “I came forth from the
mouth of the Most High, and covered the earth like a mist. I dwelt
in high places, and my throne was in a pillar of cloud. Alone I
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have made the circuit of the vault of heaven and have walked
in the depths of the abyss. In the waves of the sea, in the whole
earth, and in every people and nation I have gotten a possession.
Among all these I sought a resting place; I sought in whose terri-
tory I might lodge. . . . From eternity, in the beginning, he created
me, and for eternity I shall not cease to exist.” (24:2–7, 9)

With a little imagination one can see the affinity of these
themes with Christ, the “wisdom of God” (1 Cor 1:24). Or, think
of the invitation in the Wisdom of Solomon: “Come to me, you
who desire me, and eat your fill of my produce. . . . Those who
eat me will hunger for more, and those who drink me will thirst
for more” (Wis 24:19, 21). It is fully justified to see here a con-
nection with Jesus’s invitations in the Gospels (Matt 11:28–30;
John 6:35).15 The same can be said of the following passage,
perhaps the most profound and in many regards astounding
passage in the Wisdom of Solomon 7:22–24, a litany of the
excellent capacities and virtues of Wisdom. Quite naturally,
early Christian theologians saw them embodied in Christ, the
preexistent Power and Wisdom and Word (Logos) of God (see
Col 1:15–17, 19–20; 2:9–10; Heb 1:2–3, among others):

For in her there is a spirit that is intelligent, holy, unique, mani-
fold, subtle, mobile, clear, unpolluted, distinct, invulnerable, lov-
ing the good, keen, irresistible, beneficent, humane, steadfast,
sure, free from anxiety, all-powerful, overseeing all, and pene-
trating through all spirits that are intelligent and pure and most
subtle. For wisdom is more mobile than any motion; because of
her pureness she pervades and penetrates all things.

Word (dabar), another agent of God, appears already in the first
creation account (Gen 1:1—2:4a). The psalmist explains that
it was through the Word and ruach (Spirit) that creation was
accomplished (Ps 33:6). Everywhere the Word is able to accom-
plish its God-given purposes (Isa 55:10–11). Spirit (with about
four hundred occurrences in the OT), at times coupled with not
only Word but also Wisdom (Deut 34:9; Job 32:8–9; Isa 11:2),
appears as the “breath of life” (Gen 1:2), sustaining all life (Ps
104:29–30).
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Clearly, these agencies could be taken as an indication of an
incipient plurality without a direct threat to belief in one God.
Furthermore, very importantly for the purposes of Christian
trinitarian thought, we note that they imply not only plural-
ity but also relationality. Take Genesis 1 as an example. The
work of the Creator Elohim employing the agencies of the Spirit
(ruach) and Word (divine creative speaking) was rightly taken
by Christian interpreters to point to both plurality and rela-
tionality in one God.16 This summary statement by the Catholic
Jesuit theologian Gerald O’Collins is accurate:

The vivid personifications of Wisdom/Word and Spirit, inasmuch
as they were both identified with God and the divine activity and
distinguished from God, opened up the way toward recognizing
God to be tripersonal. The leap from mere personifications to
distinct persons is always, to be sure, a giant one. Nevertheless,
without these OT personifications (and the Father/Son language
applied to God), the acknowledgment of the Trinity would not
have been so well and providentially prepared—by foreshadow-
ings and by an already existing terminology.17

These insights get strong support from some leading biblical
scholars. Richard Bauckham has argued that, in some real
sense, the early Jewish definition of God could include the per-
son of the Son without violating monotheism.18 What distin-
guished the Yahwistic faith from polytheistic faiths was the
desire not to place Yahweh “at the summit of a hierarchy of
divinity” but, rather, to place him in an “absolutely unique
category, beyond comparison with anything else.”19 In other
words, even the highest angels or heavenly powers so highly
appreciated especially in apocalyptic literature, while partic-
ipating in God’s rule over the earth, did not share in God’s
essence. However, distinctions within one Godhead, such as
between God’s Spirit and God’s Word, were not necessarily
understood as compromising the divine unity. Consequently,
Bauckham concludes—and this is highly significant for a NT
trinitarian outlook—“the Second Temple Jewish understanding
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of the divine uniqueness . . . does not make distinctions within
the divine identity inconceivable.”20

So, when the NT writers’ encounter with the risen Christ and
the Holy Spirit forced them to develop a theology that could
account for the plurality in unity, they could build on these
incipient foundations in the Israelite faith. Wolfhart Pannen-
berg makes a brilliant comment here: “Christian statements
about the Son and Spirit take up questions which had already
occupied Jewish thought concerning the essential transcen-
dent reality of the one God and the modes of his manifesta-
tion.”21 Yes, they went beyond the OT faith, no doubt, but not
against it, and they could hold on to the Shema of Israel while
talking about Father, Son, and Spirit as one God.22

While the NT builds on the foundations laid by the OT, it also
is true that it focuses clearly on Jesus, the Son. “In the older
testament things are seen from the Father’s point of view,
whereas the Father is largely viewed from the Son’s point of
view in the NT.”23 This is the decisive clue to the rise of the
trinitarian faith in the OT.

The Trinitarian God of the New Testament

Son of the Father

To the Christian reader it may come as a surprise to read in a
typical textbook that “[t]here is no mention of the word ‘Trin-
ity’ in the New Testament.” 24 Really? What are the implica-
tions of this? The concerns might be eased if the same reader
also gets the following message: “What we do discover from
the NT writers, though, is a consistent argument for the filial
uniqueness of Jesus Christ in relationship to the Father of the
old covenant.”25 So, what we have is this: on the one hand, the
doctrine of the Trinity cannot be found even in the NT; on the
other hand, Jesus’s unique relation to the Father calls for an
explanation that really takes us beyond the boundaries of the
OT. This statement by Stanley J. Grenz focuses the issue:
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The initial impetus in the direction of what became the church’s
teaching about God as triune was spawned by the theological
puzzle posed by the early church’s confession of the lordship
of Jesus and the experience of the indwelling Holy Spirit, both
of which developments emerged within the context of the non-
negotiable commitment to the one God of the OT that the early
believers inherited from Israel.26

That development, however, took centuries and was a matter
of much debate. In hindsight one may ask: If the NT does not
contain a doctrine of the Trinity, how can we then justify the
later Christian doctrine?27 The answer to this question is that,
rather than looking for prooftexts or a doctrine of the Trinity in
the NT, we need to look at the ways the first Christians came
to understand salvation history, namely, what the God of Israel
was doing through God’s Son in the power of the Spirit.

There is no doubt that what became a full-fledged trinitarian
confession of faith in later creedal tradition began in the NT
and earliest Christian tradition as a more-or-less binitarian
understanding of God. It was focused on the relationship
between the Father and Son. As Stephen Holmes summarizes
it succinctly: “The gospels present the relationship between
Jesus and the One he calls ‘Father’ as unique and central” and
that “there is a complex relationship of intimacy, union,
shared knowledge and action, and subordination.”28 Theolog-
ically put: the self-distinction of Jesus from his Father, on the
one hand, and their unity, on the other hand, is the foundation
of the NT orientations to the Trinity.29 Or, as O’Collins puts
it, there is a “trinitarian face” to the history of Jesus.30 Just
consider the beginnings of the NT Gospels. In the beginning
of Luke’s Gospel, we are told that the conception of Jesus was
an act of God in the power of the Spirit (Luke 1:35). Matthew’s
way of connecting the coming of Jesus to a trinitarian under-
standing is to name Jesus as Immanuel, the presence of God,
with his people (1:23). The Gospel of John goes back to the OT
idea of the Word as God’s agent, and names the Word (Logos)
God (John 1:1). These and similar biblical statements are indi-
cations of the fact that the coming of Jesus from the “begin-

CHRISTIAN UNDERSTANDINGS OF THE TRINITY

16



ning” was understood by the Gospel writers as linked to God
and his Spirit, yet distinct from them.

In John’s Gospel, the Son–Father relationship plays an
important role.31 During his life, Jesus claimed to have been
sent by God (5:37) and having been granted the authority to
give life (5:21). To the Son has also been given the authority to
execute judgment, similar in this to the Father (5:22). So close
is the mutual relationship that whoever does not honor the
Son does not honor the Father (5:23). Or, no one can see the
Father without the mediatory role of the Son (1:18; 14:6–9).

All of what has been said so far on the basis of the Gospel
testimonies has its basis in the critical event that brought the
Christian church into existence and made possible the procla-
mation of the gospel of the one God who now was seen as
Father, Son, and Spirit. That is the experience of the earliest
followers of the resurrection of the crucified Messiah. The sig-
nificance of that event calls for closer attention.

Resurrection and the Divine Son

According to Pauline theology, before his cross and resurrec-
tion, Jesus claimed to have the authority and approval of his
Father. And when, as Romans 1:3–4 maintains, Jesus was raised
from the dead by his Father, the early Christians interpreted
that as divine confirmation. “There was a dramatic change
when the crucified Jesus, who had died the death of a criminal
cursed by God (cf. Deut 21.23), was experienced by the wit-
nesses to the Easter appearances as the one who had been
raised and confirmed by God: this experience became the start-
ing-point for a deepened christological reflection which per-
sistently also shaped the image of God among the early Chris-
tians.”32 Without doubt, the resurrection is crucial for the
emergence of the conviction of the deity of Jesus, a claim that
was of course hotly contested during Jesus’s lifetime by his
Jewish opponents. No wonder it elicited the Jewish accusation
of blasphemy (John 5:18).33
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Indeed, the resurrection is the defining moment in the rise
of the doctrine of the Trinity. A first necessary conclusion on
the way to that conclusion was the establishment of the deity
of Christ. According to O’Collins,

First-century Christians proposed a trinitarian interpretation of
the events of Good Friday and Easter Sunday. In those events,
along with the outpouring of the Spirit, they experienced the
unique high point of God’s revelatory activity for our salvation.
This saving revelation was experienced as threefold. . . . [W]e find
at the origin of Christianity a certain sense that the Father, the
Son, and the Holy Spirit were revealed as acting in our human
history, above all in the events of Good Friday and Easter Sunday
and their aftermath.34

This is not, of course, to claim—and O’Collins hastens to note
it—that any kind of full-fledged trinitarian, or even a christo-
logical, doctrine emerged suddenly. It is just to underline the
cataclysmic effects of the resurrection event. Even more, res-
urrection from the dead was interpreted by early Christians to
mean that “the Son of God was also at the side of God from
all eternity,” even though the “church’s later view of the full
deity of the Son did not have to be related to the idea of pre-
existence.”35 In other words, what soon came to be known as
Christ’s preexistence is integrally linked with the raising from
the dead. Of course, for a while the concept of the Son’s preex-
istence was fluid, moving between the preexistence of an idea
(in the mind of God) and a “real” preexistence.36

A decisive impulse for the affirmation of the full deity of the
Son, the critical stage in the emerging trinitarian faith, was the
applying of the title Kyrios to the risen and exalted Son. This is
the title “Lord” reserved only for God in the OT (in the Septu-
agint, the Greek translation of our OT). Indeed, it is astonish-
ing that, as far as we know, “amidst all the variety of primitive
Christianity, the worship of Jesus as divine was simply ubiq-
uitous.”37 Just think of these familiar practices and patterns:
beginning from the earliest NT witnesses (some letters of Paul),
“prayer is offered to the Father ‘through Jesus Christ’ (Rom
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1:8), and to the Father and Jesus together (1 Thess 3:11–13);
benedictions can be uttered in either name (Rom 16:20), or
in the name of Jesus with no mention of the Father (1 Cor
16:23).”38 So common is the worship of Jesus as divine that the
biblical scholar Larry Hurtado may summarize it thus: “Amidst
the diversity of earliest Christianity, belief in Jesus’ divine sta-
tus was amazingly common. The ‘heresies’ of earliest Chris-
tianity largely presuppose the view that Jesus is divine. That
is not the issue. The problematic issue, in fact, was whether
a genuinely human Jesus could be accommodated.”39 Wolfhart
Pannenberg concludes:

The title Kyrios implies the full deity of the Son. In the confession
of Thomas in John 20:28 the titles God and Lord are expressly set
alongside one another. Yet the Son is not Kyrios in competition
with the Father but in honor of the Father (Phil 2:11). The confes-
sion of Jesus Christ as the one and only Kyrios in no way weakens
the confession of the one God. The former confession is so related
to the latter that all things proceed from the one God, the Father,
but all are mediated through the one Kyrios (1 Cor 8:6).40

To sum up: the foundation for the emerging NT trinitarian
faith was laid by the two ideas we have explicated above: the
identity between the Yahweh of the OT and the God of Jesus
Christ of the NT as well as the distinction, yet unbroken unity,
between Jesus and his Father.41 In order to clarify and deepen
the latter statement, let us look further into the distinctively
NT view of the fatherhood of God.

The Father of Jesus Christ

Although the idea of the fatherhood of God is not unknown to
the OT, it does not occupy the kind of central role it does in the
NT.42 One of the most delightful pictures of fatherhood occurs
in Hosea 11 as Yahweh is teaching Israel, his son, to walk (even
if the Hebrew word ‘ab, “father,” does not appear therein). Only
very rarely is the actual term “father” used (Ps 103:13; Prov
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3:12; Deut 32:6).43 Generally speaking, fatherhood in the OT tes-
tifies to God’s “deep involvement in the story of Israel.”44

In Jesus’s way of addressing his God, the fatherhood theme
becomes programmatic and central.45 Matthew contains thirty
references to this theme. The Gospel of John, however, written
a few decades later, contains no less than 120!46 At the heart
of Jesus’s message was the announcement of the nearness of
the kingdom of God; this God was none else than the Heavenly
Father whose reign was near:47

God shows himself to be Father by caring for his creatures (Matt
6:26; cf. Luke 12:30). He causes his sun to shine and his rain to
fall on the bad as well as the good (Matt 5:45). He is a model of
the love for enemies which Jesus taught (5:44–45). He is ready
to forgive those who turn to him (Luke 15:7, 10, 11ff.), ask for
his forgiveness (11:4), and forgive others (Matt 11:25; cf. 6:14–15;
18:23–35). He lets himself be invoked as Father, and like earthly
fathers, and even more than they, he grants good things to his
children when they ask (Matt 7:11). Thus the prayer to the Father
which Jesus taught his disciples combines the prayer for daily
bread, the sum of all earthly needs, with the prayer for for-
giveness, which is connected with a readiness to forgive (Luke
11:3–4). This prayer also shows that Jesus’ proclamation of God’s
fatherly goodness is related to his eschatological message of the
nearness of the divine rule. For the prayer begins with three peti-
tions that are oriented to the coming of the lordship of the Father
God.48

While Jesus’s view of God was not completely new, his mode
of address to God was novel because his relationship with God
was unique and intimate. Importantly for us, Jesus not only
addressed God as his Father, abba, but also taught his disciples
to address God as “our Father.”49

From Biunity to Trinity

The Bible speaks of the divine Spirit, the Spirit of God, the Holy
Spirit, in terms of symbols, images, metaphors, testimonies,
and stories.50 The basic biblical terms, the OT ruach and the NT
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pneuma, carry similar ambiguity: “breath,” “air,” and “wind.”
Other metaphors used of the Spirit include fire, dove, and Par-
aclete.

The background of the NT teaching on the Spirit of God is, of
course, the OT. As mentioned, the OT51 contains over four hun-
dred references to ruach (and about one hundred references
to the “Spirit of God”), Gen 1:2; Isa 11:2, among others. From
the beginning of the biblical narrative, the Spirit’s role in cre-
ation, as the principle of life, comes to the fore. The same Spirit
of God that participated in creation over the chaotic primal
waters (Gen 1:2) is the principle of human life as well (Gen 2:7).
This very same divine energy also sustains all life in the cos-
mos: “When you [Yahweh] send your Spirit [ruach], they are
created, and you renew the face of the earth” (Ps 104:30). Sim-
ilarly, when Yahweh “take[s] away their breath [ruach], they
die and return to the dust” (v. 29). Importantly, the prophetic
books make an integral connection between the Spirit of God
and the promised Messiah. Indeed, the Messiah is the receiver
of the Spirit and the Spirit’s power (Isa 11:1–11; 42:1–4; 49:1–6).

Fulfilling the prophetic promise of Joel 2:28–32, on the day
of Pentecost a powerful outpouring of the Spirit signaled the
birth of the church (Acts 2). The communities of the book of
Acts experienced the Spirit’s presence and power with visible
signs (Acts 4:31; 8:15–19; 10:44–47; and so forth)—so much so
that, as a rule, the signs were taken as the evidence of the work
of God (Acts 8:12–25, among others).

When it comes to the Gospels’ testimonies to the Spirit, it is
characterized everywhere by an intimate relationship between
the Spirit and Son—and, of course, also between the Spirit
and Father. This integral, mutually conditioned relationality
between Spirit and Son has given rise to the nomenclature
“Spirit Christology.” Jesus’s birth (Matt 1:18–25; Luke 1:35); his
baptism (Matt 3:16; Mark 1:10; Luke 3:22; John 1:33); his testing
in the wilderness (Matt 4:1; Mark 1:12; Luke 4:1); his anointing
(Luke 4:18–21); his ministry with healings, exorcisms, and
other miracles (Matt 12:28; Luke 4:18; 11:20); the eschatological

THE CHRISTIAN TRINITY: BIBLICAL ANTECEDENTS

21



ministry of Jesus as the Baptizer in the Spirit (Matt 3:11)—these
are all attributed to the Spirit.52

According to the NT testimonies, Jesus was also raised to
new life by the power of the Spirit (Rom 1:4), so much so that
he “became a life-giving spirit” (1 Cor 15:45). Here we come to
the critical stage in moving from a binitarian to a trinitarian
understanding of God. It had to do with the growing insistence
on the Spirit as the “medium of the communion of Jesus with
the Father and the mediator of the participation of believers in
Christ.”53 By extension, the same God who raised the Son from
the dead by the power of the Spirit is looked upon as the one
who will raise believers from the dead (8:11). Indeed, the filial
“abba” cry of the Spirit in the hearts of believers, echoing the
prayer of Jesus in relation to his Father, already testifies to the
presence of the life-giving Spirit (8:15–16).

In keeping with this, in the Pauline corpus, a distinctive
Spirit Christology comes to the fore, similar to the Gospels.54

Jesus was raised to new life by the Spirit (Rom 1:4). The Spirit
is the Spirit of Christ (Rom 8:9; Gal 4:6; Phil 1:19). Therefore, it
is only through the Spirit that the believer is able to confess
that “Jesus is Lord” (1 Cor 12:1–3). Indeed, to be “in Christ” and
“in the Spirit” are virtually synonymous. Therefore, the Spirit
cannot be experienced apart from Christ (1 Cor 12:3). Paul also
knows the presence and power of the Spirit in the lives of the
Christians and communities, including empowering inspira-
tion (1 Thess 1:5; 1 Cor 2:10–12; 2 Cor 3:15–18) and charismatic
endowment and gifting (1 Corinthians 12 and 14). Through the
Spirit, the new eschatological age has arrived and the Spirit
serves as arrabon, a down payment of the coming glory (Eph
1:13–14) and participation in in the kingdom of God (Gal 4:6–7).

Not only is there a close relationship between the Son and
Spirit, the same applies also to Father and Spirit, though differ-
ently. “In the working of the Spirit[,] God himself is present.”55

This means that the inclusion of believers in the filial relation-
ship between Father and Son is also mediated by the Spirit,
similar to the mediation of God’s presence by the Spirit in all
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creation. “The Spirit is thus given to believers, and by receiving
the Spirit they have a share in the divine sonship of Jesus.”56

Clearly, there is a definite shift from binitarianism (Father
and Son) to trinitarianism in the NT data. Perhaps we should
speak of “explicit binitarianism and implicit trinitarianism.”57

As our survey has clearly evinced so far, binitarian passages
about Father and Son abound.58 Alongside this there emerges
a more frequent linking together of all three, Father, Son, and
Spirit. Consider, for example, the well-known endings of two
NT books:59

Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them
in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.
(Matt 28:19)

May the grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, and the love of God, and
the fellowship of the Holy Spirit be with you all. (2 Cor 13:14)

The triadic pattern comes to the fore in various forms, such
as in the thematically trinitarian structure of Ephesians 1:3–14
based on the salvation history of Father, Son, and Spirit.60 Fur-
thermore, already in binitarian passages there is a basic trini-
tarian consciousness even when the Spirit is not explicitly
mentioned.61 That said, nowhere in the NT are the relations
among Father, Son, and Spirit clarified in any systematic man-
ner. Pannenberg summarizes it well:

The involvement of the Spirit in God’s presence in the work of
Jesus and in the fellowship of the Son with the Father is the
basis of the fact that the Christian understanding of God found its
developed and definitive form in the doctrine of the Trinity and
not in a biunity of the Father and the Son. . . . The NT statements
do not clarify the interrelations of the three but they clearly
emphasize the fact that they are interrelated.62

So, it is here that the NT leaves us and it is left to postbiblical
theology to take up the task of clarifying several open ques-
tions and look for a more solid understanding of the inter-
relations among the three “persons” of the one God. To the
investigation of that development we will turn next.
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