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scribes and copyists tried to make sense of the phrase “the only begotten 
God.” 1 But the weight of manuscript evidence together with external evi-
dence supports the reading oJ monogenh;~ qeov~, “the only begotten God,” and 
given that the Greek word monogenhv~ (monogenēs) can mean “only child,” the 
phrase should be understood as the NET Bible has it:

No one has ever seen God. The only one, himself God, who is in clos-
est fellowship with the Father, has made God known.

So here is yet another direct statement in the Scriptures which affirm the de-
ity of Yeshua.

Hebrews 1:8

 In the opening of the Epistle to the Hebrews, the author portrays God the 
Father saying various things to angels. Then, in v. 8, He addresses the Son. 
The point being made by the author of Hebrews is that the Son stands above 
the angels. But in what way does He stand as supreme over the angels? He 
does so because He is Himself God, for in addressing the Son, the Father 
speaks the words of Ps 45:6.

For to which of the angels did He ever say, “you are my son, today i 
have begotten you”? And again, “i will be a father to him and he shall 
be a son to me”? And when He again brings the firstborn into the 
world, He says, “and let all the angels of god worship him.” And of 
the angels He says, “who makes his angels winds, and his ministers a 
flame of fire.” But of the Son He says, “your throne, o god, is forever 
and ever, and the righteous scepter is the scepter of his kingdom. you 
have loved righteousness and hated lawlessness; therefore god, your 
god, has anointed you with the oil of gladness above your compan-
ions.” (Heb 1:5–9)

Note carefully that the quote from Ps 45:6 is applied to the Son: “Your throne, 
O God, is forever and ever.” Yet in the very next verse (quoting Ps 45:7), God 
is the One Who has anointed the Son with the oil of gladness. Here, once 
again, we see plurality in the midst of unity within the Godhead.
 We could continue to show passage after passage that highlights the real-
ity of Yeshua and the Father as distinct yet one, as both possessing the same 
unique, divine nature, but these few will suffice. The question that we must 
ultimately face is how we are to encompass in faith this apparent antinomy.
 But what of the Spirit of God as revealed in the Scriptures? Is the Spirit of 
God simply another way of referring to “God Himself”? It is clear from the 
Scriptures that the Spirit of God is God.

Acts 5:3–4

 In the story of the early believers selling their possessions and giving the 
money to the Apostles for the establishment of the early community of Yesh-
ua followers, we read of the story of Ananias and his wife, Sapphira. They 

1 For a fuller discussion on the textual criticism of this verse, and particu-
larly the phrase oJ monogenh;~ qeov~, see my The Messiah: An Introduction to 
Christology (TR, 2006), pp. 114–16.
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had pledged to sell some property and give the proceeds to the Apostles, but 
then they reneged and held back part of the money. Peter charges them first 
with lying to the Holy Spirit but then in reiterating their sin, states that they 
have lied to God.

But Peter said, “Ananias, why has Satan filled your heart to lie to the 
Holy Spirit and to keep back some of the price of the land? While it 
remained unsold, did it not remain your own? And after it was sold, 
was it not under your control? Why is it that you have conceived this 
deed in your heart? You have not lied to men but to God.” (Acts 5:3–
4)

Here Peter clearly equates the Holy Spirit with God.

Hebrews 10:15-17

 When the author of Hebrews quotes the New Covenant text from Jeremiah 
31:31–34, he attributes the words to the Holy Spirit:

And the Holy Spirit also testifies to us; for after saying, “this is the 
covenant that i will make with them after those days, says the lord: i 
will put my laws upon their heart, and on their mind i will write them,” 
He then says, and their sins and their lawless deeds i will remember no 
more.” (Heb 10:15–17)

Yet when one reads Jeremiah, he states plainly that these are the words of יהוה, 
as the text plainly states. So the author of Hebrews seems to equate the Holy 
Spirit and יהוה.
 Yet the Scriptures also portray the Holy Spirit as distinct from the Father 
and from Yeshua. For instance, when Yeshua underwent a mikvah at the Jor-
dan river with John the Baptizer (Matt 3:16–17), a curious phenomenon oc-
curred. When Yeshua came up out of the water, the Spirit descended upon 
Him as a dove, and then a voice from heaven (ַֹּבת קֹול) was heard proclaiming, 
“This is My beloved Son, in whom I am well-pleased.”
 Now various explanations have been offered to explain what actually took 
place, but if we take the Scriptural text at face value, and begin with the prem-
ise that its inspired words are not construed to trick us or lead us astray, then 
the most sensible way to understand this historic event is that the Father, the 
Messiah, and the Spirit are three distinct persons.

John 14:16, 26; 15:26

 When Yeshua informs His disciples that He will depart from them and re-
turn to the Father, He promises that they will not be left alone, but that He will 
send “another Helper.” 

I will ask the Father, and He will give you another Helper, that He 
may be with you forever; (Jn 14:16)

But the Helper, the Holy Spirit, whom the Father will send in My 
name, He will teach you all things, and bring to your remembrance 
all that I said to you. (Jn 14:26)
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When the Helper comes, whom I will send to you from the Father, 
that is the Spirit of truth who proceeds from the Father, He will tes-
tify about Me, (Jn 15:26)

But what can this mean if the Father, Messiah, and Ruach are really not dis-
tinct in their personage? If the Son and the Spirit are the same person, then the 
Son would be sending Himself, and this would hardly be “another Helper” 
(a[llon paravklhton). In fact, unless the Father, Messiah, and Ruach are in some 
way distinct, there is no “other” Helper.

Matthew 28:19–20

 When Yeshua gave His orders to the Twelve just prior to His ascension, He  
told them to make disciples from all the nations and to mark their entrance 
into the people of God with the common mikvah. In regard to mikvah He states:

Go therefore and make disciples of all the nations, baptizing them in 
the name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit, teaching 
them to observe all that I commanded you; and lo, I am with you al-
ways, even to the end of the age. (Matt 28:19–20)

Though some have suggested that the tripartite formula, “in the name of the 
Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit,” is a later addition to the text, the 
strong weight of the textual evidence demands that it be received as original. 1 
As such, why would Yeshua give such a formula? It makes no sense to baptize 
new believers in the “name (singular) of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit” if, 
in fact, these are all just different designations for the same divine being.
 Once again, if we take the language of the Scriptures in its historical, gram-
matical sense, we must admit that a plurality within the Godhead is indicated 
throughout the inspired words of the Bible, even though equally affirmed is 
that there is one and only one true God.
 And herein lies the primary question: how are we to affirm both the abso-
lute singularity of God, that He is one and the only God that exists and still 
accept the Bible that portrays Him in the context of plurality, of Father, Son, 
and Holy Spirit?
 We must first affirm without hesitation that the Scriptures are the inspired 
and therefore infallible word of God to us, and though in their pages are con-
tained the thoughts of God which may be too high for us to understand ex-
haustively, we must commit ourselves to affirming what the Bible says even 
when we have no way of explaining it rationally.
 Second, we dare not seek to diminish one truth in order to enhance an-
other. Some feel the necessity to deny the deity of Yeshua (for instance) in or-
der to affirm that there is one and only one God. For they believe that as long 
as they confess Yeshua to be divine, they have accepted a form of polytheism. 
But such was not the case with the Apostles, for they clearly affirm the deity 
of Yeshua while at the same time confessing with full faith that there is one 
and only one God. They were willing to live with that tension rather than di-
minish either of what might seem to be contradictory truths. So we must be 
diligent to confess as true what the Scriptures teach, and then continue to seek 
ways to understand their proper application in spite of seeming antinomies. 

1 See my paper “Matthew 28:19 – A Text-Critical Investigation,” available 
at www.torahresource.com.
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Great is the Mystery of Godliness

 Having briefly considered, on the one hand, the unified voice of Scripture 
affirming the infinite singularity of God (monotheism, i.e., there is one and 
only one true God) and, on the other hand, the Bible seems to have no problem 
expressing the works of God in terms that suggest plurality with in the being 
of God, we are left with an obvious dilemma. How are we to talk about God 
when we are given categories that seem patently contradictory?
 Further, while throughout the Scriptures God manifests His existence and 
presence among His people in many ways (smoking pot, flaming torch, pillar 
of cloud, pillar of fire, burning bush, rushing wind, thunder and lighting on 
Sinai, a voice from heaven, flaming sword, bright light, etc.), it never attri-
butes to any of these manifestations the things normally associated with God’s 
works or deeds. Take, for instance, God as the Creator. When the Scriptures 
speak of God creating the universe, they speak of Him by His Names: God, 
the Lord, YHVH, El Shaddai, (or any other of His Names). But the Bible also 
attributes the work of creation to the Son of God, the Word, Yeshua the Mes-
siah (Jn 1:2; 1Cor 8:6; Heb 1:2) as well as to the Spirit of God (Job 33:4). Never 
do we reading anything like “and the burning bush created the heavens and 
the earth” or “the pillar of cloud created all flesh.” In short, while God mani-
fests His presence through various means and visible phenomena, these are 
never portrayed as possessing the attributes of “personhood” with which God 
is regularly portrayed. The manifestations are never pictured as making deci-
sions, or as displaying emotions, nor does conversation take place between 
the manifestations and God, as, for example, “and God said to the pillar of 
cloud….” Yet we regularly see communication between the Father and the 
Son (e.g., Ps 110:1; John 17:1ff; Mk 14:36) and between the Spirit and the Son 
(e.g., Matt 4:1f; Lk 4:1f). Further, we discover in the Scriptures that both the 
Father and the Spirit speak about the Son, all of which gives the strong im-
pression that the Father, the Son, and the Spirit are viewed as individually 
distinct from the other.
 Yet this only heightens the theological tension we face, for why would the 
Scriptures portray God as infinitely one yet at the same time reveal the One 
God to us in terms that, in our world, bespeak plurality?
 In fact, it seems quite possible that one of the reasons the Tanach portrays 
God in plural terms (as we have seen) was to prepare the way for the incarna-
tion of the Messiah. For it is the incarnation that brings the question of plural-
ity within the Godhead to the forefront. This is because if the Messiah is truly 
revealed in the person of Yeshua of Natzerat, and if He ascribes to Himself at-
tributes and actions which are rightly the sole possession of God alone (such 
as eternal existence and the right to forgive sins), then we are faced with a 
significant dilemma: either Yeshua is deity and thus a plurality exists within 
the Godhead, or Yeshua is an imposter and His claim to divine attributes and 
actions is a farce. Yet it is clear that His words are true, for His own resurrec-
tion, just as He predicted, is the final seal of His authenticity (Acts 2:31; Rom 
1:4). We therefore are left with a mystery that is beyond our explanation, but 
one we cannot deny, namely, that the one and only God has revealed Himself 
in ways that bespeak plurality.
 At the heart of the matter, at least for the emerging Christian Church, was 
a question that apparently was of little concern for the early Jewish followers 
of Yeshua. This question was simply: to Whom should one rightly offer wor-
ship? To the Father, the Son, the Holy Spirit? But why do we not encounter 
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that same question in the Apostolic/pre-destruction era? The reason, appar-
ently, was that the Apostles did not consider worship given to Yeshua as any-
thing different than worship given to God. In the same way that Abraham 
recognized the “man” Who appeared at his tent to be יהוה (Gen 18:1–3), so the 
Apostles came to understand that Yeshua was Immanuel, “God with us,” and 
they received Him as such. When Yeshua asked His disciples the all impor-
tant question, “Who do you (plural) say that I am?,” Peter responded, “You 
are the Messiah, the Son of the living God” (Matt 16:15–16). And, Yeshua re-
sponded that Peter had gotten it right: “Blessed are you, Simon Barjona, be-
cause flesh and blood did not reveal this to you, but My Father who is in 
heaven” (v. 17). 
 Likewise, Saul, when he was met by the risen Savior on the road to Damas-
cus, was made to understand that in persecuting the followers of Yeshua, he 
was actually persecuting the Messiah Himself (Acts 9:4). Struck blind by the 
glory of the Shekinah, Saul was led into the city. Subsequently, having regained 
his sight through the miraculous power of the Spirit by the hand of Ananias, 
Saul (now called Paul) began proclaiming in the synagogues regarding Yesh-
ua,  that “He is the Son of God” (Acts 9:20). What is more, in Paul’s epistle to 
the Philippians, he considered it no problem to take a text like Isaiah 45:23 and 
apply it directly to Yeshua, even though in its original context, it clearly is 
speaking of יהוה:

For this reason also, God highly exalted Him [Yeshua], and bestowed 
on Him the name which is above every name, so that at the name of 
Yeshua every knee will bow [is 45:23], of those who are in heaven and 
on earth and under the earth, and that every tongue will confess that 
Yeshua the Messiah is Lord, to the glory of God the Father. (Phil 2:9–
11)

 Apparently, within the Hebrew worldview, for God to take upon Himself 
physical appearance was not out of the question, nor did the language of plu-
rality (as, for instance, that the worship of Yeshua would glorify God the Fa-
ther) offer so great a concern. If the infinite, all-wise, and eternal God desired 
to dwell with His people in the person of the Messiah, He could do just that, 
and who would dare think that such was impossible for Him with Whom 
nothing is impossible?

A New Question Seeks a New Answer

 It seems that generally the question of ontology 1 was not at the forefront 
of the Jewish mind. That is, the Hebraic perspective was not immediately 
driven to ask questions relating to the “nature of being” as it applied either to 
the unseen God or the revelation of God in His Messiah, Yeshua. These kinds 
of question awaited the rise of the emerging Christian Church in the post-
destruction era. And it seems obvious why philosophical/ontological ques-
tions arose among Christian Church by the end of the 2nd Century: the lead-
ers and teachers of the Church were nearly all Greeks who had received their 
education in the Greek academies. From their culture and education, their 

1 Ontology is that branch of philosophy or metaphysics that deals with 
nature of being, and it is ontology that is an essential aspect of Greek 
philosophical inquiry.
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intellectual instincts required that questions relating to the nature of being be 
asked and answered, particularly the nature of the Father and of the Son, and 
how they could be ontologically one. While this was, from their perspective, a 
necessary question which required an acceptable answer, it was, nonetheless, 
generally a new question—one which the human authors of Scripture felt no 
need to ask and thus no need to answer. For in the Bible itself, we find the clear 
statements of God’s infinite singularity 1 juxtaposed with the matter-of-fact 
statements of plurality in the Godhead. And all without the slightest felt need 
for an explanation, as though the two realities were in any way contradictory.
 This felt need of the early Church Fathers to answer the question of ontol-
ogy as it related to the Godhead was not confined to the relationship of the 
Father to the Son. It also included the relationship of the Father and the Son to  
the Spirit. This was so because of Yeshua’s promise to His disciples that He 
would “send the Spirit…Who proceeds from the Father” (Jn 15:26). He had 
previously referred to the Spirit as “another Helper” (Jn 14:16) Whom the Fa-
ther would send. The fact that Yeshua uses language which seems clearly to 
portray the Spirit as distinct from Himself only prompted further questions 
from the leaders and teachers of the emerging Christian Church, for even as 
they required for themselves an ontological explanation of the relationship 
between the Father and the Son, so they also felt it imperative to know what 
the relationship was of the Spirit to the Messiah and to the Father. The lan-
guage of “sending” in their minds marked a clear ontological distinction be-
tween the Spirit, the Son, and the Father.
 Feinberg suggests that similar questions must have arisen in the early com-
munities of The Way, i.e., the followers of Yeshua in the pre-destruction era, 
the majority of whom were Jewish.

Questions about Christ raised problems from two perspectives. On 
the one hand, most of the very first Christians converted from Juda-
ism. With their intensely monotheistic background, there must have 
been some cognitive dissonance between their belief in one God and 
their belief that Jesus is divine. The monotheism of these Jewish-
Christians plus the NT guarded Christianity from moving too far in 
the direction of a tritheistic view of three divine beings. 2 

There are several problems with Feinberg’s conclusions. First, the early fol-
lowers of Yeshua did not “convert from Judaism.” On the contrary, everything 
that we know of The Way or the Nazarenes (as the early followers of Yeshua 
were known) is that they both functioned and were known as a sect of Juda-
ism (Acts 24:5, 14). Secondly, if there were a “cognitive dissonance” between 
their belief in one God and their belief that Yeshua is divine, we find no evi-
dence of it in the Apostolic Scriptures. In point of fact, what we find in the 
Apostolic Scriptures (which are the best representation of the pre-destruction 
theology of the followers of Yeshua) is near silence about a supposed “cogni-

1 In some systematic theologies, God’s infinite singularity is referred to as 
God’s infinite simplicity, or that God is infinitely simple. This use of the 
English word “simple” is based upon its original sense (from the Latin 
simplus, used in Old French of a medicine made from a single plant) but 
in our modern times, “simple” has come to mean “elementary” or even 
“lacking intelligence” and thus does not well suit the discussion of 
God’s being one.

2 John Feinberg, No One Like Him (Crossway, 2001), p. 472.
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tive dissonance” over monotheism on the one hand, and the obvious plurality 
demanded by the incarnation and divinity of Yeshua, on the other. In the He-
braic worldview, such intellectual tensions were clearly permitted and even 
welcomed, for in being the source of debate, such tensions were accepted as 
the means by which a deeper appreciation and understanding of God’s great-
ness could be achieved.
 Rather, it was the spread of the Gospel into the Greco-Roman world that 
fomented the ontologically based questions regarding the being of God. We 
can point to a number of factors that gave particular impetus to the ontologi-
cal questions which, within the Greco-Roman world, demanded answers. The 
first was the rise of Gnosticism, which was one of the earliest heretical threats 
to emerging Christianity. Gnosticism, taking its cue from Platonic thought, 
held that all material substance was inherently evil. 1 Thus, as some Christian 
groups began to incorporate Gnosticism into their theology, they came to af-
firm that God revealed Himself, not in that which partakes of the material 
world, but through a series of emanations, each of a different rank or author-
ity. Yeshua, it was believed, was one of these emanations, and therefore His 
body (material substance) was either not real (it was only imaginary) or His 
immaterial aspect (His soul) never interacted with His body. Regardless, in 
countering this early errant theology within the 2nd and 3rd Century Chris-
tian Church, the question of Yeshua’s relationship with the Father took center 
stage and demanded specific definition in order to combat the philosophically 
driven threat of Gnosticism.
 Even more prevalent than Gnosticism was Platonism which, in some mea-
sure, formed the warp and woof of the Greek worldview. A prevailing form of 
Platonism held that the demiurge (a “God” concept) held the real form of all 
things in its mind, and that by projecting these thoughts or ideas upon the 
world, gave meaning to all things. Philo, a Jewish philosopher and theologian 
in the 1st Century, based his worldview upon much of Plato’s philosophy, and  
even used the concept of the Logos (Greek for “word, thought, concept”) to 
express the Aramaic Memra of the Targums, which was utilized to describe the 
agent of God in creation. Thus, Targum Jonathan translates Gen 1:3 as:

Then the Word (ממרא, memra) of the Lord said, “Let there be light,” 
and there was light, according to the decree of his Word (ממריה).

For Philo, the “Word” represented “Wisdom,” which in his theology took on 
an almost distinct and separate reality from God. Thus, the Wisdom of God 
was eternal and yet, in some ways, distinct, so much so that Wisdom could 
become the agent of God to do His bidding. Note Targum Jonathan on Gen 
1:1.

From the beginning, with wisdom, the Lord created and finished the 
heavens and the earth.

1 So-called “Christian Gnosticism” held that there was an “evil creator” 
and a “good Creator.” The evil creator was responsible for the material 
world, and the good Creator, for the spirit (or non-physical) world. 
Thus, the physical world was endowed by the evil creator with evil 
itself, and only the non-material world, that of the spirit or soul, was 
holy. Escaping the physicality of the world was therefore the primary 
goal of the Christian form of Gnosticism. Influences of Gnosticism can 
be seen in the monastic movement of the later Roman Catholic Church.
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 But since Platonic thought was so interwoven in the Greco-Roman world-
view, it was an easy (and almost natural) step for some within the emerging 
Christian Church to see Yeshua, the Logos (the Word, Jn 1), as an ideological 
projection of God rather than as the incarnate Messiah Who took upon Him-
self real humanity. This growing controversy thus centered upon whether Ye-
shua was eternal or if there was a time when He did not exist. It likewise 
raised the question of whether He was subordinate to the Father in the sense 
of being of a lesser authority and power, and whether He was divine and hu-
man, only divine (with His humanity being a mirage), or only a human en-
dowed with specific, special divine power. One can see, then, that as the 
emerging Christian Church spread, the questions generated from a Greco-
Roman worldview demanded answers within that same philosophical per-
spective. It was this necessity that began the formation of the Trinity doctrine.  
Clearly, the question of Yeshua’s incarnation was central and thus the answers 
to the ontological questions of the emerging Christian Church also became 
central, so much so, that by the 4th and 5th Centuries, affirmation of a formu-
lated Trinitarian creed marked the distinction between adherent of the true 
faith and heretic.

Primary Questions in the Formation of the Trinity Doctrine

 If we were to reduce the long and arduous trinitarian debates that took 
place in the early centuries of the emerging Christian Church to the most fun-
damental questions, they would be the following:

 1.  Are the “forms” in which God reveals Himself to mankind 
merely extensions of Himself, or do these “forms” exist as 
separate entities?

 Are the various forms in which God reveals Himself analogous to various 
forms of communication? For example, a person might make himself or her-
self known to others through letters, literature (stories), pictures, art, etc., but 
these are not distinct entities but rather are means of expressing one’s thoughts, 
self-descriptions, actions, etc. Thus, for example, God revealed Himself to 
people in the form of the “angel of the Lord.” Was the “angel of the Lord” a 
temporary, extension of God Himself, or did he exist (and possibly still exists) 
as distinct from God as an individual being? That same question then was 
asked about Yeshua: is Yeshua simply a projection of God Himself, or does 
Yeshua exist as distinct from the God Who sent Him? The manner in which 
this question was asked centered in the Greek word uJpovstasi~ (hupostasis), 
meaning “substantial nature, essence, actual being, reality.” 1 Did the “forms” 
by which God revealed Himself have their own “nature” (hupostasis) or were 
they actually simply “shadows” of the divine nature projected into the world?
 This same question was directed primarily to the issue of the nature of Ye-
shua, and particularly the issue of His dual nature: His humanity and His 
deity. How were these united in the one person of the Messiah? The contro-
versy centered on the same Greek term uJpovstasi~ (hupostasis). We find this 
word in Heb 1:3, speaking of Yeshua:

And He is the radiance of His glory and the exact representation of 

1 BDAG, “uJpovstasi~”.
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His nature (hupostasis), and upholds all things by the word of His 
power. When He had made purification of sins, He sat down at the 
right hand of the Majesty on high…. (Heb 1:3)

This verse speaks of Yeshua as “the exact representation of His nature” 
(carakth;r th`~ uJpostavsew~ aujtou`) which implies a distinct entity while at the 
same time being a perfect and complete revelation of God’s nature (huposta-
sis). It was this Greek word, hupostasis, that gave rise to the concept of the 
“hypostatic union,” a phrase describing the union of Yeshua’s humanity and 
deity in one nature. That is, affirming the “hypostatic union,” the Christian 
Church dismissed the teaching that Yeshua was human in His body and only 
divine in His spirit, but that the two did not “mix.” Likewise, the opposite 
view was also overturned by the doctrine of the “hypostatic union,” namely, 
that  Yeshua was neither really human nor divine, but that His human body 
and His divine spirit “mixed” to form an entirely unique “nature.”
 The obvious difficulties with this perspective is that the Bible simply does 
not speak in this way. Yeshua is portrayed as fully human: He is born as a 
baby, grows and matures, experiences human emotions, gets tired, hungry, 
and thirsty, dies, and resurrects. He prays to the Father in the same manner as 
He teaches His disciples to pray, and in every way lives and dies as a common 
human being. At the same time, it is clear from His own teaching and that of 
His Apostles, that He existed with the Father from eternity; that He received 
the worship of others; that He has returned to the Father where He dwells in 
the glory He had before the world began; and that He is coming again to re-
ceive the worship of all mankind.

 2. Are the “forms” in which God reveals Himself to mankind 
special “modes” of His self-revelation? That is, has God chosen 
a number of “forms” in which He presents Himself to mankind, 
and is Yeshua the most significant one of these “modes”?

 Another idea that was offered by some in the debates over the nature of 
God’s being was that the invisible God, Who is pure spirit, takes on different 
modes of physicality in order to reveal Himself in time and space to mankind. 
These “modes” could include bright light (Shekinah), a pillar of cloud, fire, an 
angel, and ultimately, Yeshua. In this way, each of the modes has no “being” 
or existence distinct from God but is simply the “garments” in which God 
“clothes” Himself in order to become visible to mankind. In this manner of 
thinking, Yeshua, though being the most perfect and final representation of 
God, is neither eternal nor distinct from the Father. Like a change of clothes, 
each of the “modes” are simply God’s desired method to reveal Himself in 
visible form. 
 The obvious problem with this explanation is that it does not coincide with 
the language of the Bible. For in the Scriptures we read about God “sending” 
the Son, the Son submitting to the Father, and the Son praying “not My will, 
but Yours be done” (Luke 22:42). It further seemed to dismiss the picture of-
fered by Daniel (7:13f), which Yeshua applied to Himself, that He would be 
sitting on the right hand of God and coming on the clouds of heaven in the 
eschaton (Matt 26:64). Such language seems clearly to describe Yeshua as be-
ing distinct from the Father, something the idea of “modalities” could not ac-
commodate.
 In addition to the important term hupostasis, used to designate the concept 
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of “nature” and particularly the distinct nature of the plurality within the 
Godhead, the early Church Fathers chose the Greek word oujsiva (ousia) mean-
ing “that which exists and therefore has substance, property, wealth.” 1 By 
“property” is meant “essential qualities” which is also what the word “sub-
stance” means, for this term seeks to describe the essential “reality” of that 
being described. Thus, when we encounter the word “substance” in the trini-
tarian debates, we should not think that this implies “materialism” or “physi-
cality,” for the word ousia will be used of the Father and the Spirit as well as of 
the Son.
 We will see, then, that the two questions offered above (and the subset of 
questions they generate) form the primary focus of controversy in the late 2nd 
Centuries and onward, controversies that eventually led to the formulation of 
the orthodox Christian trinitarian creeds. Moreover, we will see that the ortho-
dox formulation sought to substantiate one ousia in three hupostaseis.

A Brief Historical Overview

 By the 2nd Century, we find the use of the triadic formula “Father, Son, and 
Holy Spirit” in regular use among the writings of the Church Fathers even 
though they rarely attempt to expound or explain it. Justin Martyr (ca. 100–
160 CE) and his disciple, Tatian (ca. 110–170 CE) stressed the unity of essence 
(ousia) between the Word and the Father, using the illustration of  light and 
emphasizing the impossibility of separating the light from its source. In this 
way they emphasized that while the Word and the Father are distinct (even as 
the light is distinct from the sun), they are not divisible or separable. 2

 By the 3rd Century, the trinitarian theology had developed further, with 
the Church Fathers giving more attention to questions that continued to arise, 
primarily over how to articulate the incarnation of Yeshua and His ontological 
relationship within the Godhead. Tertullian (ca. 160–225 CE) and Hippolytus 
(ca. 170–236 CE) developed what would become known as the “economic” 
view of the Trinity, which really did not explore the eternal relations among 
the Trinity, but focused upon the manner in which the plurality of the God-
head was revealed. The teaching was the creation revealed the role of the Spir-
it as separate from that of the Father,  while redemption manifested the work 
of the Son to be distinct from that of the Father. Yet both were regarded as in-
separably one with the Father in His eternal being.
 Tertullian’s view was that there exists three manifestations of the one God.

Although they are numerically distinct, so that they can be counted, 
they are nonetheless manifestations of a single indivisible power. 
There is a distinction (distinctio) or distribution (dispositio), not a divi-
sion or separation (separatio). 3 

To illustrate this, Tertullian pointed to common things in the physical world: a 
root and its plant; a water source that becomes a river; the sun and the light it 
gives. Thus, he sought to illustrate that the Father, Son, and Spirit are one 
identical “substance” known by three manifestations which are not divided. 4 

1 So BDAG, “oujsiva”
2 See Justin Martyr, Dialogue with Trypho, 61.2; 128.3f.
3 Millard J. Erickson, Christian Theology, 3 vols (Baker, 1983), 1.333.
4 Tertullian, Apology 21.11–13
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 But the explanations of Tertullian and Hippolytus were not that precise 
and failed to answer some of the questions being raised as the Church sought 
to formulate answers to the ontological questions being raised within her 
Greco-Roman culture. Thus, in the late 2nd and 3rd Centuries, two theologi-
cal explanations were offered to define more precisely the relationship be-
tween the Messiah and God. Both of these views are labeled as “Monarchian-
sim,” a word derived from the Greek words movno~ (monos, “singular, one”) 
and ajrchgov~ (arxēgos, “ruler”), thus meaning “sole sovereignty.” This label 
comes from the fact that both of these views sought to guard the uniqueness 
of God, and particularly His unity or singularity. In other words, the felt need 
of the late 2nd and 3rd Centuries was to keep the Trinity doctrine from mor-
phing into a tri-theism (i.e., three Gods). 
 The first Monarchian view has become known as “Dynamic Monarchian-
ism,” from the Greek word duvnami~ (dunamis, “power,” “might,” “strength”).  
It is attributed to a Byzantine leather merchant by the name of Theodotus, 
who taught this view in Rome about 190 CE. This view held that prior to His 
baptism, Yeshua was an ordinary man, though a completely virtuous one. It 
was at His baptism, however, that the Spirit, or the Spirit of Messiah, descend-
ed upon Him, and from that time on He performed miracles, showing all that 
He had become endowed with the power of God. Some of disciples of The-
odotus took their teacher’s ideas further, and believed that Yeshua actually 
became divine at the time of His baptism by John, though apparently Theodo-
tus himself never taught this. 
 This view of “dynamic monarchianism” could be illustrated in this way: 
consider a carpenter who takes a hammer and chisel and uses them with skill 
to build something. In this illustration, God is the carpenter, and Yeshua is the 
chisel. The work is that of God, and Yeshua is simply the instrument or tool 
through whom the Father accomplishes His work. Thus there is “one sover-
eign” whose “work” or “strength” is demonstrated in or through Yeshua. In 
this theological scheme, there is no need for Yeshua to be divine—He simply 
is endowed with the divine power (dunamis) of the Father. 
 Another teacher who taught “dynamic monarchianism” was Paul of Sa-
mosata, who taught in around 250 CE and later. He claimed that the Word in 
John 1 (lovgo~, logos) was not a personal, self-subsistent entity, but was rather 
the commandment or ordinance of God. Thus, the “Word” was not to be in-
terpreted as the Messiah. Once again, Paul of Samosata simply portrayed Ye-
shua as the conduit through whom the Word was expressed. God the Father 
was dynamically present in the life of the man Yeshua, but Yeshua was not 
Himself divine.
 Dynamic monarchianism did not gain much popularity, most likely be-
cause it appealed more to rationalists than to the masses. By contrast, the 
second form of monarchianism, “Modalistic Monarchiansim,” was fairly 
widespread and far more popular. While dynamic monarchianism essentially 
denied a trinitarian viewpoint of the nature of God, modalistic monarchian-
ism affirmed it while at the same time seeking to preserve the unity or one-
ness of God. Moreover, modalistic monarchianism was strongly committed to 
the full deity of Yeshua. But how could the deity of Yeshua be affirmed with-
out also holding to a bi-theism, i.e., that two Gods existed? 
 The primary names associated with modalistic monarchianism are Neotus 
of Smyrna (latter part of the 2nd Century), Praxeaus (condemned by Tertul-
lian in the early 3rd Century), and Sabellius, who developed the view in its 
most complete form, and as a result, it also became known as Sabellianism. 
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 The central idea of this theological position is that there is one Godhead 
which may be variously designated as Father, Son, or Spirit. These terms or 
names do not stand for distinct “persons” or “entities” within the Godhead, 
but are designations or names that fit the activity and revelation of God at dif-
ferent times and in different circumstances. Thus, Father, Son, and Spirit are 
identical. These “names” or “titles” are simply successive revelations of the 
same person. The solution that this view offered to the mystery of plurality 
and oneness was, then, to deny plurality but simply to affirm one person with 
three different names, roles, or activities.
 While this theological stance appeared to overcome the dilemma of plural-
ity with the one God, its weaknesses and vulnerability to error were apparent 
to many. For instance, those who held to Sabellianism or modalistic monarchi-
ansm had likewise to believe that the Father suffered on the cross, for if there 
is but one person Who has three different names, then when the Son was cru-
cified, it was the same as the Father dying. This became known in the debates 
as “Patripassiansim,” i.e., the “suffering of the Father.” But such a view was 
quickly labeled as heretical and was one of the primary factors leading to the 
rejection of Sabellianism in spite of the fact that it preserved the unity of the 
Godhead and affirmed the deity of Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.
 But perhaps the greatest weakness of modalistic monarchianism were the 
times in the Scriptures where God, Messiah, and Spirit appear simultaneously 
within earth’s history. The mikvah of Yeshua, for instance, has the voice from 
heaven, the Spirit descending in the form of a dove, and Yeshua immersing in 
the water of the river. Likewise, when Yeshua speaks of sending the Spirit, or 
when He prays to the Father, if one adheres to the modalistic monarchian 
view, Yeshua’s words and actions in these passages must be regarded as mis-
leading, for the Scriptures plainly portray Him as speaking to the Father and 
even submitting His own will to the will of the Father.
 The primary difficulty with monarchianism (whether dynamic or modalis-
tic) was that it denied the individuality of the persons within the Godhead. 
Clearly the Scriptures portrayed Yeshua as distinct from the Father, as well as 
the Spirit being distinct from the Messiah and the Father (for the Spirit is sent 
by the Messiah and proceeds from the Father [Jn 15:26]). 
 The theological debates that ensued in the late 2nd and 3rd Centuries, 
therefore, sought to guard against modalism in general. For instance, Origen 
(185–254 CE) proposed a theology that portrayed the Father as begetting the 
Son in eternity past, and that the Spirit was brought into existence through the 
Son. In this way, Origen affirmed the deity of all three members of the God-
head and likewise their eternality (for he taught the “eternal generation” of 
the Son and of the Spirit). So in maintaining a distinction between the Father, 
Son, and Spirit, and granting to each a distinct hupostasis, Origen effectively 
avoided modalism. Yet, as Feinberg notes, in guarding against modalism, Ori-
gen fell into a different doctrinal error:

But in order to guard against modalism, Origen paid too high a price, 
for he reasoned that Jesus Christ, though distinct from the Father, was 
an inferior being, a “secondary God,” since his deity was derived 
from the Father. The Spirit was also a deity to a lesser degree, deriv-
ing his divinity from the Father through the Son. 1 

1 John Feinberg, No One Like Him, p. 477.   
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Clearly, if Yeshua is considered a “secondary God,” then there exists more 
than one God, for in the Scriptures the One God is portrayed as infinite in all 
of His being. Thus, if Yeshua is a “lesser divine being,” He surely does not 
participate in the same divine nature possessed by the Father.
 Origen’s view of Yeshua and the Spirit as lesser in divine essence than the 
Father is analogous to describing a triangle with four sides. Quite obviously, 
by definition a triangle can have only three sides, so it is impossible for a four-
sided triangle to exist. Likewise, the Bible defines God as infinite in all of His 
attributes. To suggest, therefore, that there can exist a “secondary God” who  
possess a lesser form of divinity is to redefine God as someone He cannot be. 
It was because of this significant deficiency in Origen’s trinitarian views, i.e., 
subordination within the Trinity, that  they were condemned by later Church 
councils.
 It was in the midst of the 3rd Century, when these intra-ecclesiastical de-
bates to define the Godhead were fully engaged, that Arius (ca. 250–336 CE), 
a bishop in Alexandria, North Africa, proposed yet another theological posi-
tion regarding the relationship of the Father and the Son. Though Arius’s own 
writings have survived only in fragments, his position is fully outlined by his 
opponent, Athanasius (ca. 296–373 CE). 

Arius insisted that the Son was not co-equal and co-eternal with the 
Father. Instead He was created by God as an instrument through 
which the world was created. Therefore there was a time when the 
Father was and the Son was not. 1

 
 Since according to Arius the Son is not eternal, He likewise could not be 
divine. Thus Arius denied the deity of Yeshua as well as the deity of the Spir-
it, or at least he taught that if the Son and the Spirit possessed a divine nature, 
it was of a different kind when compared to the divine nature of the Father.
  As a result of Arius’s teaching in which he denied the Son’s deity, Em-
peror Constantine convened a special Church Council at Nicea in 325 CE. 
Athanasius took Arius to task, proving his theology errant and as a result, the 
Council condemned him as a heretic, resulting in his being exiled for a time. 
But because of his friendship with Eusebius of Nicomedia, he was allowed 
eventually to return to Alexandria, where his beliefs gained popularity 
throughout the 4th Century. Regardless, his theology was unequivocally re-
jected by the orthodox because of his denial of the deity of the Son. The pri-
mary modern-day proponents of Arianism are the Jehovah Witnesses.
 As we have seen, the primary issue faced by the early Christian Church as 
it sought to define the Godhead was how to avoid two opposing errors. On 
the one side was the need to maintain the infinite oneness of God, that is, to 
avoid teaching a di-theism or a tri-theism. For in seeking to emphasize the 
deity of the Son as equal with that of the Father, it appeared too close to af-
firming a di-theism. And to add the deity of the Spirit as equal with that of the 
Father and the Son moved toward a tri-theism. On the other side, however, 
was the issue of accepting the Son and the Spirit as having distinct individual-
ity in relationship to each other and to Father. When the infinite oneness of the 
Godhead was emphasized, this tended toward some form of Sabellianism or 
modality, which then de-emphasized or even denied the individual distinc-

1 Lavinia Cohn-Sherbok, Who’s Who in Christianity (Routledge Press, 
1998), p. 13.
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tions of the Son and the Spirit as clearly portrayed in the Scriptures. In short, 
the Christian Church, in requiring a way to define the Godhead in ontological 
terms, had come face to face with defining the undefinable. 1 
 In the Church Council of 325 CE at Nicea, the Nicene Creed was estab-
lished, which became the orthodox trinitarian creed. It is clear that the creed 
was established to overturn the teaching of Arius and to curb its spread with-
in the Christian Church. Of prime importance in the creed was the word 
oJmoou`sion (homoousion) meaning “of the same nature, like, similar,” translated 
below as “of one substance.” This was to make clear that the divine nature of 
the Son was one and the same with the divine nature of the Father. One should 
also note that the word “catholic” means “universal” and at this time was not 
yet descriptive of the later Roman Catholic Church. Below is the Nicene Creed 
of 325, revised at Constantinople in 381, which became the basic orthodox 
creed of the 4th Century Christian Church. As we shall see, further debates 
within the Church required yet further creeds to help define the orthodox po-
sition, particularly in theological matters related to the Trinity doctrine.

We believe in one God, the Father Almighty; Maker of heaven and 
earth, and of all things visible and invisible. And in one Lord, Jesus 
Christ, the only begotten Son of God, begotten of the Father before all 
worlds; God of God, Light of Light, very God of Very God, begotten, 
not made, being of one substance (homoousios) with the Father; by 
whom all things were made; Who, for us men and for our salvation, 
came down from heaven, and was incarnate by the Holy Ghost of the 
Virgin Mary, and was made man; and was crucified also for us under 
Pontius Pilate; He suffered and was buried; and the third day He rose 
again, according to the Scriptures; and ascended into heaven, and sits 
on the right hand of the Father; and He shall come again, with glory, 
to judge both the quick and the dead; Whose kingdom shall have no 
end. And we believe in the Holy Ghost, the Lord and Giver of life; 
Who proceeds from the Father [and the Son]; Who with the Father 
and the Son together is worshiped and glorified; Who spoke by the 
prophets. And we believe in one holy catholic and apostolic Church. 
We acknowledge one baptism for the remission of sins; and we look 
for the resurrection of the dead, and the life of the world to come. 
Amen.

1 Or to put it another way, the Christian Church, immersed within the 
Greco-Roman worldview, felt an utter necessity to define God in typical 
Greco-Roman categories, a form of linear logic foreign to the Scriptures. 
As we survey the controversies and the Church Councils that sought to 
settle them, we recognize the impossibility of defining the Godhead 
within the categories of Aristotelian logic. For God has not defined 
Himself in such categories, but rather within the pages of Scripture 
which come to us out of the Semitic culture in which tensions of logic 
are not required to be solved, but are rather appreciated as yielding a 
view of God Who is above and beyond human capability to understand.


