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Explanation of the Trinity 

 

God is one in regard to essence | Early in church history the question developed whether Christ was the same as 

the Father in substance or in essence. Arius taught that Christ was like the Father in substance, yet the Father was 

greater than Christ; hence, although some equated the terms substance and essence, the proper way to designate 

the Trinity became “one in essence.” The essential oneness of God is linked to Deuteronomy 6:4, “Hear, O Israel! 

The Lord is our God, the Lord is one! (Heb. echad, “compound unity; united one”). This statement stresses not 

only the uniqueness of God but also the unity of God (cf. also James 2:19). It means all three Persons possess the 

summation of the divine attributes but yet the essence of God is undivided. Oneness in essence also emphasizes 

that the three Persons of the Trinity do not act independently of one another. This was a constant theme of Jesus 

in rebuffing the charges of the Jews (cf. John 5:19; 8:28; 12:49; 14:10). 

 

God is three with respect to Persons | The word persons tends to detract from the unity of the Trinity, and it is 

readily recognized that persons is an inadequate term to describe the relationship within the Trinity. Some 

theologians have opted for the term substance, hence, “God has three subsistences.” Other words used to 

describe the distinctiveness of the Three are: distinction, relation, and mode. The term persons is nonetheless 

helpful inasmuch as it emphasizes not only a manifestation but also an individual personality. In suggesting God 

is three with respect to His Persons it is emphasized that (1) each has the same essence as God and (2) each 

possess the fullness of God. “In God there are no three individuals alongside of, and separate from, one another, 

but only personal self-distinctions within the Divine essence.” This is an important deviation from modalism (or 

Sabellianism), which teaches that one God merely manifests Himself in three various ways. This unity within three 

Persons is seen in Old Testament passages such as Isaiah 48:16 where the Father has sent the Messiah and the 

Spirit to speak to the restored nation. In Isaiah 61:1 the Father has anointed the Messiah with the Spirit for His 

mission.  

 

These references emphasize both the equality and the unity of the three Persons. 

 

The three Persons have distinct relationships | Within the Trinity exists a relationship that is expressed in terms 

of subsistence. The Father is not begotten nor does He proceed from any person; the Son is eternally begotten 

from the Father (John 1:18; 3:16, 18; 1 John 4:9). The term generation suggests the Trinitarian relationship in that 

the Son is eternally begotten of the Father. The Holy Spirit eternally proceeds from the Father and the Son (John 

14:26; 16:7). The word procession suggests the Trinitarian relationship of the Father and the Son sending the Spirit. 

It is important to note, however, that these terms denote a relationship within the Trinity and do not suggest 

inferiority in any way. Because the terms can tend to suggest inferiority some theologians deny their usefulness. 

 

The three Persons are equal in authority | Although terms like generation and procession may be used in referring 

to the functioning within the Trinity, it is important to realize that the three Persons are equal in authority. The 

Father is recognized as authoritative and supreme (1 Cor. 8:6); the Son is also recognized as equal to the Father in 

every respect (John 5:21-23); the Spirit is likewise recognized as equal to the Father and the Son (cf. Matt. 12:31).  
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