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The Bud Has Flowered: Trinitarian Theology
in the New Testament

Michael Middendorf

Dr. Horace Hummel, professor at Concordia Seminary, St. Louis, used the
analogy of a bud that flowered to describe how certain doctrines were indeed
present in the Old Testament but then revealed further in the New. The
nature of God as triune is a classic example. There has always been one God,
Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. The bud of that truth is present in the Old
Testament. Reading the Old Testament through what is revealed in the New
we can discern that. But it is precisely because the Old Testament bud has
opened further in the New that weare able to see now what was always there.
We now turn to the flowering that has been revealed in the New Testament.

The focus of this paper is on three main teachings within the New
Testament that are critical to trinitarian theology. So this one paper will have
three parts, yet there are not three papers, but only one paper immutable,
indivisible, and, perhaps, incomprehensible! The three aspects are as follows:
first, the repeated assertion of a monotheism in continuity with the Old
Testament. The second part involves a recognition of the deity of Jesus
Christ.! Part three analyzes various statements in the New Testament that
speak of the three-ness of God’s nature within which the Holy Spirit is also
included.

To us today, these three aspects of New Testament theology may seem a
given. This paper may appear to be basic review. However, at the time of the
New Testament, they had an enormous theological impact. As the New
Testament looked back, its authors revealed aspects of the nature of God that
it asserted were wholly continuous with the Old Testament “bud.” Yet they
also went beyond it and, in so doing, presented challenges the church
wrestled to comprehend and articulate in the centuries to follow. Indeed, the
revelation of God that flowered in the New Testament pushed the church
toward the formal expression of the doctrine of the Trinity. Yet the church’s
expressions of trinitarian theology and, particularly, its basis within the New
Testament, continue to be a matter of debate. For example, Karl Barth stated
the challenge for New Testament theology as follows: “The Bible does not
expressly state that the Father, Son, and Holy Ghost are of equal essence and
thus in the same sense God Himself. Nor does it expressly state that thus and

'The point here is that Jesus is not divine because the Scriptures say He is, but that Jesus
is divine and the Scriptures attest to that fact.

The Rev. Dr. Michael Middendorf is the Trembath Professor of
Theology at Concordia University, Irvine, California.
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only thus, as Father, Son, and Holy Ghost, God is God. These two express
declarations, which go beyond the witness of the Bible, are the twofold
content of the Church doctrine of the Trinity.”?

It is significant to acknowledge that simply in terms of terminology, Barth
has a point. Words like “trinity” and “homoousias” are not part of the text of
the New Testament. One wonders what the Apostle Paul would have
thought about such terms in A. D. 60. How would St. John have responded in
A. D. 90 if asked whether he accepted the statement from the Athanasian
Creed ”that we worship one God in three persons and three persons in one
God, neither confusing the persons nor dividing the substance”? Apart from
further discussion and explanation, the response of both inspired authors may
well have been something of a blank stare. The more critical issue is this:
Does what the New Testament expresses legitimately lead to the church’s
orthodox trinitarian formulations? We will return to that question at the
conclusion of this paper.

Part 1: First, Christianity was careful to avoid the charge of advocating
something other than the monotheism of the Old Testament. As Stauffer puts
it, “Early Christian monotheism is confirmed rather than shattered by the
Christology of the N[ew] T[estament].”* In Mark 10 Jesus challenges the
young man who gave Him the title Aidokaie ayaBe, with the response: T
pe Aéyelg ayaBov; obdel; dymBoc €l un €ig O Bedc (Mark 10:18).* Jesus’
affirmation of the Shema of Deut. 6:4 seems evident here.®> However, it is
direct in Mark 12:29 when Jesus refers to that text just before identifying the
foremost commandment of all: *Axouve, Topani, kipiog 0 Bedg TGV KOpLOC
€i¢ éotu® [Deut. 6:4 may not have originally been a direct statement of

“Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics 1, bk. 1, The Doctrine of the Word of God, 2nd edition, trans.
G. W. Bromiley, ed. G. W. Bromiley and T. F. Torrance (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1975),
381. Emil Brunner similarly asserts, “The idea of the “Triune God’ does not form part of
the witness and message of Primitive Christianity” (The Christian Doctrine of God, trans.
Olive Wyon [Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1950], 217).

*Ethelbert Stauffer, in Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, 10vols., ed. G. Friedrich
and G. Kittel, trans. G. Bromiley (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans Publishing, 1973), s.v. “8¢6¢”
3:102 [Hereafter abbreviated as TDNT.]; see also Barth, Church Dogmatics 1, 1:351ff.

‘Stauffer, in TDNT, s.v. “8e6¢” 3:102.

*Deut. 6:4 in Hebrew and from the Septuagint reads as follows: mm Sk~ vou
= T wpoR dxove Topand kdprog & Bede udv xlpioc €ic éoTiy

SParallels are Matt. 23:37; Luke 10:27.
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monotheism or of Yahweh’s one-ness.” However, the assertion that there is,
in fact, only “one God” is at least implied here® and made explicit elsewhere
(cf. Deut. 4:35; Isa. 45:6). Even if the Shema was simply Israel’s confession of
allegiance to Yahweh alone,” to acknowledge and, indeed, worship both God
the Father and also Jesus as Lord (e.g., Matt. 2:11; 28:17; Phil. 2:10-11) would
certainly appear to violate that statement.]

Matt. 23:8-9 is an intriguing text particularly for those of us who are called
“teachers.” Jesus rebukes the love of privilege, recognition, and self-
glorification that motivated the Scribes and Pharisees. He then mandates this
contrast among His disciples: Uueic 8¢ un kAndfite, ‘PaPBi- €elc yap éotiv
DV 6 SLdaokohog, Tawteg 8¢ LuELC adeddol éote. Kol TaTéPE UT KaAéonte
budv ém tfc yig, €lc yoap éoTwv Ludv O matnp O ovpdvio;. As the
following verse makes clear, Jesus alone is the “one” teacher and our ultimate
father is our heavenly “one.”

Paul clearly reaffirms monotheism as well. After his most concise
articulation of the doctrine of justification by faith in Rom. 3:28, Paul
buttresses that assertion in the following verses: Tj “Tovdaiwy 6 8€0¢ uovov;
olxlL kal €Bvdv; val kal €Bvdy, €lmep €lc O Bedc OC BLKOLWOEL TEpLTOUNY
€k TloTewg kol axpoPuotiav dua thC Tlotewg (28-29). The one-ness of God
supports the teaching that Jews and Gentiles are justified before Him in the
same manner.'’ In Galatians 3, the Torah was mediated through a plurality
of angels, 6 ¢ Oed; €lc €otLy (3:19-20).

"The exact force of Deut. 6:4 is debated. See Quell, in TDNT, s.v. K0p10C, 3:1079-81.
Quell concludes, “It is not possible to determine the content of the words with a logical
precision free from all possible objection” (1081). It is probably neither simply a statement
about Yahweh’s oneness nor is it a statement of classic monotheism. More likely it is a
confession that Israel worships only one God. This is called “practical monotheism” by
Andrew Hill and John Walton, A Survey of the Old Testament (Grand Rapids: Zondervan,
1991), 100-101.

*Horace Hummel similarly concludes: “While grammatically no airtight case can be
made for monotheistic doctrine on its basis (as is also true of the First Commandment),
functionally the statement certainly has that import” (The Word Becoming Flesh [St. Louis:
Concordia, 1979}, 93).

’As Quell, who concludes the force is, “Yahweh is our God, Yahweh as the only one.”
He adds, “Deut. 6:4 does not seem to have had any influence on the ancient Christian
formula €i¢ 6 8ed¢” (TDNT, s.v. KUPLOG, 3:1081). But see the discussion of passages here,
as well as 1 Cor. 8 and Eph. 4 below.

%Some try to make a distinction between é& and bta, in this passage. See C. E. B.
Cranfield, The Epistle to the Romans, International Critical Commentary, eds. ]. Emerton and
C. E. B. Cranfield, 2 vols. (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1975), 1:222, who concludes that such
attempts “are unconvincing.”
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The next three Pauline texts have more complicated implications for the
second section of this paper, but their meaning in regard to monotheism is
clear. 1 Cor. 8 announces that an idol is nothing in the world 6t 00deLg Bedg
€l un €lc. There are many who are being called “gods” and “lords,” «Ad’
fuiv elc Beoc 6 mathp € ob T& mavte kel Tuelg €ig adtov. In a whole
string of “ones,” Eph. 4:6 includes: €lg 8€0¢ kel TeThp TAvTwWY, O Emi
TaVTwY Kel dLx Tavtwy kol év miowy. 1 Tim. 2:5 declares, €i¢ yip Bedc.

One relevant non-Pauline text is James 2:19. Itchallenges: ol TLoTeDeL; 6T
€lc totwv O Bedg, wkeAdg Tolelg kel T@ SaLpdvie MOTeDOLOLY Kal
$pioocovorv. Here, above all, there is continuity with the Old Testament.
Monotheism is unequivocally maintained. Unless one accepts the charge of
contradictory voices and glaring inconsistencies within the New Testament,
the suggestion that it openly or consciously abandons monotheism is to be
rejected.”” The New Testament consistently asserts that there is “one God.”
In current discussions with Judaism (and Islam as well), the dominant note of
monotheism voiced by the New Testament ought to be firmly upheld.

Part 2: Even in the face of this open and consistent reassertion of
monotheism, the New Testament also pushes us toward what Peter Toon calls
a “Mutation in Monotheism.”?? This is seen, first and foremost, in the New
Testament’s confession of the divinity of Jesus. Apart from this assertion of
Jesus’ divinity, one wonders how, when, or even if the church’s confession of
the Trinity would have been struggled over, formulated or even deemed
necessary.”” The matter here, of course, has been debated and disputed in
volumes of theological discussion. For example, Emil Brunner states, “It was
never the intention of the original witnesses to Christ in the New Testament
to set before us an intellectual problem—that of the Three Divine

Yslam claims Christianity rejects monotheism. For example, The Holy Quran, 2nd
edition states: “O People of the Book! Commit no excesses in your religion: Nor say of God
aught but the truth. Christ Jesus the son of Mary was (no more than) an apostle of God, and
his word, which he bestowed on Mary, and a spirit proceeding from him: so believe in God
and his apostles. Say not ‘Trinity: desist: it will be better for you: for God is one God: Glory
be to him: (far exalted is he) above having a son. To him belong all things in the heavens
and on earth. And enough is God as a Disposer of affairs” (trans. and commentary by A.
Yusuf Ali [Indianapolis: American Trust Publications, 1977], Sura 4:171, 233-234).

2Peter Toon, Our Triune God: A Biblical Portrayal of the Trinity (Wheaton, 11.: Victor
Books, 1996); this is the title of ch. 6,113-130.

BSee, for example, Walter Bowie, Jesus and the Trinity, “The title [of this book] . . .
embodies an emphasis which must not be forgotten. Trinity was not the first word, but the
last one; the first was Jesus” (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1960, 72). Barth similarly states:
“The doctrine of the Trinity is simply a development of the knowledge that Jesus is the
Christ or the Lord” (Church Dogmatics 1, 1:334).
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Persons— and then to tell us silently to worship this mystery of the ‘Three in
One.’ There is no trace of such an idea in the New Testament.”"

The dominant contemporary “consensus” for rejecting the divinity of Jesus
is the Butlmannian separation between Jesus of Nazareth and the Christ of
faith. Jesus of Nazareth lived and died a simple man's life; later, either under
persecution or from a position of power when Christianity became one of the
dominant religions of the empire, Jesus was gradually turned into a divine
being.”

However, the divine nature of Jesus is expressed a number of ways within
the texts of the New Testament itself. First, a few passages appear to assert
Jesus’ divinity directly. Rom. 9:5 is speaking of the Israelites ®v ol Tatépec
kol € v O XpLotdc TO KaTd odpke, 6 OV &Ml mavtwy Bedg €DAOYNTOC €ic
T0UG aidveg, aunv. Here the punctuation is a problem.™ Is there to be a hard
break after oapka followed by a doxology to God who is blessed? Or, as John
Murray forcefully argues, is the latter phrase also in reference to 6 Xpiotog
who is, in fact, “the one being God over all”?" In Titus 2:13 Paul describes
believers as mpoodexoucvor Ty paxapioy EATLON kel emdoaveray THC SOENG
T0D peyiov Beod ki owtfipog NGV 'Inood Xprotod. The question here is
the referent of tob peyaiou 6eol. It may refer to God the Father (cf. 2 Thess.
1:12; 2 Pet. 1:1), but it may also identify Jesus as “the majestic God.”"® Heb.
1:8 applies words from Ps. 45:6 to Jesus: “And to the Son [He said], “Your
Throne, O God, is for ever and ever.””

John's Gospel begins, 'Ev &pyfj fiv 6 Adyoc, kai 6 Adyoc v mpdc TovV Bedy,
Kol Beoc M 6 Adyoc. The significance of the lack of the definite article with
the final 8e6¢ has been disputed through the centuries, but seems to have been
resolved as a grammatical issue.”” As a result 6 Aéyog was God in the fullest
sense in the beginning and then became flesh (v. 14). Later in chapter one,
verse 18 refers to Jesus as povoyevng 60 6 @V €ig TOV KOATOV TOD THIPOC.

“Brunner, Christian Doctrine of God, 226.

On the popular front, this is the conclusion of recent Frontline video on PBS whose title
says it all, “From Jesus to Christ: The First Christians” (a Frontline coproduction with
Invision Productions, Ltd ; c. 1988 by WGBH Educational Foundation).

'*For more details, see Stauffer, in TDNT, s.v. “8¢6¢” 3:105.

“John Murray, The Epistle to the Romans (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1965), 245-248.

*See J. Schneider in The New International Dictionary of New Testament Theology, 3 vols.,
ed. C. Brown [DNTT] (Grand Rapids: Regency Reference House, 1976), s.v. “God,” 2:82.

PThe conclusive study is E. C. Collwell, Journal of Biblical Literature 53 (1933): 12-21; see
the discussion in DNTT, 2:80-81.
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While some texts omit 8¢0c, the earliest ones support its inclusion.” After the
resurrection, Thomas clearly identifies Jesus as 6 kUpto¢ pou kait 6 8eoc pou
(20:29).

If these statements are not sufficient, the point about Jesus’ divinity can be
discerned in a number of other more indirect or subtle ways. Secondly, it is
also implied in statements about the person and activity of Jesus. Jesus was
present ”in the beginning” (John 1:1,14; 17:5; 1 John 1:1-2). The pre-existence
of Christ by itself implies His “divine nature, divine origin, and divine
power.”? Phil 2 further asserts that Jesus was €v popdi} 8eod (v. 6). Exactly
what this means is explained later in the verse as t6 €lvai loa 8¢¢). In Him
iy 10 TANpwpa tfig Bedtnrog dwells in bodily form (Col. 2:9). He is not
creature, but, rather, took part in creation (John 1:3; Col. 1:16; 1 Cor. 8:6).

For Jesus, God is “my Father” and the Father sends Jesus with His authority
(John 5:22,27; 7:28-29; 8:18,26; efc.). Jesus reveals the Father to us (John 1:18);
He speaks from the Father (John 9:4) and shares the Father’s glory (John 17:5).
He exhibits the divine authority to forgive sins (Mark 2:7), does miraculous
works (e.g., Luke 7:16; John 3:2; 9:32-33), and now sits on God’s throne to
judge the world (Rom. 14:10; 2 Cor. 5:10). While Jesus is separate from the
Father, He is also in some sense “in” and “one” with the Father (John 10:30;
14:10;17:11,21). Indeed, those who see Jesus have in fact seen the Father (John
12:45;14:9). All this leads Stauffer to conclude that Jesus “is the representative
of God in the world and in history. For He is instituted and equipped by God
the Father. He is Himself the Bearer of the divine office.”? As a result,
hymns are sung to Jesus (e.g., Col. 1:15-20; Phil. 2:5-11). His people call upon
His Name (e.g., Acts 9:14,21; 22:19) and address prayers to Him (Acts 7:59;
1 Cor. 16:22; 2 Cor. 12:8).

Third, the titles used by and given to Jesus also identify Him as divine.
Some of these are less direct. Heis 0 @tytoc Tob Beod (Mark 1:24; John 6:69),
0 elkwv tob Beod 0D dopertov (Col. 1:15; cf. 2 Cor. 4:4), 6 vid¢ T0d Beod (Gal.
2:20; Rom. 1:4; Eph. 4:13, etc.) and so forth. In and of themselves these titles
do not necessarily assert divinity. However, the manner in which the titles
are filled out expresses more than mere election or functionality.” For

®For example, p66 and p75; see Bruce Metzger, ed., A Textual Commentary on the Greek
New Testament (New York: United Bible Societies, 1971), 198.

#Edmund Fortman, The Triune God: A Historical Study of the Doctrine of the Trinity (Grand
Rapids: Baker, 1972), 17.

2E. Stauffer in TDNT, s.v. “6e0” 3:106.

BToon, Our Triune God, 118-120.

%As could be surmised from Stauffer’s quote just cited; page 8, n. 22.
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example, He is not merely one of “God’s sons,” but His “only/unique” Son
(rovoyevrc in John 1:18; 3:16, 18; 1 John 4:9; cf. Acts 13:32-33; Rom. 8:3, 32).

As a whole, these titles give Jesus divine attributes or characteristics, and
then also relate Jesus to God in some manner, normally with the genitive to
follow. They convey the idea that Jesus is in some way on the same level as
the Father, yet also differentiated from Him.® Indeed, the very terms
“Father” and “Son” imply some type of subordinate relationship between the
two as 1 Cor. 15:28 makes clear.”® This can be viewed in terms of role or
function rather than essence. But, in any case, the explicit nature of the
relationship is not fully worked out within the New Testament.

More to the point, two of these titles make assertions which are much more
direct. Jesus’ use of ¢yw eipt strikingly identifies Himself with that which “is
the self-declaration of God in the O[ld] T[estament].”% ¢y €iui statements
do occur at significant junctures in the Synoptics. At Jesus’ trial before
Caiaphas, His answer to the question, ”“Are you the Messiah, the Son of the
Blessed One?” begins, “éyw €ipt” (Mark 14:62; see also Mark 6:50).

However, Jesus’ use of éyw elpi is particularly prominent in John's Gospel.
Here ¢ydd eipl often takes a predicate (0 &ptog thc (wig, 6:68; 10 PA¢ Tod
Koouov, 8:12; 6 mowuty 6 kaAdg, 10:11; etc.). Yet in a number of cases the
pronouncements have no predicate and, as a result, are even more forceful.
The following are three examples from John 8:

€v yop un motevonte OtL €yw eipt, amobavelobe €v Talc quaptiong
V@V (v. 24).

1Y) ¢ ’ \ [BY ~ 3 ’ ’ ’ 1% 2 ’ y
Otav LYudonte tov vidv 1tod avBpwtov, téte yvwoeaBe 8ti éyw elp
(v. 28).

Tpilv "Afpady yevéoBar €yw elpl (v.58).

A number of related statements are also made in Revelation. In1:8 the Lord
God declares, 'Eyw €ipt 10 "Aipe kol 10 °Q; in 1:17 the Son of Man says,
éyw) €l 6 TPGTOC Kai 6 éoxatoc. In Rev. 21:6 God says, €yw [eiuL] T0

BColin Brown, Schneider, DNTT, 2:84, states, “In all these statements the two facts, that
God and Christ belong together and that they are distinct, are equally stressed, with the
precedence in every case due to God the Father, who stand above Christ.”

*6tav & UmotayR adtd Ta mavte, téte [kal] abtog 6 vidg Umotayroetar T
vnotafevtt adtd ta movte, tve f§ 6 Bede [td] movte &v mdaoiy.

ZStauffer, in TDNT, s.v. “0e0¢” 3:104; see also Stauffer, in TDNT, s.v. €y, 2:348-54. In
addition to the obvious connection with the revelation of the divine Name in Exod. 3:14,
one should also note other “I am” assertions based upon that Name within the Old
Testament (e.g., Deut. 32:39; Isa. 41:4; 48:12).
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*Albo kel 10 "Q, f| @pyn kal 10 tédoc. Only a few short verses later, Jesus
Himself declares, éyw 10 "AAdpa kai 0 "Q, 0 TPDTOG KAl O €0XXTOG, 1) APYN
Kol TO T€A0G (22:13). The implication seems clear enough.

Just as significant is the identification of Jesus as kupLoc (e.g., Acts 2:36;
Rom. 10:9; 1 Cor. 12:3; 2 Cor. 4:5; Phil. 2:11). The assertion that “Jesus is Lord”
was the earliest Christian confession.? In our day, this all too often comes off
as a legalistic and demanding assertion of Jesus’ dominance and power (e.g.,
“Jesus must be Lord of your life!”). However, the significance goes far
beyond the dominical title to the very name of God. The key is not merely the
Septuagint’s use of kpLog to translate Yahweh over 6,000 times,” but also the
textual basis from within the Old Testament upon which the New Testament
confession is made.”

The most prominent of these is Phil. 2:5-11. After the humiliation of Jesus’
death, even on a cross, the climax of His exaltation is expressed in verses 10-
11: Tve é&v 1@ ovouatt ITnood v yovu kapym émovpaviwy kai émiyelwy
kel katayxfoviwy kai Tdow yAGoow €EopoAoynomtar 0Tt kUproc ‘Inoolic
Xprotog €ig 60fav Beod matpoc. The background here is Isa. 45 where the
Septuaginttranslates Yahweh as saying of Himself, 0t1 éuol kaujer mav yévu
kel €oporoynoetar mioa yAdoox T¢ Beq (v. 23b; cf. v. 21).%

Both Acts 2:21 and Rom. 10:13 quote Joel 3:5 from the Septuagint, which
reads: kal éoton TG O¢ &V émwkaiéontar tO Svoua Kvplov cwOrceTot.
Here, as usual, kUpLoc translates Yahweh. Within the immediate context of
the quotation from Joel, both New Testament chapters explicitly identify Jesus
as KUPLOG.

kel kUpLov adtov ket Xprotov énoinoev 6 Bedg, tobrov tov Incodv
(Acts 2:39)

OTL éov Goloynorg €v 1@ atouati couv kupLov ‘Incobv (Rom. 10:9)

%J.N. D. Kelly, Early Christian Creeds (Essex: Longman, 1972), 14-15.

®Quell, in TDNT, s.v. “k0pLot” 3:1059 notes that the Septuagint renders Yahweh with
xUpLOg 6,156 times. It is only rarely used for el (23 times) or elohim (193 times) Quell,
3:1059. The direct connection with Jesus is disputed, but note the argument here in
response.

*Here 1 am indebted to Charles B. Cousar for emphasizing the Old Testament basis in
a paper on “Christology and Monotheism in Paul” presented at the Society of Biblical
Literature Annual Meeting, Toronto, Canada, November, 2002.

ey 0z vagn Tahz wosn 9o

¥2:32 in English; 3:5 in the Masoretic text reads: w5 m owia &3p™ gk 5= mm
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The Shema of Deut. 6:4 underlies 1 Cor. 8:6 which states: &AL’ Tjiiv €lc Beog
6 mathp € ob T mAVTH Kai TRELG elg abTov, kol €1g kuprog 'Inoolc
Xprotog 6L° ob to mavte kai Tyeic 6L’ adtod. It is significant that the
identification of 8¢t as our “one” Father and Creator is immediately followed
by the assertion that Jesus is kUpto¢ and that He is similarly the “one” through
whom all things exist. [This passage suggests that Eph. 4:5-6 should be
interpreted in like fashion: €l¢ kUptog, pla miotig, &v Bamtiona, €l Bede kai
TATNp TEVTWY, O &Ml Tavtwy Kol Sid Tavtwy kol év Taciv. The one kipLog
is to be identified as Jesus; at the same time God is also still one (see also
1 Cor. 12 discussed below).]

Jesus’ decisive question remains, “Who do you say I am?” (Matt. 16:15).
Together all these passages make the identification of Jesus with Yahweh, the
1AM, all but inescapable. Thus the confession kUptog "Inoolg XpLotog serves
primarily as a statement of His divinity. Jesus is God.

These texts also bring us to a decisive point. In line with Deut. 6:4, the New
Testament affirms that the Lord God is one. God is our one Father. However,
apart from quotations from the Old Testament, “kiptog was not a very
common term for God” in the New Testament.* kipLo¢ normally refers to the
“Lord” Jesus who is distinguished from God the “Abba” Father (e.g., 1 Cor.
1:3; 2 Cor. 2:2; Gal. 1:3; Eph. 1:2; etc.). Significantly, then, there is also one
Lord (Yahweh) whom the New Testament now identifies as Jesus. As a
result, the one-ness of God is maintained and the divine nature of Jesus is also
clearly stated and implied. As longas these two seemingly paradoxical truths
are asserted, the way has been paved toward discemning a trinitarian theology
in the New Testament and into the final section of this paper.

Part 3: In a number of places the New Testament articulates what came to
be understood as expressions of the three persons of the Trinity. Attimes this
occurs in formulaic expressions. Matt. 28:19 states: mopevBévteg odv
pabntetoate wavte ta €Bvn, Pantilovies adrolc €l O Svour Tod TATPOC
kel Tol viob kel tob &yiov Tvedpatoc® 2 Cor. 13:13 is another example. “H
xapig Tod Kupiov Inood Xprotod kat 7 dyetn tod eod kai 1| kowwvia Tob
ayLlOU TVEDUETOC HETH TOVTWY DHQV.

BFoerster, in TDNT, s.v. "Kt')p 1o¢” 3:1087; he observes that in “the Marcan material and
Q God isnever called 0 kKUptog exceptin Mark 5:19.” Other exceptions include Matt. 11:25
(Luke 10:21);1 Tim. 6:15; see also Fortman, The Triune God, 19.

*It is interesting that this is the only text with a trinitarian formula attached to baptism,
Note the many references to baptism into the Name of Jesus, Jesus Christ, the Lord Jesus,
etc. (e.g., Acts 2:38; 8:16; 10:48; 19:5).
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More often, the description seems less “deliberate.” Instead it occurs
regularly and almost inevitably as the New Testament aims to describe God's
saving work in all its fulness.* The voice from heaven together with the dove
descending upon Jesus at His baptism is commonly identified in this way
(Mark 1:9-11). On Pentecost day, Peter describes what is happening in these
words about Jesus: tf} 6eELd o0V t0D Beob UYwleLg, Y Te émayyeAlav TOD
Tveduatog 10D dylov AePov mapk Tod Matpdc, EE€xeev ToLTO O Uuelg [Kai]
BAémete wai akolete (Acts 2:33). Gal. 4:6 is another example. “Oti &€ €ote
viol, ¢EaméoteLAier 6 Bedg 10 Mrebua Tod viod altod eig TaG kapdlag UGV
kp&lov, ABBa 6 matrp. 1 Cor. 12:3 affirmed the identity of Jesus as kUpLoG.
Verses 4-6 state: ALaLpéoeLg 6¢ xapLopatwy €ioiy, 10 &€ adto mreduw kel
SraLpéoelg drakovidv elow, kai 6 adTOG KUPLOG" KAl OLoLpETELG
évepynuatwy €loly, 6 & altdg Bedg 6 Evepyav ta mavta év TaoLY.

Perhaps the most surprising thing here is the inclusion of the Spirit in
descriptions of God along with Father and Son. Though not as often as with
Jesus, a few passages do appear to identify the Holy Spirit as God directly.
For example, 2 Cor. 3:17 states, 0 8¢ kUpLog T0 Tvebua éotiv: ob & TO
mredux  kuplov, érevBepia’®  Other times the Holy Spirit is used
interchangeably with references to God (e.g., Acts 5:3-4). More often,
however, the situation is similar to the New Testament’s portrayal of Jesus.
The Spirit’s personal nature and divine activity are simply described and
confessed. Fortman summarizes:

The fullest presentation of the Holy Spirit is found in the Paraclete
passages [of John's Gospel]. . . . He is “another Paraclete” (14:16), the
“Spirit of truth” (14:17; 15:26; 16:13), who “dwells with” the Apostles,
“whom the world cannot receive because it neither sees him nor knows
him” (14:17). He is sent by the Father and by Jesus (14:26; 15:26), and
proceeds from the Father (15:27). “He will teach you all things, and
bring to your remembrance all that I have said to you” (14:26). “He will
bear witness to me” (15:26). “He will guide you into all truth . . . and
will declare to you the things that are to come” (16:13). “He will glorify

*In addition to those noted here, see also Rom. 5:1-5; 8:14-17; 14:17-18; 15:16,30; 2 Cor.
1:21-22; 3:3; Gal. 3:11-14; Eph. 1:11-14,17; 2:18; Col. 1:3-8; 2 Thess. 2:13-14; Titus 3:4-6; 1 Pet.
1:1-2. This is often referred to as an “economic” expression of the Trinity, by Barth, Church
Dogmatics 1, 1:333, for example. This kind of expression is present repeatedly, but do the
Scripture’sassertmore? Barth replies negatively in regard to expressions which go beyond
this to God’s “essence” or “immanence”; see Barth, “None of this is directly biblical, i.e.,
explicitly stated in the Bible; it is Church doctrine.”

*John 4:24 has also been suggested: mvedpa 6 Bedg, kal Tolg Tpookuvolvtag adtody
év meluatt kel dAnBele 8l Tpookuvelv. It seems less likely that this is a direct
reference to the Holy Spirit.
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me, for he will take from what is mine and declare it to you” (16:14).
“He will be with you forever” (14:16).”

The relationship between Jesus and the Spirit is similar to the “Father/Son”
relationship noted above. As Toonstates, “The Paraclete is to Christ as Christ
is to the Father.”® On the one hand, the two are intimately related. For
example, “By Jesus Christ we receive the adoption as sons, yet the Holy Spirit
is the Spirit of adoption (Eph. 1:5; Rom. 8:15). We are justified in the Spirit
and in the Lord (1 Cor. 6:11; Gal. 2;17), sanctified in the Spirit and in Christ
(1 Cor. 1:2; 6:11).”% As a result, it is not surprising when Acts refers to “the
Spirit of Jesus” (Acts 16:7) and Paul speaks of “the Spirit of Christ” (Rom.
8:9).¢ Atthesame time, however, the Holy Spirit is distinguished from Jesus.
It is the Spirit who intercedes for us in prayer (Rom. 8:26), assures us that we
are God’s children (Rom. 8:16,23), fills us with wisdom (1 Cor. 2:11,14), and
strengthens us in our inner being (Eph. 3:16). All of this legitimately leads
Fortman to conclude that in the New Testament, the divine Spirit “is a person
distinct from the Father and the Son.”*

Conclusion

In conclusion, what can we say about the relationship between the New
Testament and the trinitarian theology of the church? Brunner concludes,
“The ecclesiastical doctrine of the Trinity is not only the product of genuine
Biblical thought, it is also the product of philosophical speculation, which is
remote from the thought of the Bible. . . . Similarly, the idea of the Three
Persons is more than questionable.”# So is there a trinitarian theology in the
New Testament or not? I believe that the three points emphasized in this
paper lead to the conclusion that there is. The New Testament affirms that (1)
there is only one true God, (2) Jesus Christ, along with the Father, is divine
Lord and God, and (3) it portrays God as three persons, Father, Son, and
Spirit, acting “for us and for our salvation.”

A more complicated challenge is the suggestion that the New Testament
provides only the foundation upon which the church later built a trinitarian
theology. Schneider illustrates that view by stating: “ All this underlines the

3Fortman, The Triune God, 28.

*Toon, Our Triune God, 184; citing passages from John's Gospel, he notes, 184-85, that
both jesus and the Spirit are sent from the Father, are called holy, teach, reveal, convince
and convict.

¥Fortman, The Triune God, 20.

“Toon, Our Triune God, 190, even speaks of a “merging” of the two.
“'Fortman, The Triune God, 28.

“Brunner, Christian Doctrine of God, 239.
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point that primitive Christianity did not have an explicit doctrine of the
Trinity such as was subsequently elaborated in the creeds of the early
church”® Fortman similarly concludes that the New Testament merely
provides “a trinitarian schema or ground plan.”# Bowie states that the
doctrine of the Trinity is not “already formulated” in the New Testament, but
developed as “the progressive charting of a course like the course of a ship.”*
Barth says that only the “root” which subsequently grew into trinitarian
doctrine is present in the New Testament.* Brunner asserts that the church
later “created the doctrine of the Trinity.”* What is a proper response?

In One God in Trinity, Christopher Kaiser writes an article titled “The
Discernment of Triunity.”* This is perhaps an adequate way of addressing
the issue. To return to the bud and flower analogy, one might ask, “Has the
church’s articulation of the doctrine of the Trinity been a further flowering
that developed subsequent to the New Testament? Does the doctrine of the
Trinity go beyond the witness of Scripture?” Inresponse, I would agree with
Toon’s assessment, which states: “I do not believe that there is a precise or
formal doctrine of the Trinity in the New Testament materials. At the same
time, I do think that the whole of the New Testament bears witness —mostly
implicitly but sometimes explicitly — to the plurality within unity of the one
true God, Yahweh Elohim.”*

What we can we say is that in the New Testament the flower has opened as
far as God’s nature has now been revealed to us.” In formulating the doctrine
of the Trinity, the church did not to go beyond or add to what the New
Testament said. Rather, it simply described the flower as far as it had already
blossomed in Scripture. In that sense the doctrine does not add to what was
revealed.” Rather, the church simply practiced discernment in regard to

%]. Schneider in DNTT, s.v. “God,” 2:84.

“Fortman, The Triune God, 32.

“Bowie, Jesus and the Trinity, 72; he adds, “The expression they developed had to find
its way through trial and error; and the test for them as between truth and error was not
a doctrine already formulated but. . . .”

“Barth, Church Dogmatics, 1, 1:346, 375, etc.

“Brunner, Christian Doctrine of God, 222.

*“Christopher Kaiser, “The Discernment of Triunity” in One God in Trinity, ed. P. Toon
and J. Spiceland (Westchester, I11.: Cornerstone Books, 1980), 27-41.

“Toon, Our Triune God, 67.

*More of God’s nature, as well as many other things, will be revealed and opened
further to us on the day we see God face to face. Now, we still see many things in a mirror
dimly (1 John; 3:2; 1 Cor. 13:12).

*'Perhaps Brunner is asserting something like this in these words: “This then is the
biblical evidence —not for the Trinity, but evidence which points in the direction of the
doctrine of the Trinity” (Christian Doctrine of God, 217).
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explaining and carefully articulating what was already fully there in the text
of the New Testament. A clear answer to this question is the challenge with
which we are to wrestle as these papers continue our progression toward
“Confessing the Trinity Today.”*

2Quotation from the conclusion of Athanasian Creed.



