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The Necessity of a Definition
By: Nick Norelli
There is nothing more important to our comprehension of any subject than the definition of words and terms.  Words are what the Lord has given us as a means of communication and without them, although not impossible, it is very difficult to express our thoughts.  We see a perfect example of this in Genesis 11:1-9.  The Bible records an account of a time when the entire earth was of one language and of one speech.  What this basically means is that they were all using the same words to say the same things.  In other words, they understood each other.  They purposed in their hearts to build a tower whose top would reach unto heaven.  God saw what they were doing and knew that they could accomplish anything that they imagined, so in turn he confounded their language so they could not understand one another.  After this he scattered them throughout the earth and they did not build the city or the tower.  

The reason of citing this story is to show that once we cannot understand one another, we cannot get anything accomplished.  For this reason it is imperative that we make the meaning of the words we use crystal clear so as to not cause any confusion.  Any Christian who has ever spoken to a Jehovah’s Witness or a Mormon will realize quickly that although the same words are being used throughout the course of the discussion, completely different things are being said.  That is because the words being used have different definitions.  For this reason it is a must that we identify what it is that we are saying from the onset.  If we can clearly and firmly establish our speech then there is much less of a chance of misunderstanding what it is that we are saying.  There is also less of a chance that what is being said can be distorted.  We will begin with a very basic definition of the Trinity and then build upon it from there while defining the other major themes and terms of this writing.

The Trinity Defined

The late James Petigru Boyce defined the Trinity by saying, 

“God is revealed to us as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit each with distinct personal attributes, but without division of nature, essence or being.”

St. Augustine said,

“All those Catholic expounders of the divine Scriptures, both Old and New, whom I have been able to read, who have written before me concerning the Trinity, Who is God, have purposed to teach, according to the Scriptures, this doctrine, that the Father, and the Son, and the Holy Spirit intimate a divine unity of one and the same substance in an indivisible equality…”

To elaborate on the above definitions, the Trinity is the teaching that there is “One Indivisible Being” who is God, namely Yahweh.  This “One Indivisible Being” exists as “Three Distinct Persons.”  The “Nature” or “Substance” of this “One Indivisible Being” is shared equally by these “Three Distinct Persons.”  This is the definition that we will use for the Trinity throughout the course of this book.

Distinct Not Separate

Notice that the word “separate” is never used yet the words “without division” and “inseparable” are.  The persons of the Trinity are not “separate” persons they are “distinct” persons.  They are eternally connected in the substance they share as God.  The difference between “distinct” and “separate” must be recognized as it is imperative to properly defining the Trinity.  Now, everything that is separate is distinct, yet not everything that is distinct is separate.  An example of this would be a coin and its inscription.  The coin and the inscription on the coin are distinct yet not separate.  Another such example would be a finger and its print.  Many Trinitarian authors see no problem in using the term “separate” in reference to the Persons of the Trinity because they do not intend it in any way to mean a separation of substance or nature, but I have found that the use of the term opens the door to attacks of tri-theism and legitimately so.  If each Person were indeed separate from the other, and each Person were fully God, then the conclusion is naturally that there are three gods.  At this point we will follow the lead of the Athanasian Creed when it states we worship God in Trinity and Trinity in Unity, neither confounding the persons nor dividing the substance.    

A Misconception Cleared Up

At this point allow me to dispel a common myth about Jesus while he was on the cross.  Right before Jesus’ death he uttered the words, “My God, my God, why hast thou forsaken me?”  (Mat. 27:46 & Mk. 15:34)

It is commonly taught that because Jesus took the sin of the world upon himself and that sin separates from God, that Jesus and the Father were separated while Jesus hung on the cross.  Nothing could be farther from the truth.  It must first be pointed out that Jesus did not become a sinner while on the cross.  The Bible is very plain in telling us that Jesus was without sin.

For we have not an high priest which cannot be touched with the feeling of our infirmities; but was in all points tempted like as we are, yet without sin. (Heb. 4:15)

Who did no sin, neither was guile found in his mouth: (1Pet. 2:22)
It has always been personal sin that separated man from God; Adam is a prime example of this as it was his personal disobedience that expelled him from the garden of Eden. 

But your iniquities have separated between you and your God, and your sins have hid his face from you, that he will not hear. (Is. 59:2).  

2Corinthians 5:19 clearly states that “God was in Christ reconciling the world unto himself.”  This of course refers to the entirety of Jesus’ earthly ministry from his baptism straight through to his resurrection.  Jesus’ words from the cross were a direct quote of Psalm 22:1.  This is a Messianic Psalm and Jesus’ cry would have turned the attention of those who stood in attendance directly to it.  It was a declaration of his being the Messiah more than it was an actual question.  And when we reference the Psalm in question, we come across the proclamation made in vs. 24 which says, “For he hath not despised nor abhorred the affliction of the afflicted; neither hath he hid his face from him; but when he cried unto him, he heard.”  

Suffice it to say, there was never a time when they were separated from one another.  If the Persons of the Trinity could be separated then their unity would amount to nothing.  Their relationship would be no more intimate than the average human being’s.   
Being

The terms “nature, essence, being and substance” will be used interchangeably and all with the intent of describing WHAT Yahweh is.  To put it simply, they will be used to describe the “stuff” that God consists of.  To put it not so plainly, they will be used as an ontological description of Yahweh.  Ontology is simply the study of the nature of being and existence.  

Person

The term “persons” will consistently be used in reference to each member of the Trinity.  Now we are human beings who speak a human language and as such we are limited as to the words we may use to describe an infinite God.  When we use the word “person” in reference to the members of the Trinity it is not in the sense of humans.  “Person” is a word that describes someone who is conscious and has the ability to reason.  It denotes one with personality.  A “Person” thinks and has intelligence.  The term “persons” will be used in reference to WHO Yahweh is.  Just as we must recognize the difference in the terms “distinct” and “separate,” the distinction between “Being” and “Persons” must be made at all times.  Each Person is not a separate Being.  Each Person shares One Being/Essence. 

Christian apologist and theologian James White says,

“The Bible tells us there are three classifications of personal beings---God, man, and angels. What is personality? The ability to have emotion, will, to express oneself. Rocks cannot speak. Cats cannot think of themselves over against others, and, say, work for the common good of "cat kind." Hence, we are saying that there is one eternal, infinite being of God, shared fully and completely by three persons, Father, Son and Spirit. One what, three who's.”

It is when these two things are confused that heresy arises.  For example, if there were three beings who were each God then we would arrive at the error of Tri-theism.  If there is only one person who is God then we arrive at the errors of Unitarianism or Modalism, but when we make the distinction between “Being” and “Persons” we come to Biblical Trinitarianism.  

The Law of Non-Contradiction

“Something cannot be both true and false at the same time and in the same sense.”

“Being cannot be nonbeing, for they are direct opposites. And opposites cannot be the same. For the one who affirms that ‘opposites can both be true’ does not hold that the opposite of this statement is true.”

Many who deny the Trinity often posit the argument that because the Trinitarian uses the phrase, “God the Father, God the Son, and God the Holy Ghost” that they are teaching three Gods.  This is false for the phrase describes each Person as being God at the same time but not in the same sense. This doesn’t violate the law of non-contradiction in that each Person is not the next. Observe how equating Being and Persons can confuse an explanation of the Trinity.

Illogical Definition
Theologian Jeff Patton wrongly defines the Trinity, 

“There is one God, and there are the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit, 1 Pet. 1:2. When we see the Father, we see a person; when we see the Son, we see a person; when we see the Holy Spirit, we see a person; and when we see all three of them, we still see a person, and only one person, God. This is commonly known as the TRINITY.”

It is precisely because of definitions like this that people reject the Trinity or are so confused as to think it is beyond comprehension.  This definition defies logic and is can only be labeled a “mystery” in the most mysterious sense of the word.

Mr. Patton goes on to unwittingly acknowledge the absurdity of his definition saying,  

“The Trinity must remain a mystery to our finite minds. To most, the Trinity is an incomprehensible concept. This fact should help us to better understand our own finiteness, and the greatness our God.”

Well, such a definition is certainly incomprehensible since it violates the law of non-contradiction.  Three Persons cannot be One Person at the same time and in the same sense.  The Trinity is comprehensible and in comprehending it, we still see the vast greatness of our God and Savior, we still see how finite we are when compared to an infinite and eternally existent God.  He need not be an unknowable mystery to us for us to see these things in fact if He was an unknowable mystery to us then we wouldn’t know these things at all.

Essential/Ontological Trinity

Unbeknownst to most Trinitarians is the difference and distinction between the Essential/Ontological Trinity and the Economic Trinity.  Above we have defined the Essential/Ontological Trinity.  As we have seen, this deals simply with who and what God is.  It addresses the issues of Substance/Nature and Persons.  

Economic Trinity

But then there is the Economic Trinity, which addresses God’s actions and function in the world, in other words, what God does as opposed to what God is.  The Economic Trinity focuses on How the Ontological Trinity operates within the history of mankind dealing with every issue from creation to salvation.  This may not seem like an important thing, but it is necessary to define it here and now.  The heretical doctrine of modalism affirms the Economic Trinity while denying the Essential/Ontological Trinity.  Modalists believe that God is a single person who throughout history has manifested in three modes or roles.  Thus when speaking to them they may appear to believe in the Trinity because they agree with the function and actions of the Trinity, while denying the Essence or Persons of the Trinity.  This is another area where clear distinctions must be made.

Foolish Arguments
Universalist L. Ray Smith says, 

“Whenever someone tries to teach you a doctrine that is UNscriptural, he will always be forced to use words that are unscriptural.”

Now this statement leads me into the next point, and this is very important.  Everything that is extra-Biblical is not necessarily anti-Biblical!  Mr. Smith claims that one must go outside of scriptural language to teach unscriptural doctrine, but this is far from truth.  The Jehovah’s Witnesses and Mr. Smith for that matter needn’t go outside of scripture to teach the heretical soul sleep doctrine.  Mr. Smith also teaches the false doctrine of universal salvation using you guessed it, Bible language!  Mormons use scriptural language in an attempt to prove polytheism from the Bible.  There are thousands of teachings that deviate from scripture whose words are found in scripture, as well as wonderful truths from God whose words are found outside of scripture.  

The Bible never says that we must use only the words in the Bible to teach doctrine and anyone claiming such would have to employ language not found in scripture.  In other words, the argument is self-refuting.  Languages are wonderful and are composed of many, many words and some of these words do not appear in scripture nor would we expect to find them there.  But they can still be used to convey the truth of the scripture in a more detailed and clear way.  The true definition of “unscriptural” is not that which appears outside of scripture, but rather that which opposes and is contrary to scripture.  For instance, the Bible never once tells us that God is not a hippopotamus yet I can accurately and truthfully say that God is not a hippopotamus.  I just used language that is not found in scripture to describe God, but the words and description were true nonetheless.    

F.F. Bruce said, 

“Let us not be misled by the foolish argument that because the term “Trinity” does not occur in scriptures, the doctrine of the Trinity is therefore unscriptural.”
 
The description of this argument as “foolish” is accurate and warranted.  The common rebuttal to this is that the word "Bible" does not appear in the Bible yet we read one anyway.  There are many doctrines taught in the Word of God whose titles do not appear there.  Two such examples would be the “Rapture” and the “Millennium.”  While Christians have been debating the timing of the Lord’s return and the details concerning the catching away of the saints for years, there is no doubt that the doctrine of the rapture is present in scripture (1Thes. 4:15-18).  The same is true of the millennial reign of Christ (Rev. 20:4).  

The word “Monotheism” does not appear in scripture yet we see that Judaism and Christianity were strictly monotheistic religions based on the commands of God in scripture to believe in, worship, and serve him alone.  “Incarnation” is another word foreign to scripture yet we read of the Word becoming flesh (Jo. 1:14), Jesus taking upon himself the form of a servant (Phil. 2:7), and God sending forth His Son born of a woman (Gal. 4:4).  I could go on and on but I believe the point has sufficiently been proven.  

So please, do not be alarmed or thrown by arguments such as this, but rather deal with them quickly and move forward in stating your case by first, defining the terms you are using and then showing how these terms, although not necessarily Biblical in language are Biblical in teaching.  As Robert Letham said, “This [is] necessary because heretics [misuse] the Bible to support their erroneous ideas.”
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