"Your Questions Answered" Series – Paul Champoux, ISI

Topic: Is God Just One God, Or Three Gods or More?  What Does the Term "Trinity" Mean?
INTRODUCTION

After you begin to learn the Bible, you learn that Jesus Christ is God.  And you read about God the Father, God the Son and God the Holy Spirit.  Then you might ask, "How many God's are there?  Is there one God or three Gods or more?  And what do Christians mean when they say God is a trinity?" (The word, "trinity," means tri-unity: three in one, or threefold unity.)  Well, let me try to explain the answer this way. 

THE PROBLEM OF OUR LIMITED HUMAN MINDS


I have a pet dog that likes to chase animals called rabbits.  My dog could be trained to know what I mean by the word "rabbit."  If I say "rabbit" each time a rabbit runs by us, the dog will know what the word "rabbit" means.  Then sometime when the dog does not see any rabbit, if I say "rabbit" then, the dog will jump up, run to the field and look around for the rabbit.  


But no matter when and how often I say to the dog, "atoms, molecules or the theory of relativity," he will never know what I mean.  He cannot, because those realities are beyond the power of the dog's mind to form concepts about them.  


In the same way, God is greater than our human minds can fully understand.  And yet, we can know correctly some things about God--some characteristics of God.

THE PROBLEM OF THE LIMITATIONS OF LANGUAGE


Our language can describe only what we observe or experience here on earth.  For example, can you form a picture in your mind of a chair?  Yes, of course.  Could you describe it?  Yes.  But can you form a picture of a molecule?  We do not know exactly what it looks like.  We only draw pictures of dots connected by lines.  That is a symbolic representation of it.  We do not know what it really looks like.  Likewise, we know atoms exist because we can observe their effects.  We know their functions.  We can describe their actions and relationships mathematically.  Likewise, even though we cannot make a picture of God, we can know what he is like by descriptions of Him, and by seeing the effects of God--what God does.

INCOMPLETE, BUT TRUE DESCRIPTIONS OF GOD


Language is symbolic representations (by sounds or written symbols) of objects, events, feelings or mental concepts.  But God is not physical matter like the world he made.  So God is greater than our language can fully describe.  God is somewhat different from anything on earth for which we have words.  But God also is somewhat like things we see or experience--somewhat like, but also somewhat different and greater.  So God can describe Himself by analogy to humans, or to other things on earth.  If God had not described himself to us, we would not know so clearly and certainly what he is like.  But God has described himself in the Bible.  These examples are from things in the created world.  They are not complete, and not perfect, representations of the infinite God.  But they do give us some true knowledge about God, even though only partial knowledge.  For example, God tells is in the Bible that he is a:

King.  He has authority, right and power to govern and make laws.  He should receive honor and obedience.

Good Father.  He loves and provides for the people he has created.

Shepherd.  He guides, feeds and protects creatures that are totally dependent on him.

Person.   God is not just an impersonal force like gravity.  Rather, he is an individual self with conscious awareness and personality something like we experience.  He can think, feel, choose, love, communicate and act.  Our personality is a minor reflection of God's personality.  He made us a little bit like himself. 

Person who is all-knowing, all-wise.  He has complete, perfect, infinite knowledge and judgment, more than all professors, judges and libraries in the world.

Person who is all-powerful.  He is like thunder, lightning, wind, earthquakes, but infinitely more powerful.

WHAT "TRINITY" MEANS, AND DOES NOT MEAN


God also told us that he is just one God. The One who made everything else is the source and foundation of everything else, and is infinite.  So there can only be one infinite Being.  But that one infinite being is composed of three persons.  They are named in the Bible: God the Father, God the Son and God the Holy Spirit.  Each has his own individual mind, feelings, will and honor. But because they are perfect in knowledge, love and moral goodness, they never disagree.  They are in perfect harmony and unity of purpose and desire.


Someone might ask, how can three be one?  Isn't that a contradiction?  The answer is no.  God's description of himself in the Bible and in Jesus teaching about God is


not  that  
X = 3X   (one God equals three Gods.) 


rather that
Y = 3X   (one being is three persons, or three individual persons exist in one infinite 



substance or essence.)


God is not physical matter that has parts, but an infinite, spiritual being which cannot be divided.  So

Christians say that God is


not 
1+1+1 = 3   
(the Father plus the Son plus the Holy Spirit in total  constitute God.)


but rather
(1) (1) (1) = 1
(one times one times one: The Father is fully God, the Son is fully God and 



 the Holy Spirit is fully God.)


We are familiar with things in the world, each of which is a complex unity.  For example, here is a compound unity.


I 
a line is absolute unity: one dimension only.


a square is a compound unity: two dimensions but still one object, not two separate units.

 
a cube is one integral object in three dimensions.  Each face of it may have a different color.


And here are examples of composite unities.


1. One human body is one individual life, operating as one, unified self.  But at the same time the body is billions of individual cells, each with its own life directed by itself in its function, reproduction, etc.


2. One unified orchestra produces a composite, harmonious sound of a symphony.  And yet that symphony is composed of many different instruments, each having its own sound.  Some of the individual instrument's' sounds are quite different from the other individual sounds.  All the sounds together make one sound--the harmonized sound of the symphony.


It may seem not logical to us that parallel lines ever could touch.  But we know from mathematics that parallel lines meet in infinity.  Likewise, we cannot say that God can be only what we can understand or imagine about him.  God is greater than any of our concepts.  So therefore, we must accept his description of himself.  We cannot know God better than he knows himself and describes himself.

BIBLE REFERENCES DESCRIBING GOD

God is just one God.

"The Lord, he is God; there is no other besides him." ..... "The Lord, he is God in heaven above and on the earth below; there is no other." ..... "The Lord is one."  (Deuteronomy 4:35,39;  6:4)

"God is only  one".  (Galatians 3:20)


"For there is one God."  (1 Timothy 2:5)

The one God exists in three Persons.

"I am he, I am the first, I am also the last.  Surely my hand founded the earth, and my right hand spread out the heavens. ..... And now the Lord God has sent me, and his Spirit."  (Isaiah 48:12-16)

"As soon as Jesus was baptized, he went up out of the water.  At that moment heaven was opened, and he saw the Spirit of God descending like a dove and lighting on him.  And a voice from heaven said, 'This is my Son, whom I love; with him I am well pleased.' " (Matthew 3:16,17)

"Then Jesus came to them and said, 'All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me.  Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.'..." (Matthew 28:19)

Jesus is fully God, equal to God the Father and to God the Holy Spirit.

(John 10:30-33)        (John 8:57-59)        (John 20:28,29)

Jesus said, "All things have been committed to me by my Father.  No one knows the Son except the Father, and no one knows the Father except the Son and those to whom the Son chooses to reveal him."  (Matthew 12:27)  No human can fully know or understand what God is.  Only God can know himself.  Yet Jesus knows God.  So Jesus is not just a man, but is God.  The Father and the Son are distinct, so one can be the object of knowledge of the other.  And Jesus is God the Son who knows God the Father.
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