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It is part of the pathos of Western theology that it has often believed that while trinitarian theology
might well be of edificatory value to those who already believe, for the outsider it is an unfortunate
barrier to belief, which must therefore be facilitated by some non-trinitarian apologetic, some
essentially monotheistic „natural theology.‟ My belief is the reverse: that because the theology of the
Trinity has so much to teach about the nature of our world and life within it, it is or could be the centre
of Christianity‟s appeal to the unbeliever, as the good news of a God who enters into free relations of
creation and redemption with his world. In the light of the theology of the Trinity, everything looks
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different. [Colin Gunton]
A worldview is the framework through which we understand and evaluate existence. It is the set of
assumptions we hold regarding the basic constitution of the world and our place within it. Whether it be
eclectic or coherent, conscious or assumed, our worldview determines how we understand ourselves,
other human beings and the values by which we function from day to day.
At the core of each basic worldview is the question of God. Our belief or non-belief regarding a divine
Being is influential, if not determinative, for virtually everything else. A pantheist presumes that because
God is everything and everything is God, the individual himself is innately divine. Because God (e.g.,
Brahma) is absolute unity, usually it is assumed that the world of particulars is illusion — thus one‟s
human individuality is also mere illusion. To enter into oneness with this all-inclusive deity (itself
apersonal, arational and amoral) a person must through one means or another erase his individual
consciousness. When a worldview begins with an all-inclusive, apersonal deity, there is no final place for
the human being or for ethics on either an individual or a social level.
Whereas pantheism has no place for the individual, polytheism (as in ancient religions, tribal animism,
some forms of modern spiritism and Mormonism) allows a place for the individual but offers no absolute
which unifies the universe. Without an infinite God, such cosmologies lack a sufficient framework that
gives meaning to the particular and therefore to finite existence. For example, Mormonism asserts that
God the Father is finite and in a process of development through a cosmic hierarchy of wives and
offspring. Yet by what measure is God‟s development assessed? Without a truly infinite deity everything
else becomes philosophically relative, if not arbitrary.
The atheist suffers a similar dilemma. Without an infinite point of reference, all particulars finally lack
meaning. Nietzsche‟s why is lacking? Whether individually or collectively, the human being becomes his
own criterion for determining all significance and values. To be sure, the individual has a place in atheism.
But without an ultimate structure beyond himself that provides meaning, his freedom is finally
meaningless. Postmodernism carries human pointlessness yet another step by rejecting not only faith but
also rationality and hope for understanding ultimate truth.

Classical theism believes in a personal, infinite Being who created the universe out of nothing and the
human individual in his finite personal image. As such, human ontology (one‟s fundamental personhood)
is grounded in divine personaity itself. In theism, therefore, man has unique meaning and special
distinction over all impersonal creation. Nevertheless, a monotheism which defends God as a singlepersonned being (e.g., Judaism, Islam, Jehovah‟s Witnesses) is markedly inadequate, and that for
several reasons as will be shown.
By historic confession, a Christian worldview is centered in the Trinitarian concept of God. Through
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biblical revelation, we understand that the one God exists as three persons in dynamic relationship. If
Colin Gunton is correct (as cited above), the most powerful apologetic for Christian faith is the doctrine of
the Holy Trinity with its broad-sweeping and extraordinary implications for human existence.
The purpose of this monograph is to outline a transcultural Trinitarian worldview, one that
attempts to define a universal framework of Christian faith for believers today. It is presupposed
that the biblical basis and historical development of the doctrine of the Holy Trinity are essentially correct
as expressed in the Niceno-Constantinoplan Creed. Rather than a detailed discussion of any single
aspect, the work is designed to be a synthesis of important Trinitarian themes. The seven-part overview
presents the Godhead’s internal and external relationships from before the beginning of creation,
through various aspects as related to creation, and on to the eternal future. These seven aspects of
Trinitarianism are designed to serve as biblical-theological anchors which help unify varying
contextualized Christian perspectives of faith from the different cultures of the world.
Of course, given the cultural plurality of “worldviews,” such an attempt may already be viewed as
misguided by some. It is said that each culture should develop its own theology, as has indeed been the
effort by many since the 1960s. However, all classical Christian faith is heir both to Scripture and tradition,
particularly in the doctrines of the Holy Trinity and the hypostatic union of Christ. Moreover, with the
unraveling of many Christian truths in the wave of contextualization in the 1970 and 80s, not a few in the
“Third World” have expressed the need to reaffirm the central truths of Christian faith. Increasingly over
the last fifteen years, evangelical and Roman Catholic theologians of various parts of the world — while
continuing the process of theological inculturalization — have also sought to reaffirm the essential truths
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Christian tradition. The following presentation attempts to construct an elemental Trinitarian structure that
is transcultural, apologetic and practical for the life of the believer and the church.

I. The Trinity Before Creation
Before any and all creation, God was completely self-sufficient and all-inclusive. All that existed was God.
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There was nothing that was not God. Without beginning, the Supreme Being is infinite in each of his
many characteristics. Yet rather than contain all opposites, God eternally chooses to be himself, and his
choosing is forever expressive of his nature. God‟s attributes are not contradictory but rather entirely
consistent with one another, for God is simple and God is one.
Moreover, the Supreme Being is profoundly personal. “Though alone” before creation, as Hippolytus
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remarks, “he was multiple.” In Holy Scripture, God reveals himself as three persons. Whereas order and
function differ, each person is shown to be equal and one with the other, of the same essence and
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quality. Yet each is also eternally distinct as person. Thus, the members of the Holy Trinity can be known
and worshiped together as God, or known and worshiped individually as God.
Ultimately, this Most High God is mystery. Some aspects of the divine nature may not be revealed nor
could they be comprehended by finite beings. Rather our understanding of God is based upon revelation
given in a finite situation and in conditions that have meaning for us as finite beings. It is through God‟s
grace in self-revelation (especially through Jesus Christ and the Bible) that he can be known. Yet what
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God has revealed of himself is true to what he is and fully sufficient to know and to love him. We
conclude that God, before any and all creation, existed as all-inclusive, self-sufficient and tri-personal as
Holy Trinity.

II. The Trinity And Impersonal Creation
Although some propose a created order that is co-eternal in the past with God, classical Christian faith
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affirms creation as being called into existence out of nothing (ex nihilo). There was an absolute beginning
to creation. When God created, he deliberately chose to limit himself because he created something that
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was not himself. In creating something out of absolute nothing, God no longer remained all-inclusive. The
rock, the tree and the animal were not God. In contrast to all pantheistic theologies, the God of the Bible
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did not flow or emanate out into the physical world. To the contrary, all space, energy, matter and time
exist as God‟s creation and artistry and not as his essence. Nevertheless, the existence of these
dimensions is entirely sustained by the personal Creator‟s presence intertwined with creation while
remaining wholly other.
The question of why God created is not easily answered, apart from the classical Christian response, “to
the praise of his glory” (Eph 1:12-13). Some deduce that the divine motivation for creation is best found in
the overflow of loving self-givingness between the three persons of the Godhead. The deep love,
goodness and joy of each member of the Trinity toward the other spills forth in the creation of that which
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is external to God, the realms of angels and mankind. As such, all creation exists and is sustained, not
by necessity nor by divine selfishness, but by the abundance of Trinitarian grace.
So, God brought the created order into existence out of nothing. He freely sustains it and is personally
involved with all dimensions of existence. Yet the creator God is never to be confused with his creation.

III. The Trinity And Personal Creation
Besides space, time and matter, the Triune God chose to create other persons. By creating finite beings
in the divine image, God limited himself again. Now he was no longer the only personal and moral agent
in existence. Unlike God, of course, all created beings are finite — whether in heaven or on earth (e.g., it
seems that Satan, though spirit, is not capable of being directly present in more than one place at the
same time). In creating finite personal beings, God remained infinite but he was no longer personally and
morally all-inclusive.
Contrary to the atheist and pantheist, the theist affirms that human personhood and dignity are based on
the nature of the Creator. While broader than the commonly referred to aspects below, divine personhood
includes the capacities of thought, volition and emotion: (1) God thinks and reasons in a logical manner,
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although not necessarily in the same thought patterns that we use; (2) God chooses voluntarily, makes
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decisions and possesses absolute freedom of will; and (3) the God of the Bible apparently manifests a
multiplicity of emotions — all as a moral, purposeful Being. Just as Scripture establishes that each
member of the Godhead reasons, exercises free will and manifests a plurality of feelings, so we as finite
persons evince similar characteristics. Even at the turn of the twenty-first century, modern science is
without response as to how the several pounds of chemicals and water that compose the human brain
can express self-consciousness, intelligence, self-direction and a plethora of emotions. Creativity,
aesthetic appreciation, dominion, moral motions and a sense of eternality seem also to be aspects of the
divine image in which man is created.
Classical Christian faith asserts, therefore, that although human beings have fallen into sin and suffer the
scars of the fall, the imago dei is not disfigured beyond recognition. In contrast to the existentialist and the
determinist, the Christian has a basis to find meaning in all human activities and functions: in man‟s acts
of creativity, kindness and justice; in his emotions of joy, sadness and anger; in his thoughts, language,
scientific praxis and study of the objective history; and in the distinction between fantasy and reality. We
are truly persons with eternal value because the Creator and Absolute of the universe is also personal
and has made us for relationship with himself and others.

Not only is human personaity patterned after the divine, it is suggested that the imago dei includes the
capacity to be indwelled by a spiritual being. As the Son is in the Father and the Father in the Son, and as
the Spirit is in the Father and the Son and bears them in himself (as “the Spirit of Christ” and “the Spirit of
the Father”) — in brief, as each member of the Godhead mutually inhabits the other, in a similar way the
human being is structured perichoretically, that is, for the indwelling of another (Jn 17:20-26). As corporal
beings, we cannot inhabit one another (although human sexual intercourse approaches the same concept
and therefore is sacred). But, because he images the divine persons themselves, a human being is
capable of and designed to be inhabited by another. This is why a man or woman can be indwelled by the
Holy Spirit or by a demonic spirit, while retaining his or her own individuality. The habitation by another
personal agent does not replace or generally subsume the human being who normally retains some
ability to yield or not to a spiritual presence. It is suggested, therefore, that the divine image includes not
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only personhood but also the capacity for indwelling by another as a reflection of divine perichoresis.

IV. The Trinity And Unity-Diversity In The Universe
Since the ancient philosophers, the tension between the unity and the diversity of the universe has been
a major and enduring problem, largely without solution. The pole of absolute unity presents man locked in
cosmic determinism. Whether religious or secular, the human being is ultimately a tiny part in a massive
machine where he has neither control nor value. This is implicit in the religious determinism of Hinduism
and Islam, and in the secular determinism expressed in aspects of behavioral psychology, health
sciences and philosophies such as dialectic materialism. Conversely, the pole of absolute diversity
presents the human being as free, yet within an absurd cosmos without purpose or direction. Without a
unifying absolute, everything exists by chance and chance alone — a position expressed in secular
existentialism and the works of many twentieth century artists. The human being is reduced to either a
cog in a cosmic machine or an astronaut adrift in space with neither spacecraft nor planet in sight. If there
is no infinite, absolute point of reference in the universe, then all of the particulars (the rock, the man,
societal values, etc.) have absolutely no meaning. Moreover, if such a point of reference is to give
significance to all existence, it must be personal — or more properly, it must be an infinite, personal
Supreme Being.
Outside of biblical Christianity there is no structure that satisfies the tension between the one and the
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many. Different from other forms of theism, the Holy Trinity as three persons in one God incorporates
unity and diversity within itself. This divine reality is reflected in virtually all creation, be it in the estimated
50 billion galaxies spanning 500 million light years across the known universe, or in sub-atomic particles
with their mysterious compositions of quarks, leptons and gauge bosons (where a single top quark can
emit 30 billion volts of energy). Whether vastly enormous or incredibly small, the universe manifests unity
in its diversity and diversity in its unity. There is order between individual components and the total
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scheme of creation. In contrast to all other religions and philosophies, the concept of the Holy Trinity
presents meaningful relationship between the one and the many in the universe. While Eastern
Christendom has emphasized the diversity of the three persons in mysterious unity, and while Western
Christianity has stressed the unity of the divine essence expressed in three persons, both views fit within
the Niceno-Constantinoplan Trinitarian formula that has defined classical Christian faith through the
centuries.
Summarily, then, the Trinity embodies unity and diversity within itself and that unity and diversity is
reflected in all of God‟s creation. Every thing and every person has real significance because each is
created by and finally exists in relationship to the Triune God.

V. The Trinity And Humanity As Family And Society
Christian faith implies that apart from the tri-personal God of the Bible, human society lacks an adequate
ontological foundation. Many in the twentieth century argue that personal relationships have become
increasingly “without reason,” that language is meaningless, that loving intimacy is simply the rustle of
biological hormones, that mankind‟s societal and “friendship” associations merely float “within the context
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of no context.” In the midst of these anti-humanitarian affirmations, the Christian faith proclaims that
family, friendship and social order assume profound meaning when we understand people as created in
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the communitarian image of the Triune God.
Because human ontology derives from God‟s own relational reality, intrinsic to every person is the need
and yearning for social relationships. We are in fact dependent upon interpersonal activity for even the
most rudimentary elements of human development — for example, thought itself is dependent upon
language, which is acquired within a social milieu. The Bible indicates that innate to mankind is the
capacity not only to think, will and feel but also to commune at the most intimate and transparent levels
with both the Creator and one another.
Because the divine image is described as male and female and because divine persons assume titles
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such as Father and Son, many in Christendom perceive the imago dei as familitas. In the Godhead,
there is equality of nature yet distinctions of roles. The Holy Trinity shares deity without inferiority yet
evinces eternal distinctions of relation and function within the hierarchy of Father, Son and Holy Spirit.
Although some today disagree, classical Christian faith has often drawn implications for the human family
based upon essential equality with distinctive roles as husband, wife and children. Fundamental,
however, in the divine example are the honor, love and self-givingness of each member of the Godhead
toward the other.
Since the earliest church fathers, parallels have also been drawn between the Trinity and the church.
Applications are drawn from divine unity-in-diversity, the headship of Christ over variously gifted believers,
and the role of church leadership in light of the universal filiation and priesthood of every member. The
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imago dei as ecclesia has rich implications for the believing community on every level. One clear
implication is that as the Godhead prior to creation did not content itself with itself but brought creation
into existence and then provided redemption to sinful mankind through the cross, so the local church is
called to give itself to a lost world. As the Son and the Spirit are the two hands of God extended to a lost
world, so self-sacrifice and mission are integral to the life of the church as the communtarian image of
God.
21

Finally, too, the Trinity is sometimes set forth as imago civilis, a model of social and political structure.
Dictatorial models of political (and ecclesial) structures are as far removed from a Trinitarian worldview as
are anarchistic and egalitarian structures in which all authority is rejected. While the sinfulness of the
humanity in the world must always qualify socio-political applications, the doctrines of the Trinity and
creation provide the foundation for absolute equality among human beings whatever gender, race or
socio-economic class. Simultaneously, the Christian God serves as a model for order, authority and
submission on a diversity of social functions..
As evidenced in the remarkable person Jesus Christ, therefore, the Christian faith leads us to the depths
of our humanity. Rather than obscure our personhood and significance (as in both atheism and
pantheism), biblical Trinitarianism is the seedbed in which our humanity grows to transcend horizontal
limitations and blossoms red-bright in relationship with the infinitely personal God. In short, whether
individually or socially, the human being fits nicely in the order of creation. In Trinitarianism, his humanity
has found a home.

VI. The Trinity, Love And Forgiveness
A significant characteristic of the Christian God along with moral perfection (holiness) is love. Divine love
not only defines the intra-Trinitarian relations but also serves to unite the Creator with his creation, and
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even creation with other creation. In that God is love, each person of the Trinity loves not so much
himself but especially the other two persons. As defined in 1 Corinthians 13, love by nature is not directed
inwardly but outwardly — as Richard of St. Victor observed — in the sharing and giving of oneself to the
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other. In contrast to Islam, Judaism and other religions which defend God as exclusively one person, the
Triune God of the Bible cannot be accused of selfishness or egocentrism. Nor is this God lonely, needing

someone to love, or with whom to communicate or to actualize himself reciprocally as Person. Not
surprisingly, mono-personal concepts of God tend either to minimize divine infinity (so that God is
perceived as personal) or to minimize divine personhood (so that God be perceived as infinite). In short, it
seems from every vantage that for God to be infinitely personal and to be love, he must exist as at least
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two persons. A mono-personal God is not “big enough” to be God.
In a similar way, the nature of forgiveness is a serious dilemma for non-Trinitarian theists. How does a
holy God forgive? No human being is morally perfect as God is perfect. Yet if God, as Moral Absolute of
the universe, shows mercy and forgives the sinner then he has violated his righteous justice. And if God
exercises justice against the sinner, then he has denied his mercy. For a mono-personal God,
compassion contradicts holiness, forgiveness is finally contrary to justice. God‟s judgment and mercy are
arbitrary, if not capricious. In Islam, Allah is believed to stand above the bridge of death that connects
earthly life with paradise. Underneath this narrow bridge is the flaming chasm of hell. A man who lived a
life of 90% good and 10% evil may be granted permission to cross the bridge of death into paradise. But
a man with less virtue (85%) would be pushed off the bridge by Allah into the abyss below. The truth is
that neither man nor woman can have any peace that Allah will forgive. Ultimately Allah must compromise
his justice to grant mercy. Conversely, the Bible declares that God of Christian faith is both just and the
justifier of those who believe (Ro 3:23-26). As tri-personal, the Christian God is the Holy Judge, the
Sacrificial Lamb (who pays the price that divine justice demands), and the sanctifying Spirit who works in
the fallen world convicting and leading sinners to salvation. With God‟s absolute holiness satisfied at the
cross, true forgiveness can be freely offered to all who believe.

VII. The Trinity In Time And Space
Unlike the cyclical concepts of time in classical pantheism, the biblical perspective of time is linear; that is,
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history has a beginning, direction and finality. The Christian faith takes objective history seriously. In this
light, Judeo-Christianity is the only major religion with a large number of prophecies; more than one fourth
of the Old and New Testaments is prophetic genre. God enters time and interacts in dynamic relationship
with human beings. Simultaneously, this same sovereign God also exists above time, transcending time
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in any sense common to his creation. Because time itself is a dimension of his own creation, God is not
limited or restricted by time (although some would argue that he chooses to restrict himself). While there
are mysteries left unexplained in revelation, it is possible that God may even stand above all time
instantly, the end being as real as the beginning. But having affirmed God‟s unique eternality (whatever
the qualifications), we must also insist that the Godhead is not static or without dynamism. The Trinity is
infinitely alive and personal within itself, and acts accordingly toward all his creation. As God enters linear
history, he works in the life of each of human being in a way that is personal, authentic and free. While he
may know of a non-believer‟s refusal of faith in the future or of a believer‟s moral failure during the next
week, God personally relates to us — and often graciously — in the present.
Seen from a biblical viewpoint, time and space have beginning but they have no end. For example, the
regenerate person becomes heir of eternal life, having himself a beginning but he never will cease to
exist. This does not mean that he or she in the afterlife becomes timeless or omnipresent as is God
himself (ideas of afterlife borrowed from Greek pantheism). Rather, the child of God will live forever with a
glorified body in some form of linear time, although the categories and dimensions of time and space may
be very different. Eternal life for the Christian means not atemporality but everlasting life filled with the
plenitude of the Lord — a never-ending life of elevated quality. Conversely, those who reject God‟s grace
are destined to, in Jesus‟ words, “eternal fire/punishment” (Mt 25:41,46). Although the nature of future
existence seems very unlike the present, the basic categories of time and space will remain (“the new
heaven and new earth”) as they appear essential to the existence of finite personal beings. God has
committed himself forever to his creation.
Not only does the Holy Trinity operate dynamically in history, more remarkable still, God enters his
creation. The Son has entered creation in the incarnation and further sealed his bond with creation
27
through bodily resurrection and corporal glorification. In Jesus Christ, spiritual and physical realities

were forever yoked together as the Logos assumed human nature and then a glorified body. Yet, as
Athanasius (d. 373) expressed, “The Word was not confined within the body; neither was he there and no
place else.” Instead, “when he was in human bodily form, he himself gave life to that body; and at the
same time, he was giving life to the entire universe and was present in all things; yet he was distinct from
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the universe and outside of it.” God the Son exists simultaneously inside and outside creation, not
confined to but active within the orders of time and space. As with the Son, so the Holy Spirit continually
works in history and particularly indwells the lives of believers, yet he too exists both inside and outside
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the created order. Thus, the Holy Trinity‟s presence embraces creation and non-creation, preserving
God‟s transcendent reality while recognizing also God‟s profoundly personal engagement within creation.

Conclusion: The Trinity And Eternal Glory
Our outline has attempted to construct a basic Trinitarian worldview that is transcultural and universal.
Perhaps, better said, it serves as a scaffold to begin the process. Yet certain affirmations can be made
with relative certainty: (1) before any creation, the Triune God was self-sufficient and all-inclusive; (2) in
creating ex nihilo, God is distinct from finite existence yet sustains it by his presence; (3) infinitely tripersonal, God created man and woman in his image, thus human ontology is grounded in the divine; (4)
as three persons of one essence, the Trinity incorporates the unity-in-diversity reflected in all creation; (5)
the equality-in-order of the Godhead informs proper social relationships for family, church and society; (6)
as a plurality of persons, the Christian God can be both holy and loving, holding perfect justice and
forgiveness together at the cross; and (7) the Triune God stands beyond all time and space yet is
eternally committed to creation and mankind through Jesus Christ.
Nearly everything mentioned until now is related to our existence, our own limited experiences. However,
if God existed as all-inclusive before creation, then he is now in all “places” and all “dimensions” where
there is no finite creation or divinely ceded nihil. Surrounding and through the few dimensions of creation
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resides the infinite Lord, the Lord of all, exercising his magnificent character. For those who are
Christians, redeemed by the work of Christ at Calvary, finite creation constitutes an enormous crib over
and around which the Triune God hovers, affectionately caring for his own. All creation will someday
recognize the greatness and beauty of God, together with the unfathomable debt it owns to the Almighty
for its existence, preservation and provision of salvation in Jesus Christ. This overwhelming
understanding of our indebtedness to God may be our primary role as his creation. In glorifying the
Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit we are fulfilled as finite persons in the eternal plan of God.
Nevertheless, there is no more blessed glory than that glory given by one member of the Holy Trinity to
the other, each wholly comprehending and exalting the magnificence of the other.

The Niceno-Constantinopolitan Creed31
We believe in one God, the Father, the Almighty, maker of heaven and earth, of all that is, seen
and unseen.
We believe in one Lord, Jesus Christ, the only Son of God, eternally begotten of the Father,
God of God, Light from Light, true God from true God, begotten, not made, of one Being with the
Father. Through him all things were made. For us men and for our salvation he came down from
heaven; by the power of the Holy Spirit he became incarnate from the Virgin Mary, and was made
man. For our sake he was crucified under Pontius Pilate; he suffered death and was buried. On
the third day he rose again in accordance with the Scriptures; He ascended into heaven and is
seated at the right hand of the Father. He will come again in glory to judge the living and the
dead, and his kingdom will have no end.
We believe in the Holy Spirit, the Lord, the giver of life, who proceeds from the Father (and the
Son). With the Father and the Son he is worshipped and glorified. He has spoken through the
prophets.
We believe in one holy, catholic and apostolic Church.
We acknowledge one baptism for the forgiveness of sins.
We look for the resurrection of the dead, and the life of the world to come. Amen.
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