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What Christians Believe About the Trinity
In the simplest of terms, Christians believe:
There is only one God, and this one God exists as one essence in three Persons. 

The three Persons are God the FatherGod the Father
God the Son (Jesus Christ)
God the Holy Spirit (also called the Holy Ghost)

What Is the Trinity?

Early Christians used this diagram to explain the Trinity. The Father, Son, and ristians used this diagram to explain the Trinity. The Father, Son
Holy Spirit are all God, but they are not three names for the same Person.rit are all God, but they are not three names for the same Perso

The Persons are distinct: The Father is not the Son.
The Son is not the Holy Spirit.
The Holy Spirit is not the Father.
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The Trinity and the Bible

Theophilus,
 sixth bishop of 
Antioch, Syria, is 
the first person 

known to have used 
the word “Trinity” 

in his work, 
Refutation of 

Autolycus
(AD 168)

God is one absolutely perfect divine Being in
three Persons. His being is what God g is, in s
relation to the universe he created. The three
are called Persons because they relate to one 
another in personal ways. 

When Christians talk about believing in one 
God in three Persons (the Trinity), they do NOT 
mean:

1 God in 3 Gods, or
3 Persons in 1 Person, or
3 Persons in 3 Gods, or
1 Person in 3 Gods

Rather, they mean:
1 God in 3 Persons

Therefore,
The Father is God—the first Person 

of the Trinity.
The Son is God—the second Person 

of the Trinity.
The Holy Spirit is God—the third Person

of the Trinity. (The title “Holy Ghost” is an 
older English expression for “Holy Spirit.” 
Each is an acceptable translation of the
phrase in the Bible.)

Why do Christians Believe in the Trinity?
The Bible clearly teaches that there is only one God, yet all three Persons are called God.

There is only one God:

The Father is God:

The Son is God:
Jesus is identified as “the Word.”

Jesus did not tell Thomas he was mistaken; Instead Jesus accepted these 
titles. Other people in Scripture, notably Paul and Barnabas (Acts 14), 
refused to accept worship as gods.
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Paul, the writer of Philippians, is saying about Jesus what Isaiah 45:23 says 
about the LORD, and then Paul concludes that Jesus is LORD, that is, the 
same LORD God of the Old Testament.

The Holy Spirit is God:

This verse equates the Holy Spirit (Holy Ghost) with God.

“The Lord” here refers to “the LORD” in the Old Testament verse (Ex. 34:34)

More than 60 Bible passages mention the three Persons together:

of the water: and, lo, the heavens were opened unto him, and he saw the 
Spirit of God descending like a dove, and lighting upon him: And lo a voice 
from heaven, saying, This is my beloved Son, in whom I am well pleased.”

name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost.”

and the communion of the Holy Ghost, be with you all.”

hope of your calling; one Lord, one faith, one baptism, one God and 
Father of all, who is above all, and through all, and in you all.”

man appeared, not by works of righteousness which we have done, but 
according to his mercy he saved us, by the washing of regeneration, and
renewing of the Holy Ghost; which he shed on us abundantly through Jesus 
Christ our Saviour . . .”

The Trinity and the Bible
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Misunderstanding #1: 
Bible; it is a belief made up by Christians in the 4th century.”
Truth: It is true that the word “Trinity” does not appear in the Bible, but the Trinity is 

The word “Trinity” was used to explain the eternal relationship between the Father, 

False beliefs flourished during the early days of Christianity, and still do. Early 
Christians constantly defended their beliefs. The following early church leaders 
and/or writings all defended the doctrine of the Trinity long before AD 300:

Approximate Dates:
AD Clement, the third bishop of Rome
AD The Teachings of the Twelve Apostles, the “Didache”
AD Ignatius, bishop of Antioch
AD 155 Justin Martyr, great Christian writer
AD Theophilus, the sixth bishop of Antioch
AD Athenagoras, theologian
AD Irenaeus, bishop of Lyons
AD Tertullian, early church leader
AD Gregory Thaumaturgus, early church leader

Misunderstanding #2: “Christians believe there are three Gods.”

Truth: Christians believe in only one God.
Some people might believe that Christians are polytheists (people who believe in 
many gods) because Christians refer to the Father as God, the Son as God, and the 
Holy Spirit as God. But Christians believe in only one God. The Bible says there is
only one God. But it also calls three distinct Persons “God.” Over the centuries
people have tried to come up with simple explanations for the Trinity. There are
limits to every illustration, but some are helpful. For example, it has been said that 

God is not 1 + 1 + 1 = 3
God is      1 x 1 x 1 = 1

The Trinity is a profound doctrine that must be 
accepted by faith. Accepting a doctrine by faith does not
exclude reason, but it also means that we cannot always 
apply the same logic that we use in mathematics. Without 
the Trinity, the Christian doctrine of salvation cannot stand. 
Some religious groups that claim to believe in the God of 
the Bible, but reject the Trinity, have an understanding of 
salvation that is based on good works.
St. Patrick is believed to have used the shamrock as a way of 

simple a mystery as the shamrock, how can you hope to 

though this is an overly simple way to explain the Trinity,
some teachers find it helpful.

Misunderstandings About the Trinity

St. Patrick (AD(( 432) used the D

shamrock to illustrate
the Trinity.
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Misunderstandings About the Trinity

Misunderstanding #3: “Jesus is not God.”

Truth: Jesus is God, the Second Person of the Trinity. 

1. Jesus’ own claims
 We may forgive sins committed against us, but we cannot 

  forgive sins committed against others. Jesus has the authority to forgive 

  as the Father.
a title the Jews rightly 

2. Traits Unique to God

Creation is ”the work of his hands”—
alone (Genesis 1:1; Psalm 102:25; 
Isaiah 44:24)

Only Savior; no other God can save 
(Isaiah 43:11; 45:21, 22; Hosea 13:4)

Redeems from their sins a people for 

Hears and answers prayers of those

Only God has divine glory

Traits of Jesus

Creation is ”the work of his hands” 
—all things created in and through

Hebrews 1:2, 10)

“The first and the last” (Revelation

Judge of all people (John 5:22;
Acts

Savior of the world; no salvation
apart from him (John 4:42;
Acts 4:12; Titus 2:13; 1 John 4:14)

Redeems from their sins a people for 
his own possession (Titus 2:14)

Hears and answers prayers of those
who call on him (John 14:14;
Romans 10:12, 13; 1 Corinthians 1:2;           
2 Corinthians

Jesus has divine glory
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Misunderstanding #4: “Jesus is a God than the Father.”

Truth:
the following arguments and verses. (These heresies date back to Arius, AD .) 

Verses wrongly used to teach that Christ was created:

Answer: “Firstborn” cannot mean that Christ was created, because Paul says
that all of creation was made in and for Christ, and that he exists before 

traditionally was the main heir. In context Paul is saying that Christ, as

Answer:

“unique” son, even though Abraham had other children 

Answer: This is not a literal description of Christ; it is a personification of 
wisdom. For example, Christ did not dwell in heaven with someone named 

verse says in a poetic way that God used wisdom in creating the world     

Verses wrongly used to teach that Jesus is inferior to the Father:

Answer: In his human life on earth Jesus voluntarily shared our natural   
limitations in order to save us. After he rose from the dead, Jesus returned  

restored glory, Jesus was able to send the Holy Spirit and empower his 
disciples to do even greater works than Jesus did while he was here in the 

Answer: Jesus humbly and voluntarily submits himself to the Father's will forr

coequal with God the Father.

Answer: Jesus voluntarily lowered himself to experience the limitations of human 

Paradoxes like this (not contradictions) are exactly what we would expect if, 
as the Bible says, God chose to live as a real human being (John 1:1, 14).

Misunderstandings About the Trinity
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Misunderstanding #5: “The Father, the Son, and the Spirit are
just different titles for Jesus, or three different ways that God has
revealed himself.”

Truth: The Bible clearly shows that the 
Father, Son, and Holy Spirit are 
distinct persons.

Some people think that the doctrine of 
the Trinity contradicts the truth that there 
is only one God. They argue that Jesus
alone is the one true God, and therefore
that Jesus is “the name of the Father and
the Son and the Holy Spirit” 

of the Son. While it is certainly true that 
there is only one God, we must allow the 
Bible to define what this means. And the 
Bible makes it quite clear that the Father, 
Son, and Holy Spirit are distinct persons:

Galatians 4:4; 1)

);

Spirit. He is saying that Christian baptism identifies a person as one who
believes in the Father, in the Son whom the Father sent to die for our sins, and 
in the Holy Spirit whom the Father and the Son sent to dwell in our hearts.

Misunderstandings About the Trinity

The word “Trinity” 
was used to

explain the eternal
relationship
between the

Father, the Son,
and the 

Holy Spirit.
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Misunderstanding #6:

Throughout history many people have balked at the idea that Jesus is both fully 
God and fully man. They have tried to resolve this paradox by saying that Jesus
was a mere man through whom God spoke, or that he was God and merely
appeared to be human, or some other “simpler” belief. Admittedly the idea that in 
Jesus, God became a man, is difficult for us to comprehend. But the Incarnation—
the truth that God became flesh—is the ultimate proof that nothing is too hard for 

The Bible clearly shows that 
Jesus was fully human:

As a child, he grew physically, intellectually,
socially, and spiritually (Luke 2:40, 52).

He grew tired; he slept; he sweat; he was
hungry and thirsty; he bled and died; his body 

After he rose from the dead, he ate and drank
with people and let them see his scars and touch 

Acts 10:41).

The Bible also clearly shows that Jesus 
was fully God:

Jesus did on earth what only God can do: he 

to be superior to the Sabbath law

Paul said that God purchased the church with 

Paul also said that the rulers of this world 
unwittingly crucified the Lord of glory 

Misunderstandings About the Trinity

Irenaeus, early
church leader 

(AD 177), writes, 
“Now the Church,
 . . . received from
the apostles and 
their disciples its 
faith in one God,

and the father 
Almighty, who 

made the heaven, 
and the earth, and

the seas, and all 
that is in them, and
in one Christ Jesus,

the Son of God, 
who was made flesh 

for our salvation, 
and in the Holy 

Spirit, who through
the prophets

proclaimed the
dispensations of 

God...”
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Early Christian theologians of the first two centuries wrote many works defending 
Christianity from several threats: 

AD 300s, Christianity 
was illegal and often Christians were viciously persecuted.

and the nature of God.

The Apostles’ Creed was one of the earliest statements of faith Christian leaders 

the physical body—of Jesus, which was the belief the heretics of the time denied.

The Nicene Creed AD 325, and was later expanded

reject formally the teachings of Arius, a man who claimed that Jesus was a created, 
inferior deity.

 

Note: The Greek word from which the word  is derived means “universal.” 
The “catholic Church” means the ancient church that agreed with the whole of the

How Early Christians Dealt with These Misunderstandings
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The Athanasian Creed, written about AD 400 and named after Athanasius, a great 
defender of the Trinity, says the three Persons are not three Gods, but only one.

The Chalcedonian Creed, written in AD 451 by 
church leaders to defend the faith against false 
teachings, says that Jesus is fully God and fully man.

(homoousios)

(theotokos);

The Church and the Creeds

A simple illustration:

Ice, Water,
Steam

All have the same 
nature, water.

(But of course, the 
Father, Son, and

Holy Spirit are God
at the same time.)e
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Important Bible Verses and References

Scripture taken from the HOLY BIBLE: KING JAMES VERSION 
Contributors: Robert M. Bowman, Jr; Dennis L. Okholm, PhD; Gary M. Burge, PhD; 

Paul Carden; Robert Cubillos; Ron Rhodes, PhD

Divine Attributes Father Son Holy Spirit

Eternal

Creator of all things Psalm 100:3 Psalm 104:30

Omnipresent 
(capable of being 
all places at once)

Jeremiah 23:24 Ephesians 1:23

Omniscient 
(knows all things)

1 John 3:20 1 Corinthians 2:10

Wills and acts 
supernaturally

Ephesians 1:5 1 Corinthians 12:11

Gives life
see also John 5:21

John 1:4
see also John 5:21

Strengthens
believers

Philippians 4:13

For Further Reading
Beisner, E. Calvin.

development of the doctrine.
Bickersteth, Edward H.

multitude of biblical texts.

criticisms of the doctrine.
Boyd, Gregory A. 

held by Oneness Pentecostals that Jesus is the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.
Bray, Gerald.

of the origins and biblical basis of the creeds.
Reymond, Robert L.  Phillipsburg, NJ: Presbyterian &  

Rhodes, Ron.

Helpful Websites
www.watchman.org/subindex.htm

and other essential Christian doctrines (Scroll down to  in this alphabetical list of topics.) 
www.blueletterbible.org/Comm/robert_bowman/trinity.html

pastors and teachers.
www.apologeticsindex.org/t10.html
Apologetics Index (contact: Anton Hein) Online literature explaining a variety of Christian doctrines. 

www.irr.org/mit/trinity1.html
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