
The Qur’an From a Christian
Perspective
Steve Cable provides a biblical understanding of Islam’s holy
book, drawing on James White’s book What Every Christian Needs
to Know About the Qur’an {1}. Christians interacting with
Muslims  will  benefit  from  a  basic  understanding  of  the
development and the teaching of the Qur’an.

Introduction and Background

Beginning  with  the  basics,  we  need  to  understand  how  the
Qur’an came into our possession and how it is viewed by most
Muslims. The founder of Islam, Muhammad, was born in Mecca
around AD 570 and began to receive instruction leading to the
religion of Islam at the age of 40 in AD 610. “The classical
belief is that while [the Qur’an’s] entirety was “sent down”
in  one  night,  the  Night  of  Power,  but  Muhammad  himself
received it piecemeal over twenty-two years.”{2} Muhammad did
not receive a written version as Joseph Smith claimed to have
received for the Book of Mormon. Rather he memorized what was
told him by the Angel Gabriel and passed it on to certain
followers.

The popular Muslim belief is summarized in a recent guide to
Islam as follows: “The Qur’an is the literal word of God,
which He revealed to His Prophet Muhammad through the Angel
Gabriel. It was memorized by Muhammad, who then dictated it to
his Companions. They, in turn, memorized it, wrote it down,
and reviewed it with the Prophet Muhammad. . . . Not one
letter of the Qur’an has been changed over the centuries.”{3}
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“From the position of Sunni Islamic orthodoxy, the Qur’an is
as eternal as Allah himself. It is the very Word of God,
without even the slightest imperfection. The finger of man has
no place in it, as the book held reverently in the hand today
is an exact copy of a tablet in heaven upon which the Qur’an
has been written from eternity past.”{4}

How this view holds up to a critical review of the history of
Muhammad and the early days of Islam following his death will
be addressed later in this document. For now it is important
to understand that to a devout Muslim, the Qur’an in its
original Arabic is above analysis and above question, for it
is a matter of faith that it has been perfectly transmitted
and maintained. Note the Qur’an exists only in Arabic. Even
though most Muslims depend upon a translation for their access
to the teachings of the Qur’an, Muslims still would say the
Qur’an itself is not translatable and the public prayers must
also be done in Arabic.

It  is  interesting  to  realize  that  the  Qur’an  in  multiple
places states that Allah “sent down the Torah and the Gospel”
as works that serve as guidance to mankind. One cannot help
but wonder, why God would send down the Torah and the Gospels
when the Qur’an existed from eternity past and according to
Muslim  thought  supersedes  and  corrects  misconceptions  men
developed from reading these earlier texts. Why didn’t God
protect the Gospels in the same way as the Qur’an?

In what follows, we will look at where teachings of the Qur’an
are counter to the truth of the Bible and to the historical
facts. We will also consider how the current Qur’an came into
existence, asking why the creator of the world would pass down
his truth in such an uncontrolled fashion.

The Qur’an and Biblical Beliefs
Most Muslims, if they know anything about Christianity, will



point to three primary problems with our faith:

1. the Trinity,
2. the resurrection of Jesus, and
3. the corruption of the Scriptures.

Is there anything taught in the Qur’an that causes them to
reject the Christian concept of trinity?

In his book, James White describes the key Islamic belief in
this way, “Ask any sincere follower what defines Islam, and
they will answer quickly tawhid, the oneness of Allah, as
expressed in Islam’s great confession, “I profess that there
is  only  one  God  worthy  of  worship  and  Muhammad  is  His
messenger.”  . . . Without tawhid, you have no Islam.”{5}

Interestingly, the word tawhid in that form does not appear in
the Qur’an just as the word trinity does not appear in the
Bible. They are words to describe a concept clearly taught in
those two books. The difference between these two words is a
major difference between these religions. The Islamic concept
of tawhid is that Allah has only and can only exist in one
form, the creator of the universe. The Christian understanding
is that the one God is expressed in three ways or persons, the
Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit. All the persons of God
were involved in the creation of this universe and reflect the
full nature of God. The Bible is very clear that the Trinity
is one God as shown for example in 1 Corinthians 8:4, 6:

“There is no God but one . . . for us there is but one God,
the Father, from whom are all things and we exist for Him;
and one Lord, Jesus Christ, by whom are all things, and we
exist through Him.”

In  Islam,  the  most  feared  of  all  sins  is  called  shirk,
associating anyone, or anything with Allah. A person who dies
in  this  state  of  idolatry  cannot  be  forgiven.  In  Islamic
thought, Allah is free to forgive any other sin if he so
desires, but he will not forgive anyone who dies in idolatry.



This teaching causes the Trinity to become an unforgivable sin
for Christians. “Many Muslims believe that the doctrine of the
Trinity  and,  in  particular,  the  worship  of  Jesus  is  an
(unforgivable) act of shirk. This has led many of them to
conclude that Christians, as a group, are bound for hell.”{6}

The Qur’an attempts to address the Trinity but does it show
knowledge of the concept so that the criticisms offered are
accurate and meaningful? “The reason for the question is self-
evident: If the Qur’an is the very words of Allah without
admixture of man’s insights or thoughts, then it would follow
inevitably that its representations will be perfectly accurate
and its arguments compelling.”{7}

What does the Qur’an say about the Trinity? First, it holds up
monotheism as the correction for the false Christian claim of
the  “three.”  By  holding  to  this  concept  of  the  “three,”
Christians are actually polytheists, denying that God is one.
The author of the Qur’an does not understand that Christians
are saying there is one God who manifests in three distinct
forms or persons, the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit. But
the misunderstanding goes much further than this. The Qur’an
is very clear that the “three” are the Father, the Son, and
Mary. As stated in Surah 5:116,

And when Allah said: “O Jesus son of Mary! Did you say to
mankind: ‘Take me and my mother for two gods other than
Allah?’” He said: “Transcendent are you! It was not mine to
say that of which I had no right. . .”

And this view is reiterated in the Islamic commentaries, the
hadith. “Nothing in the Qur’anic text actually addresses the
essence of Christian faith, even though it is painfully clear
the author thought he was doing so.”{8}

White believes this distinction helps us respond to the oft-
asked question, “Is Allah the same god as Yahweh?” Although
Muslims make reference to the one God of Abraham, they deny



the witness of the incarnation and the resurrection. Thus
denying the entirety of the Christian faith. “If worship is an
act of truth, then Muslims and Christians are not worshiping
the same object. We do not worship the same God.”{9}

So, we see the Qur’an misrepresents the Christian doctrine of
the  Trinity  and  relegates  Allah  to  a  lower  status  than
omnipotent  God  by  declaring  that  Allah  is  not  capable  of
appearing in multiple forms.

The Qur’an, Jesus and Salvation
As we consider what Muslims are taught in the Qur’an, we next
look  at  the  second  stumbling  block  in  their  view  of
Christianity: the crucifixion and resurrection of Jesus Christ
the Son of God.

The Qur’an has quite a bit to say about Jesus as a prophet of
God,  specifically  stating  He  was  not  God  and  was  not
crucified. The name of Jesus appears 25 times in the Qur’an,
almost always as Isa ibn Mariam, i.e. Jesus the son of Mary.
Jesus is presented as the result of a miraculous virgin birth.
In the Qur’an, Surah 3:47, it is written, “She said, My Lord!
How can I have a child, when no man has touched me? He
replied, “such is the will of Allah. He creates what He will.
When He decrees a thing He only says: ‘Be!’ and it is.”{10}

The question of how Jesus came to be is an important topic for
comparison. First, we see the Qur’an says that Allah created
Jesus by declaring His existence and having Him born of a
virgin. Second, we understand that the author of the Qur’an
believed Christians teach that Jesus came into being as the
child of a physical, sexual union between God and Mary. Third,
Christianity actually teaches that Jesus was the preexistent
creator  of  the  universe  (John  1:1-3,  Colossians  1:16-17),
always and fully God, who became fully man being born of a
virgin. Note that the primary difference between the Qur’an’s



view of Jesus’ birth and a biblical view of Jesus’ birth is
not the role of Mary, but rather the Qur’an says that Jesus
was created at His human conception and the Bible clearly
states that Jesus is eternal and was not created but rather
took on a new form at his birth:

Although He existed in the form of God, did not regard
equality  with  God  a  thing  to  be  grasped,  but  emptied
Himself, taking the form of a bond-servant, and being made
in the likeness of men.  Being found in appearance as a man,
He humbled Himself by becoming obedient to the point of
death, even death on a cross. (Philippians 2:6-8)

The words attributed to Jesus in the Qur’an, beginning with
words spoken from the crib, are not found in any source from

the 1st through 5th centuries. “But the Muslim understanding is
that  no  such  historical  foundation  is  needed  for  lengthy
portions of narrative for its words to be true. This is the
Qur’an. It has been preserved. For the large majority, that
ends the discussion, even when the same believers will then
embrace historical criticism to question the value of His
words in the Gospels.”{11}

When it comes to the cross, the Qur’an stands firmly and
inalterably against the mass of historical evidence and the
almost universal view of the populace of itsday. This Qur’anic
view is not sprinkled throughout the teaching, but rather
appears in only one verse, namely Surah 4:157—

“They slew him not, nor crucified him, but it appeared so to
them; and those who disagree concerning it are in doubt
thereof; they have no knowledge of it except the pursuit of
a conjecture; [but] certainly they slew him not. But Allah
raised him up to Himself.”

This verse stands alone in the Qur’an and surprisingly without
commentary  in  the  hadith  literature  as  well.  This  verse,
written six hundred years after the events, in a place far



removed from Jerusalem, takes a position counter to the gospel
texts from the first century and counter to six centuries of
Christian  teaching.  In  more  recent  times,  various  Muslim
apologists have surmised various tales to build upon this one
verse. For example, some Muslims believe that someone else
died on the cross and Jesus fled to India to continue his
ministry there.{12} Regardless of what unsubstantiated fairy
tales one conjures up to support its claim, this verse is
based on no historical knowledge of the events surrounding the
death and resurrection of Jesus.

“This suggests the author did not have even the slightest
knowledge of the centrality of God’s redeeming act in Christ
on the cross. . .  The Qur’an places itself, and all who would
believe in it, in direct opposition not only to the Gospels
but also everything history itself says on the subject. The
question  must  be  asked:  Who,  truly,  is  following  mere
conjecture here? Those who were eyewitnesses on the Hill of
the Skull outside Jerusalem? Or the author of the Qur’an, more
than half a millennium later?”{13}

Without the cross, salvation in the Qur’an comes through an
unknowable  mixture  of  predestination,  good  works,  and  the
capricious  will  of  Allah.  “In  Islam,  forgiveness  is  an
impersonal act of arbitrary divine power. In Christianity,
forgiveness is a personal act of purposeful and powerful yet
completely just divine grace.”{14}

One cannot attribute these differences between the Qur’an and
the New Testament to a minor corruption of the biblical text
as they reflect the core themes of these books.

Corrupting the Gospels
As discussed above, most Muslims have been taught there are
three  primary  problems  with  our  faith:  the  Trinity,  the
resurrection of Jesus, and the corruption of the scripture. We



have dealt with the Trinity and the resurrection of Jesus. Now
let us turn to the corruption of scripture.

Most Muslims will affirm to you that the Christian scriptures
cannot  be  relied  upon  because  they  have  been  changed  and
corrupted over the years and do not reflect the true message
of  Jesus.  But  is  this  affirmation  what  is  taught  by  the
Qur’an, and does it have any basis other than hearsay?

The  Qur’an  is  very  clear  that  the  messages  sent  to  the
prophets of the Bible are to be believed. For example, Surah
3:84 says, “We believe in Allah . . . and that which was sent
down  to  Abraham  and  Ishmael  and  Isaac  and  Jacob  and  the
tribes; and that which was given to Moses and Jesus and the
Prophets from their Lord. We make no distinction between any
of them, and to Him we have surrendered.” Or as stated in a
hadith, “Therefore, faithful Muslims believe in every Prophet
whom Allah has sent and in every Book He revealed, and never
disbelieve in any of them.”{15}

Very clearly, the Qur’an states that what was given to the Old
Testament prophets and to Jesus was the truth of God. It is
not just the prophets themselves who were from the Lord, for
the Qur’an states that Allah “sent down the Torah and the
Gospel” as works that serve as “guidance to mankind.” If this
is the case, why do Muslims not interpret the Qur’an in light
of the truth from the Gospels, assuming that Allah’s truth
never changes?

In contrast, it is a virtual pillar of Islamic orthodoxy to
hold that the Bible has undergone significant revisions so
much as to make them totally unreliable and thus, useless to a
modern day Muslim. As James White puts it, “Muslims around the
world are taught that the Jews and the Christians altered
their Scriptures, though there is no agreement as to when this
took place. If anything unites Islamic apologists, it is the
persistent assertion of Qur’anic perfection in contrast to the
corrupted  nature  of  the  Bible,  particularly  the  New



Testament.”{16}

This position certainly makes sense from a human perspective.
For if one takes the position presented by the Qur’an that we
are  to  believe  every  word  of  the  Bible,  then  the  huge
differences between the theology of the New Testament and the
theology of the Qur’an leave one little choice: either reject
the  Qur’an  as  not  from  God,  or  assume  that  all  of  the
differences are the result of some massive corruption of the
message of the Bible. The normal assumption taught to Muslims
today is this corruption happened early on, perhaps even with
the apostle Paul.

However,  the  preponderance  of  verses  in  the  Qur’an  which
address  this  issue  point  to  the  corruption  as  being  a
distortion of the meaning (not the words) of the text. One
example is found in Surah 3:78, “And there is a party of them
who distort the Book with their tongues, that you may think
that what they say is from the Book, when it is not from the
Book.”  As  White  observes,  “We  must  conclude  that  the  now
predominant claim of the biblical texts themselves, having
undergone  major  alteration  and  corruption,  is  a  later
polemical  and  theological  perspective  not  required  by  the
Qur’anic text itself. It comes not from the positive teachings
of Muhammad but through the unalterable fact of the Qur’anic
author’s unfamiliarity with the actual biblical text.”{17}

As noted by a Christian, Al-Kindi, writing to a Muslim around
AD 820, “The situation is plain enough; you witness to the
truth of our text—then again you contradict the witness you
bear and allege that we have corrupted it; this is the height
of folly.”{18}

In Surah 5:47, we are urged as Christians to judge by what
Allah has revealed in the Gospels. If this admonition has any
meaning at all, it must assume that Christians had access to a

valid gospel in the 7th century during the life of Muhammad.



What Christians had as the Gospels in the 7th century is what
we have as the Gospels today. In fact, “each canonical gospel
we read today we can document to have existed in that very
form three centuries before Muhammad’s ministry. A Christian
judging Muhammad’s claims by the New Testament and finding
that  he  was  ignorant  of  the  teachings  of  the  apostles,
ignorant of the cross, the resurrection . . . and meaning of
the gospel itself, is simply doing what the Qur’an commands us
to do in this text.”{19}

Thus, while modern Muslims claim the Bible is corrupt and
unreliable, the Qur’an appears to teach that the scriptures
available to Jews and Christians during Muhammad’s day were
correct  and  should  be  followed;  as  long  as  one  did  not
reinterpret the meaning into something that was not really
said. However, doing so would lead one to the conclusion that
the Qur’an was written by someone who was not knowledgeable
concerning Jewish and Christian scripture.

The Perfection of the Qur’an
As noted earlier, one of the primary objections Muslims voice
toward Christianity is their belief that our Scriptures have
been  changed  and  corrupted  while  the  Qur’an  in  Arabic  is
exactly the words given to Muhammad fourteen hundred years
ago. Does this belief stand up to impartial scrutiny?

The modern Muslim view of the Qur’an does not allow for the
critical examination of sources and variations as has been
done for the New Testament. Many bible scholars such as Dallas
Theological Seminary professor, Daniel Wallace{20}, point out
that the large number of ancient manuscripts from different
locations and times give us a richness of sources allowing us
to identify the original text of the Christian New Testament
with a high degree of confidence. Muslims on the other hand
are relying on a specific follower, Uthman the third Caliph,
who was purported to have assimilated the correct version and



to have ordered the destruction of all other versions.

If the Qur’an is a perfect representation of the message from
Allah, what accounts for the differences in multiple accounts
of the same story recorded in the Qur’an? For example, four
different  Surahs  contain  the  story  of  Lot  in  Sodom.  Each
recounting of the story is different from the others even when
quoting what Lot said to the Sodomites. Thus we have Muslims
pointing to differences in accounts among the Gospels but
ignoring accounts of the same events throughout the Qur’an
which differ in detail, order, and content.

When  we  find  this  type  of  variation  in  the  Gospels,  we
recognize that each gospel was written by a different author
with a different perspective inspired by the Holy Spirit. But
if the Qur’an was preexistent in heaven and given to one man
by one angel, one would not expect these types of variants.
But as James White notes, “We could provide numerous examples
of parallel passages all illustrating with clarity that the
serious Muslim exegete must face the reality that the Qur’anic
text requires exegesis and harmonization.”{21}

In addition to these troubling passages recounting different
versions of the same events, we also find legendary stories
about the life of Jesus which do not appear in any of the
known accounts from the first century. White points out, “The
Qur’an  fails  to  make  any  differentiation  between  what  is
clearly legendary in character and what is based on the Hebrew
or the Christian Scriptures. Stories that developed centuries
after the events they pretend to describe are coupled directly
with historically based accounts that carry serious weight and
truth content. . . . This kind of fantastic legendary material
is hardly the kind of source that can be trusted, and yet the
Qur’an’s author shows not the slightest understanding of its
nature and combines them with historical materials.”{22}

In addition to the inconsistencies in retelling stories and
the incorporation of legends generated centuries after the



actual events, we also should consider whether the current
Qur’an  is  the  perfectly  accurate  version  of  the  earliest
version supposedly shared verbally by Muhammad with certain
followers. The common Islamic claims are strong and clear:

“The Qur’an is the literal word of God, which He revealed to
His  Prophet  Muhammad  through  the  Angel  Gabriel.  It  was
memorized by Muhammad, who then dictated it to his Companions.
They, in turn memorized it, wrote it down, and reviewed it
with the Prophet Muhammad  . . . Not one letter of the Qur’an
has been changed over the centuries.”{23}

“It is a miracle of the Qur’an that no change has occurred in
a single word, a single [letter of the] alphabet, a single
punctuation mark, or a single diacritical mark in the text of
the Qur’an during the last fourteen centuries.”{24}

Interestingly, the hadiths give us early insight into one view
of how the written Qur’an was collected and who was involved.
At the time Muhammad died, there was no written version of the
Qur’an. It was carried about in the minds of a set of men
called  the  Qurra,  each  of  whom  had  memorized  at  least  a
portion of the Qur’an. However, a number of these Qurra were
being  killed  in  battles,  raising  the  prospect  that  a
significant portion of the Qur’an might be lost. According to
one hadith, Zaid bin Thabit undertook the task of collecting a
written version.

“To many outside the Muslim faith, the Qur’an’s organization
looks tremendously haphazard and even Islamic literature notes
how one surah can contain materials Muhammad gave at very
different times in his life. Many Muslims assume Muhammad was
behind  this  organization,  but  there  is  little  reason  to
believe it. Zaid and his committee are far more likely to have
been responsible.”{25}

Eighteen years later the third Caliph, Uthman, charged Zaid
and others with rewriting the manuscripts in perfect copies.



In the process of doing this, Zaid reportedly found at least
two  more  passages  that  he  had  missed  in  his  earlier
compilation. Once this was accomplished, “Uthman sent to every
Muslim province one copy of what they had copied, and ordered
that all the other Qur’anic materials, whether written in
fragmentary manuscripts or whole copies, be burnt.”{26}

Not every scholar agrees that this story from a hadith is
accurate and many suggest a much later date after AD 705 for
the compilation of the Qur’an we find today. Whether it was
Uthman or some later compilation effort, since the eighth
century, we have had a fairly stable text for the Qur’an with
few variants. “Muslims see this as a great advantage, even an
example of divine inspiration and preservation. In reality,
just  the  opposite  is  the  case.  When  a  text  has  a  major
interruption in transmission, one’s certainty of being able to
obtain the original text becomes limited to the materials that
escape the revisionist pen. For the Muslim, Uthman had to get
it right, because if he was wrong, there is little hope of
ever undoing his work.”{27}

Al-Kindi, the Christian apologist writing around AD 820, had
much to say on the formation of the Qur’an. He records that
multiple versions were collated during the time of Uthman
stating, “One man, then, read one version of the Qur’an, his
neighbor another, and differed. One man said to his neighbor:
“My text is better than yours,” while his neighbor defended
his own. So additions and losses came about and falsification
of the text.”{28} According to Al-Kindi, this situation caused
Uthman  to  take  his  action  while  his  rivals,  such  as  Ali

(Muhammad’s cousin and the 4th Caliph), created and kept their
own manuscripts. Al-Kindi listed alterations and changes made
to the earlier documents in creating Uthman’s version. One of
the reasons Al-Kindi had access to this type of information
was the open warfare between the Sunnis and the Shiites, led
to charges and countercharges of corruption.



Al-Kindi  concludes  his  discussion  stating,  “You  know  what
happened between Ali, Abu Bakr, Umar and Uthman, how they
hated each other and quarreled and corrupted the text; how
each one tried to oppose his neighbor and to refute what he
(had) said. Pray, how are we to know which is the true text,
and how shall we distinguish it from the false?”{29}

As White states, “It is self-evident that no matter how stable
or even primitive the Uhtmanic tradition is, it is not the
only stream that can claim direct connection to Muhammad and
the primitive period of Qur’anic compilation. The greatest
concern for any follower of Muhammad should be what he said
(or what he received from the Angel Gabriel), not what an
uninspired Caliph later thought he should have said.”{30}

The study of manuscripts shows beyond all possible question
that the Qur’an was neither written down in perfection in the
days of Muhammad, nor was it never altered or changed in its
transmission.

White concludes his study with this thought, “When we obey the
command of Surah 5:4 and test Muhammad’s claims in the light
of  the  gospel,  of  history,  and  of  consistency  and
truthfulness, we find him, and the Qur’an to fail these tests.
The Qur’an is not a further revelation of the God who revealed
Himself in Jesus Christ. The author of the Qur’an did not
understand the gospel, did not understand the Christian faith,
and as such cannot stand in the line of Moses to Jesus to
Muhammad that he claimed.”{31}
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“If the Trinity Doctrine is
Correct, Then Why Isn’t It in
the Bible?”
Okay, smart guy. . .if the Trinity doctrine is correct, then
why do Catholic encyclopedias themselves admit that it was
never taught in the bible? Why does Jesus say that God is
greater than he is? Why did Jesus pray to God if God is Jesus?
If Jesus died on the stake, how could he bring himself back to
life in three days?

Thank you for your recent inquiry. Let me see if I can shed
some light on the things you have questions about. You ask:

If the Trinity doctrine is correct, then why do Catholic
encyclopedias themselves admit that it was never taught in
the Bible?

You have misinterpreted what they said. What is not in the
Bible is the use of the term “trinity.” It, like many other
terms, is a theological designation descriptive of what is
taught in the Bible. And this concept of a tri-partite Being
comes from many places in Scripture, from both Old and New
Testaments.

Perhaps the most important is found in Matthew 28:18-20. From
the very beginning, the early church baptized in the name of
the “Father, the Son, and Holy Ghost” because it was one of
the last things Jesus told his disciples to do: “And Jesus
said, ‘All authority has been given to Me in heaven and on
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earth.  Go  therefore  and  make  disciples  of  all  nations,
baptizing them in the name of the Father and the Son and the
Holy Spirit.”

This practice of baptizing converts in the three names of the
Godhead was faithfully followed by the Apostles as they spread
out to proclaim the Gospel in the first century, and the
practice was still in effect at the time of the first major
church council at Nicea (A.D. 325). In fact, this was the
major topic under consideration. It was here that what we know
as the “Doctrine of the Trinity” was hammered out by these
church leaders who searched the scriptures and shaped what
they believed to be the truth about the Godhead.. I point this
out  simply  to  emphasize  that  the  practice  of  the  Church
reflected a universal acceptance of the concept of the Trinity
for almost 300 years before the Church got around (because of
persecution under the various Roman Emperors) to clarifying
and resolving this issue at Nicea.

I think it is also important, in light of your question, for
you  to  know  something  about  this  historic  Council.
Constantine, the first Christian Emperor, called this council,
paid the expenses to bring 318 bishops (out of 1,800) from all
over the Roman Empire to the little town of Nicea (which is
near Constantinople), and served as both host and moderator
during the deliberations, which lasted about six weeks.

Most  of  the  bishops  present  were  from  the  Eastern
Mediterranean  (Alexandria,  Jerusalem,  Antioch,  Damascus,
Ephesus) and they spoke Greek. In fact, only seven bishops
represented the Western church, those who spoke Latin. Each
major city throughout the Roman Empire had a bishop, and the
bishops  from  the  prominent  cities  I  just  named,  by  sheer
representation,  dominated  the  Council.  So  if  anyone  was
responsible for coming up with the Trinity it was the Eastern
church, not the “Catholic” church.

The  elderly  Bishop  of  Rome  (who  at  that  time  was  not



considered a pope, but one bishop among equals), chose not to
come himself due to illness. He did, however, send two of his
associates.

All  branches  of  orthodox  Christianity–Eastern  Orthodox,
Protestant, and Roman Catholic, have universally accepted the
conclusions of the Council of Nicea concerning the Trinity,
namely,  that  the  scriptures  clearly  teach  God  is  One  in
Essence, but three in personality: unified, but also distinct.
Incidentally, the term “catholic,” for the first three or four
centuries,  was  used  to  describe  the  entire  church,  the
universal body of Christians sprinkled throughout the Greco-
Roman world. At that time “Catholic” had nothing to do with
the city of Rome. (______, if you want more specific examples
from scripture which teach a trinitarian God, let me know).

Why does Jesus say that God is greater than he is? Why did
Jesus pray to God if God is Jesus?

Consider John 1:1-4: “In the Beginning was the Word, and the
Word was with God, and the Word was God. He was in the
beginning with God. All things came into being through Him;
and apart from Him nothing came into being that has come into
being. In Him was life, and the life was the light of Men.”

This passage also addresses part of your first question as
well. Note that there are two terms used in verse one: “the
Word,” and “God.” What does it say about the Word?

“The Word was” — the Word existed in the beginning (Eternity
Past)
“The Word was with God” — (Greek, pros, “face-to-face with”)
“The Word was God.” — (Full Deity. . .or God Himself).

Whoever the Word was, the Word possessed (1) eternal existence
like God, (2) had face-to-face fellowship with God, and (3) is
designated AS God.



Who was the Word? John 1:14 tells us: “And the Word became
flesh and dwelt among us, and we beheld his glory, the glory
as of the only begotten of the Father, full of grace and
truth.” That’s Jesus. The second person of the Trinity came
and dwelt among us. He became the God-Man. Jesus was just as
much man as if He had never been God, and just as much God as
if He had never been man. . .two natures distinct, but linked
together in one Person.

As a true human, Jesus had feelings, grew to manhood (cf. Luke
2:52), could become weary, thirsty, depressed, and die a human
death.  When  Jesus  said,  “I  thirst”  on  the  cross,  He  was
speaking from His humanity. When He said things like, “Your
sins are forgiven you,” or “Rise, take up your bed and walk,”
He was speaking from His deity.

In Christ’s humanity, while here on earth, the Father WAS
greater, because now Christ was relating to God the Father,
not only out of the equality He possessed with His Father in
eternal existence, eternal fellowship, and full deity, but now
also relating to Him as a man. This also answers your question
about why Jesus prayed to the Father. The answer is simple:
Jesus was praying from His humanity. He was a man with normal
human emotions. He felt the need to pray as all men do.

______, your questions have focused entirely on the divine
nature of Christ, but His humanity is equally important for
us.  Consider  this  passage  from  Philippians  2:6-11:  “Who,
although He existed in the form of God, He did not regard
equality with God a thing to be grasped (competed for), but He
emptied Himself, taking the form of a bond servant, made in
the likeness of men. And being found in appearance as a man,
He humbled Himself by becoming obedient to the point of death,
even death on a cross. Therefore, God has highly exalted Him,
and bestowed on Him the Name which is above every name, that
at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, of those who are
in heaven, and on earth, and under the earth, and that every
tongue should confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory



of God the Father…”

The total uniqueness of Christ as the God-Man is absolutely
necessary for human salvation. He is the Mediator Who, through
His death, provides for us a bridge, or access, to God if we
will accept it. And His humanity is necessary to accomplish
this, because Deity doesn’t die: “Therefore, when He comes
into the world, He says, ‘Sacrifice and offering (animals)
Thou hast not desired, But a body (His humanity) Thou hast
prepared for me. . .Behold, I have come to do thy will, O
God.'” (Hebrews 10:5-7)

Further, the scripture makes it clear that the entire plan of
redemption  to  bring  about  the  salvation  of  human  beings
involved the entire Trinity. In fact, all the great acts of
God  throughout  the  scriptures  involved  the  active
participation  of  the  Godhead:

Creation of the Universe (Ps. 102:25; Col. 1:16; Job
26:31)
Creation of Man (Gen. 1:1-3, 2:7; Colossian 1:16; Job
33:4)
The Incarnation (Luke 1:30-37)
Baptism of Christ (Mark 1:9-11)
Christ’s Death on the Cross (Psalm 22; Romans 8:32; John
3:16, 10:18; Galatians 2:20; Hebrews 9:14)
Christ’s Resurrection (Acts 2:24; John 10:18; I Peter
3:10)
Inspiration of Scripture (II Timothy 3:16; 1:10,11; II
Peter 1:21)

To each of the above events, the scriptures ascribe an active
participation by each member of the Trinity.

If Jesus died on the stake, how could he bring himself back
to life in three days?

If Jesus is God as well as man, He would have no trouble



rising  from  the  dead.  The  verses  cited  above  (See
Resurrection) indicate that Jesus, God the Father, and the
Holy  Spirit  were  all  actively  involved  in  the  process  of
bringing Him back to life.

I might also add that historically, it is undisputed that
during  the  early  centuries  there  was  rapid  growth  and  a
dramatic impact by Christianity across the Roman Empire. It is
very difficult to explain this, if you just leave a dead Jew
hanging on a cross. Nothing short of His actual resurrection
can explain the boldness and unfailing commitment of the first
disciples  to  proclaim  it  so,  and,  who  were,  with  few
exceptions, called upon to seal their affirmation to the truth
of this event with their own, violent martyrdoms.

______,  I  have  taken  some  time  to  try  to  answer  your
questions. They are all good and important questions. And I
hope  you  can  see  that  there  are  good  answers  to  these
questions. But what is most important is if you really want
them  and  believe  them.  Your  note  sounded  angry,  or  hurt.
Perhaps you have been “burnt” in the past by some who claim to
be Christians but who have deeply disappointed you. I hope not
to do that.

And I hope this information is helpful to you, ______. I am a
busy man, but if you sincerely want answers to your questions,
I definitely have time for that. The ball is in your court.

Jimmy Williams, Founder
Probe Ministries

© 2002, updated Nov. 2011



“Does One Have to Believe in
the Trinity to be Saved?”
Do you have to believe in the Trinity to be saved? I have a
friend who is a Oneness Pentecostal who does believe Jesus is
God who died for sins and rose from the grave. However, he
does not believe in a Triune God. They believe God showed
Himself as the Father, then the Son, and now the Holy Spirit.

You ask a very good question. Although the doctrine of the
Trinity is a fundamental doctrine of the Christian faith, I do
not personally think that a person needs to have an orthodox
understanding of this doctrine in order to be saved. Indeed,
when you think about it, many of the people in Christian
churches today have an inadequate and unorthodox understanding
of this doctrine (but this doesn’t necessarily mean that they
aren’t saved).

The Bible is very clear that we are saved by the grace of God
through faith in the person and work of our Lord Jesus Christ.
Certainly, in order to trust Jesus properly, one must have
some genuine knowledge of who He is and why He is capable of
saving those who trust Him. But the Bible never teaches that
it  is  necessary  to  have  a  correct  understanding  of  the
doctrine of the Trinity in order to be saved. All that is
required is trusting in Jesus, the One who is truly God and
truly man, and who died for our sins and rose from the dead in
order to reconcile us to God.

So  the  bottom  line  is  this:  although  your  friend  has  an
unorthodox view of the Trinity, I personally believe that he
or she can still be saved through genuine faith in Christ. Of
course, if one were to deny the deity of Christ, that would be
another issue! But in the case of your friend, what he or she
essentially holds is a modalistic doctrine of the Trinity. And
this doctrine, while unorthodox, does not deny the deity of
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the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit; it rather denies that there
are three coequal and coeternal persons who are God. This is
significant, to be sure. But I don’t think it’s the kind of
false belief that will prevent someone who genuinely trusts in
Jesus from being saved.

Shalom in Christ,

Michael Gleghorn

© 2010 Probe Ministries

Try Jesus???
The other day I saw a bumper sticker: “Try Jesus.” Try Jesus?
Whoever wrote and printed that soooo doesn’t get it. They
don’t get Jesus, they don’t get the Christian life, they don’t
get the relational aspect of biblical Christianity, they don’t
understand the Cross.

Try Jesus? We might as well print bumper stickers for plants
that say “Try Light.” Or for appliances: “Try Electricity.” Or
for pens: “Try Ink.”

Try  Jesus.  The  mentality  of  this  thought  permeates  our
culture, and even worse, it permeates many churches: Jesus as
God’s best self-help tool. Jesus as an addition to our lives,
like vitamins or exercise.

The other day I was having a texting conversation with a young
lady when I had reason to suggest that she was a functional
atheist: claiming to love God but living and thinking in ways
that are no different from an atheist. She said, “Sue, how can
you say that? I have God in my life!”

https://probe.org/try-jesus/


I responded, “YOU have God in YOUR life. . . can you see how
backwards that is?” God as an additive completely misses the
point of why He made us, why He calls us to be reconciled to
Himself. Not so we can “have us some God in our lives,” as
they say in the South, but so that we can join the love-fest
of Father, Son and Spirit in an ongoing dance of friendship,
fellowship and celebration.

Recently, I’ve been thinking a lot about the Trinity and how
the Three-Personed God wants us to join in on Their party. It
has impacted my prayer life: now, when I pray for someone, I
envision her in the middle of a divine group hug, surrounded
by Father, Son and Spirit loving each other with the person
caught up in the middle, getting “loved on” on all sides.

It’s so much bigger, so much better than the puny “Try Jesus.”

This blog post originally appeared at
blogs.bible.org/engage/sue_bohlin/try_jesus

on Dec. 8, 2009.

“Christianity  Teaches  Four
Gods, Right?”
The  Bible  clearly  states  that  there  is  only  one  God.
Deuteronomy 6:4 states, “Hear O Israel, the Lord is our God,
the Lord is one.” The Father is obviously called God as seen
throughout the Bible. No one will argue that point. So there
is one member of the Trinity, the Father.

Jesus the Son, is a separate person but He is also called God.
John 1:1 says, “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word
was with God, and the Word was God.

http://blogs.bible.org/engage/sue_bohlin/try_jesus
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The Holy Spirit is also a separate person, and He is also
called God.

Let me see if I got this right. Please correct me if I’m
wrong.

God is a trinity, composed of three divine persons, namely,
the Father, Son, and holy spirit. God is also the Father, the
first person of the first God who is a trinity. God is also
the Son, the second person of the first God who is a trinity.
God is also the holy spirit, the third person of the first God
who is a trinity.

All of this means that there are four Gods. One three-person
God and three single-person Gods. But to avoid the stigma of
polytheism, all four Gods are really one God.

Did I get that right?

I don’t know if you really wanted a response or not, since it
seems like you may have just been trying to have some fun. But
obviously no orthodox trinitarian Christian would subscribe to
the doctrine as you have characterized it.

Actually, you basically got it right when you wrote: “God is a
trinity, composed of three divine persons, namely, the Father,
Son, and holy spirit.” In other words, God just “is” the unity
of the three divine persons. Traditionally, this has been
expressed by saying that God is one in essence, three in
subsistence. Trintarian Christians do not propose the absurd
(and logically contradictory) notion that there is only one
God,  and  yet  (somehow)  there  are  three  Gods.  That  would
clearly be incoherent. Rather, we maintain that there is only
one  God  (monotheism)  who  mysteriously  subsists  as  three
distinct persons (Trinitarianism).

Consider  an  analogy  (which  I  take  from  the  Christian
philosopher William Lane Craig). Cerberus was a three-headed
dog that guarded the entrance to Hades in Greek mythology.



Cerberus, therefore, was one dog with three heads. Now we
could imagine that each head constituted a distinct center of
consciousness. We could even give them names, say, Spike,
Bowser, and Rover. Spike would be conscious of being Spike,
but also of being Cerberus. He would also be conscious of not
being either Bowser or Rover. The same could be said, in an
appropriate way, regarding the conscious experience of both
Bowser  and  Rover.  Now  consider  Cerberus  as  a  spiritual,
disembodied entity. You have one being, Cereberus, who has
three distinct centers of consciousness (i.e. Spike, Bowser,
and Rover). This is something akin, I think, to what the
Trinitarian maintains about the nature of God, recognizing, of
course, that God is an infinitely higher being than any merely
finite  being.  I  could  write  more,  but  you  get  the  idea.
Hopefully this analogy will help you better understand what
Christians maintain about the nature of God. Of course, it’s
only  an  analogy—and  to  ridicule  it  for  that  reason  would
really be rather petty. I offer it solely as a way of making
this doctrine a bit more comprehensible, while nonetheless
acknowledging that there is genuine mystery here as well.

Best wishes as you continue to explore and examine Christian
doctrine!

Michael Gleghorn

© 2009 Probe Ministries

Response to “The Shack”

https://probe.org/response-to-the-shack/


The buzz is growing in Christian circles about
this novel,{1} for good reason. Response to it seems to be
strong: the majority of people grateful and testifying how
deeply it impacted their relationship with God, and others
decrying it as heresy for its unconventional presentation of
God and religious systems. (For an excellent rebuttal by a
theologically  sound  man  who  knows  both  the  book  and  the
author, please read “Is The Shack Heresy?” by Wayne Jacobsen.)

It’s  a  story  about  a  man  whose  young  daughter  had  been
abducted and murdered several years before he receives a note
from God inviting him to the shack where his daughter died.
It’s signed “Papa,” his wife’s favorite term of endearment for
God. He spends an unimaginable weekend with all three members
of the Godhead, a weekend which changes him forever.

It is similar to Dinner with a Perfect Stranger,{2} where
Jesus appears as a contemporary businessman and answers the
main character’s questions and objections over their dinner
conversation. What Dinner did for basic apologetics, The Shack
does for theodicy: the problem of “How can a good, loving and
all-powerful God allow evil and suffering?”

Personally, The Shack became one of my all-time favorite books
before I had even finished it.

Most people don’t read novels with a highlighter in hand, but
this one made me want to. Since I was reading a borrowed copy,
I didn’t have that freedom. But I read it with a pen in hand
because  I  kept  finding  passages  to  record  in  my  “wisdom
journal,” a book I’ve been adding to for years with wisdom
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from others that I didn’t want to forget.

I started to say that I absolutely loved this book, but I
didn’t. I did love it, but not absolutely, because of one (and
totally unnecessary, in my opinion) sticking point that I
believe is not consistent with Scripture, on the nature of
authority and hierarchy. More on that later.

The author, who grew up as a missionary kid and who took some
seminary training as an adult, clearly knows the Word, and
knows a lot about “doing Christianity.” It is also clear that
he has learned how to dive deep into an intimate, warm, loving
personal relationship with God, and he knows and shows the
difference.

Fresh Insights
Through a series of conversations between the main character,
Mack, and the three Persons of the Godhead, we are given fresh
insights into some important aspects of Christianity, both
major and minor:

• God is warm and inviting
• He collects our tears in a bottle
• Jesus was not particularly handsome
• God is one, in three Persons
• The Holy Spirit is a comforter
• There is love, affection and fellowship within the Trinity
• God prefers us to relate to Him out of desire rather than
obligation
• God values what is given from the heart
• God understands that difficult fathers make it hard for us
to connect with God
• God is compassionate toward the anguished question, “How can
a good and loving God allow pain and suffering?”
• The substitutionary atonement of Christ
• The faulty dichotomous perception of the OT God as mean and
wrathful, and the NT God in Jesus as loving and grace-filled



• There is a redemptive value to pain and suffering
• How good triumphs over evil
• The nature and purpose of the Law
• The healing nature of God’s love
• Through the cross, God was reconciled to the world, but so
many refuse to be reconciled to Him
•  God’s  omniscience  coexists  with  our  freedom  to  make
significant  choices
• In the incarnation, Jesus willingly embraced the limitations
of humanity without losing His divinity

Those are some pretty heavy concepts to put into a novel, but
it works. It not only works, it draws the reader into the
relationship between Father, Son and Spirit as well as how
each member of the Godhead lovingly engages with the main
character.

How God is Portrayed
Some people have been deeply offended by the fact that God the
Father presents Himself to Mack as “a large, beaming, African-
American woman” (p. 82) because God always refers to Himself
in  the  masculine  in  the  Bible.  And  the  Holy  Spirit  is
represented as a small Asian woman. I have to admit, this
sounds a lot more jarring and heterodox than it actually is in
the book. I was touched by Papa’s reasons for manifesting as a
woman to Mack, who had been horribly abused by his father as a
boy:

“Mackenzie, I am neither male or female, even though both
genders are derived from my nature. If I choose to appear to
you as a man or as a woman and suggest that you call me Papa
is simply to mix metaphors, to help you keep from falling so
easily back into your religious conditioning.”

She leaned forward as if to share a secret. “To reveal myself
to you as a very large, white grandfather figure with flowing
beard, like Gandalf, would simply reinforce your religious



stereotypes, and this weekend is not about reinforcing your
religious stereotypes.”

. . . She looked at Mack intently. “Hasn’t it always been a
problem for you to embrace me as your father, and after what
you’ve been through, you couldn’t very well handle a father
right now, could you?”

He knew she was right, and he realized the kindness and
compassion in what she was doing. Somehow, the way she had
approached him had skirted his resistance to her love. It was
strange, and painful, and maybe even a little bit wonderful.
(pp. 93-94)

For the record, before the book ends but not until after God
does some marvelous healing in Mack’s heart about his father,
Papa does appear to him as a man. The Papa/Father persona is
never compromised by any sort of “God is our Mother” garbage.

Apart from the fact that this is a work of fiction, I do think
it is appropriate to note that God has also chosen to reveal
Himself as a burning bush, a pillar of fire, a cloud, and an
angel.

Deep Ministry
On his personal website, the author reveals he has a history
of childhood sexual abuse, so he is very familiar with the
deep wounds to the soul that only God can touch and heal. The
anguished cry of a broken heart is real and well-portrayed. So
is the even deeper love and compassion of a God who never
abandons us, even when we lose sight of Him. And who has a
larger plan that none of our choices can foil.

I  appreciated  the  explanation  of  the  Christ-life,  the
indwelling Christ, that allows us to “kill our independence”
(crucify the flesh) in His strength. I appreciated how the
author writes what the healing power of God’s love looks like.
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I appreciated the portrayal of God as warm and affectionate
and  accessible,  without  losing  His  majesty  and  power.  I
appreciated the sense of being led into deeper truths of a
relationship with God that allow me to revel in the sense that
God doesn’t just love me, He likes me.

An Unfortunate Error
The biggest problem I had with the book—apart from the fact
that  it  came  to  an  end!—is  the  denial  of  authority  and
hierarchy  within  the  Trinity,  and  the  suggestion  that
hierarchy is a result of the Fall, not of the created order.

“We have no concept of final authority among us, only unity.
. . What you’re seeing here is relationship without any
overlay of power. We don’t need power over the other because
we are always looking out for the best. Hierarchy would make
no sense to us.” (p. 122)

What, then, do we do with 1 Cor. 11:3? “But I want you to
understand that Christ is the head of every man, and the man
is the head of a woman, and God is the head of Christ.”

“We are indeed submitted to one another and have always been
so and always will be. Papa is as much submitted to me
(Jesus) as I to him, or Sarayu (Holy Spirit) to me, or Papa
to her. Submission is not about authority and it is not
obedience; it is all about relationships of love and respect.
In fact, we are submitted to you in the same way.” (p. 145)

I  think  perhaps  the  author  has  confused  submission  with
serving. God submitting to His creation? I don’t think so! The
faulty  notion  of  mutual  across-the-board  submission,  with
husbands submitting to wives and parents submitting to their
children,  and  elders  submitting  to  the  church  body,  is
troublesome, and not at all necessary to the point or the
story in this book.



But that is a minor point compared to the rest of The Shack,
one that does not cancel out the value of everything else. We
should  be  reading  everything  through  a  discernment  filter
anyway.

Who the Book Is For
On a personal note, besides my work at Probe, I also have the
privilege of serving in a ministry with people whose difficult
relationships early in their lives have caused trouble in
their relationships with themselves, other people, and God.
Many of them were sexually abused, and they usually find it
impossible to trust a God who would allow that kind of pain to
happen to them. I am recommending The Shack to them because of
the hope it can offer that they were not alone, that God was
with them in all the painful times that left such deep wounds,
and that He has a plan for all of it that does not in the
least compromise His goodness.

Particularly because so many of these precious broken people
had deeply flawed relationships with a parent, I was brought
to  tears  (for  only  the  first  time  of  several)  when  God
tenderly offers Mack, “If you’ll let me, I’ll be the Papa you
never had.” (p. 92) I have seen God heal a number of broken
hearts by manifesting the loving, wise, nurturing parent they
always longed for.

This is a good book for Christians who feel guilty for not
doing or being enough, who fear they will see disgust in God’s
eyes when they meet face to face, who can’t give themselves
permission to rest from their “hamster treadmill” for fear of
disappointing God. It is for those who love Christ’s bride,
but wonder what it would be like for the church to be vibrant,
grace-drenched,  and  warmly  affirming  of  people  without
affirming the sin that breaks God’s heart. It is for those who
are not satisfied with a cognitive-only “Christianity from the
neck up,” but want a relationship with the Lord that connects
the head and the heart.



I thank Papa for The Shack and for William P. Young who
brought it to us.

Notes

1. William P. Young, The Shack. Los Angeles: Windblown Media,
2007.
2. David Gregory, Dinner with a Perfect Stranger. Colorado
Springs: Waterbook Press, 2005.

 

Addendum: August 5, 2009

Recently I returned to speak at a church MOPS (Mothers of Pre-
Schoolers) group where I had spoken last year. One of the
ladies greeted me warmly and told me that the best thing she
heard all year was that “boys express affection aggressively.”

The interesting thing is that I never said that. She had
apparently conflated two different observations I had made
about boys, and combined them into the best “take-away” of the
year.

What struck me about that incident was how that is a picture
of much of the criticism of The Shack. Many people’s hostility
toward the book isn’t about what it actually says, it’s about
their perception of what the author says. And they ascribe
hurtful labels like “heresy” and “dangerous” to a book that
appears to be greatly used by God to communicate His heart to
millions of people in a way they can hear.

Just as we do with Bible study, it’s important to keep in mind
the context of the book: why it was written, its original
intended audience, and pertinent facts about the author that
make a difference in how we understand the final product.

Paul Young has always written as gifts for people. He wrote
the book in response to his wife’s urging, “You think outside
the box. Write something for our kids that will help them



understand how you got to this place of your relationship with
God.”  He  had  come  through  an  eleven-year  journey  of
counseling, prayer, and wrestling with God and with himself;
he emerged with a very different, intimate relationship with
God.

He intended the story to be a Christmas gift for his six
children and a few friends. His goal was to get sixteen copies
printed and bound in time for Christmas, and that would be the
end  of  it.  But  a  few  of  those  copies  were  copied  and
circulated among more friends as readers recognized something
powerful in the story, something they wanted to share with
others. Quickly the viral marketing took on a life of its own.

When neither Christian nor secular publishers were interested
in The Shack, two friends, Wayne Jacobsen and Brad Cummings,
formed a self-publishing company. The three men spent a year
hammering through the book, editing it, sharpening it, and
discussing the theology. In the process, some of Paul Young’s
“out of the box” theology was shaped and brought back to a
more biblically sound position.

This book is a novel—a long parable. It is a “slice of God,”
so to speak, not a novelized systematic theology. The point
was to show, in story form, how Paul’s view of God as a mean,
judgmental,  condemning  cosmic  bully—”Gandalf  with  an
attitude,” as he put it—had been transformed to allow him to
see  the  grace-drenched  love  of  a  Father  who  longed  for
relationship, not hoop-jumping lackeys. He uses imagery to
communicate spiritual truth, and I think that asking “What is
the author using this imagery to portray?” is essential to not
jumping to the wrong conclusions. Paul Young does not believe
in a feminized God; that was the way he chose to communicate
the tenderness and compassion of a loving God, the heart of
El-Shaddai (“the breasted one”). He does not believe that the
Father and the Spirit hung on the cross with Jesus; when he
wrote that they bore the same scars as Jesus, that was a way
to portray the oneness of the Trinity because the Father’s and
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the Spirit’s hearts were deeply wounded in the crucifixion as
well. The scars are about their hearts, not a misunderstanding
about Who it was that hung on the cross.

Paul’s children would have understood his starting point. He
had grown up as a missionary kid in Irian Jaya, with an angry
father with a lot of emotional baggage who didn’t know any
other strategy than to pass it on to his children. On top of
that, Paul was sexually abused by the members of the Dani
tribe until he was sent away to boarding school, where the
abuse continued, starting the first night when the older boys
immediately began molesting the new first graders.

He was a mess.

And then he grew into a mess with a degree from a Bible
college and some seminary education. He knew a lot about a God
who looked and acted a lot like his father (an unfortunate
truth that is repeated millions of times over in millions of
families). Paul Young understands about a God of judgment, who
hates sin. He gets that.

The Shack presents another side of the heart of God that took
years  for  him  to  be  able  to  see  and  embrace.  And  the
breathtaking grace and delight of a heavenly Father who knows
how to express love to His beloved son is something he wanted
to show his children and friends. So he wrote The Shack. It is
intentionally not a full-orbed exploration of the nature and
character of God; it focuses on the grace and love of God.
That doesn’t mean the rest of His character doesn’t exist.

The people that have the most problems with the book usually
have the most theological education. They have finely-tuned
spiritual  Geiger  counters,  able  to  detect  nuances  in
theological expression that the majority of people reading the
book cannot. Our culture is more biblically illiterate and
untaught than we have ever seen in the history of our country.
And even in good Bible-teaching churches we can regularly see



confusion about the Trinity; I have lost track of the number
of times I have heard someone pray from the pulpit or platform
something like, “Father, we praise You today and we thank You
for Your great goodness. Thank You for making us Your children
and showing us Your love for us by dying on the cross. . .”

The objectionable theological nuances are lost on the millions
of people who are still foggy on the concept of three Persons
in one God.

There  is  nothing  in  The  Shack  that  contradicts  Probe
Ministries’ doctrinal statement. The issues that people have
with this book are not about central, core doctrines of the
faith. It’s about how one’s understanding of biblical truth is
expressed.  And  just  like  my  MOPS  friend,  many  of  the
objections are grounded in people’s perceptions of what they
read: “The author implies. . .” or “We can deduce that . . .”

Theologians play an extremely important role in protecting
truth.  But  sometimes  they  can  get  so  committed  to  their
understanding of biblical truth, to their “box,” that they
perceive  anything  outside  the  box  as  wrong.  As  one  wise
seminarian told me, “We need theologians. But we also need
people who can think outside the box, who are able to present
the gospel and the truths of the Bible in ways people can get.
And  those  two  groups  of  people  usually  drive  each  other
crazy.”

I believe much of the controversy about The Shack is because
people’s understanding of the book is crashing into their
current understanding of theology. There are people who loved
the book, as well as people who are critical of and hostile
toward the book, who all love the Lord and love His word. It’s
a lot like the in-house debate about the age of the earth:
there are old-earth and young-earth believers who are all
fully committed to the Word of God as truth, who disagree on
this  issue.  Unfortunately,  as  with  the  age  of  the  earth
debate, there is some mud-slinging toward those who disagree.



In both arguments, some people have lost sight of the call to
“be diligent to preserve the unity of the Spirit in the bond
of peace” (Ephesians 4:3). Paul Young is a fellow brother in
the Lord. He loves the Father, Jesus and the Holy Spirit, and
He loves the Word of God. He loves the bride of Christ, the
church. I think that’s important.

I recently learned that someone with a Ph.D. in theology was
warned  of  the  controversy  about  The  Shack.  “Controversies
don’t bother me,” this wise believer said. “I remember when
C.S. Lewis was scheduled to speak at a church in New Haven
when we were at Yale. He was banned from the church because
The Screwtape Letters was too controversial. As with Lewis,
time will tell whether this book is a blip on the radar
screen, or if it has the hand of God on it.”

The night before I did a presentation on the book and the
controversy at my church, I tossed and turned much of the
night. I knew I would be presenting a perspective that is
diametrically opposed to many evangelicals’, and it troubled
me. As I prayed, “Lord, what’s up with the furor over this
book? Give me Your perspective,” I believe He answered me: “He
doesn’t get everything right.” Ah. That makes sense. No, Paul
Young doesn’t get everything right, and I do see that. None of
us get everything right, but we don’t know what our blind
spots are and we don’t know what we get wrong. Many believers
seem  to  have  confused  the  gospel  with  “getting  your
theological beliefs right.” And not “getting everything right”
is a cardinal sin, which I am reminded of every time I get a
strong email urging me to repent of my wrong belief about this
“heretical” book. For the record, what I got from the Lord is
that He knows Paul Young doesn’t get everything right, and
He’s using the book to draw millions to Himself anyway. I
think there’s something to be said for that.

© Probe Ministries 2008



“Scriptures  That  Prove
Trinitarians Wrong”
I dare you to put this on your website!

As I see it, I could write thousands of words to try and prove
a Trinitarian wrong. The reason I say this is because the
Trinity belief changes depending on which Trinitarian you talk
to. There exist hundreds of Trinity-teaching churches, all of
which have different interpretations of what the Trinity is or
is not. I have heard that Jesus was a Man-God, despite the
scriptural reference that no man has ever seen God. I have
heard that they (God the Father and Jesus) are the same, but
NOT the same..????

In actuality, there is no clear-cut description of the Trinity
Doctrine. It itself is written in such a way that you could
come up with literally hundreds of combinations to make it
work. And believe me, that has been done. Catholics, Mormons,
Prodestants,  Lutherans  and  countless  other  religions  have
their own interpretations of the Trinity teaching. How can
that teaching be right if all these differing opinions exist
on its meaning? Is not at least ONE of them absolutely right?

Here are a few points of view that should inspire any honest-
hearted,  truth-seeking  person  to  carefully  examine  in  an
effort to shed light upon this teaching. Please keep in mind
that the earliest DOCUMENTED proof of the Trinity teaching
dates  back  to  the  Nicene  Creed,  a  government-sanctioned
document the purpose of which was to unify a splitting house
of  worship…notedly,  the  Roman  Catholic  Church.  All  other
reports are speculation as to the meaning of certain author’s
beliefs.  All  pre-Nicene  opinions  that  I  am  aware  of  (not
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saying that I am familiar with them all) are from “fathers” of
the Roman Catholic Church. It was the Nicene Creed that for
the first time put it into an official, chuch stand.

All scripture quoted is from the New Internation Version of
the Holy Scriptures. I invite you to read your own version of
the Bible to compare to these quotes.

JESUS IS AN EQUAL PART OF THE GODHEAD

2 Peter 1:17 : “For he received honor and glory from the
Father when the voice came to him from the Majestic Glory
saying, “This is my Son, whom I love; with him I am well
pleased.” This scripture not only tells where Jesus’ glory
came from, but also when…and it is critical. Jesus did not
possess any glory on his own, it was given by the Father to
him when he was 30 years old in front of witnesses at Jesus’
baptism. If he was deity in his own right, he would not have
needed the Father to give glory to him, nor would he have had
to wait until his baptism to receive it. Here, it is stressed
in the scriptures that Jesus is God’s SON, not God himself.
This points to Jesus’ subordinate place along the side of his
Father. It is therefore reasonable to deduce that they are NOT
equal.

John 14:28: “You heard me say ‘I am going away and I am coming
back to you.’ If you loved me, you would be glad that I am
going to the Father, for the Father is greater than I.” Jesus
here points out in no uncertain terms that he and the Father
are  not  equal.  In  contrast  to  other  scriptures  that  only
insinuate a point, this scripture is direct in nature and
states very clearly that the Father is greater than Jesus.
They are NOT equal!

Philippians 2:9-11 “Therefore God exalted him to the highest
place and gave him the name that is above every name, that at
the name of Jesus every knee should bow, in heaven and on
earth and under the earth, and every tongue confess that Jesus



Christ is Lord, to the glory of the Father.”

God did the exalting and did so to his OWN glory. This entire
passage speaks to God’s sole authority to do what He wants, in
this case exalting His own Son. Jesus is NOT the exalt-ER, but
the  exalt-EE.  One  cannot  exalt  another  unless  there  is
superior position, rank or authority. Jesus is clearly the
lesser of the two.

1 Corinthians 15:25-28: (speaking of Jesus) “For he must reign
until he has put all his enemies under his feet. The last
enemy to be destroyed is death. For he ‘has put everything
under his feet’. Now when it says that ‘everything’ has been
put under him, it is clear that this does not include God
Himself, who put everything under Christ. When he has done
this, then the Son himself will be made subject to him that
put everything under him, so that God may be all in all.” Can
a logical person even conceive that these two, God the Father
and his Son, Jesus are equal from this scripture? This is one
of the most direct passages describing their relationship in
terms of rank, or position. Any part of the Godhead described
by most Trinitarians is equal to the power of the other. This
directly rejects that teaching. Here, in these verses, it is
crystal clear who has the authority and who has been given
authority. They CANNOT be equal.

JESUS IS ALL-KNOWING, AND THEREFORE IS GOD

Matthew 24:36, Jesus speaking: “No one knows about that day or
hour, not even the angels in heaven, nor the Son, but only the
Father.”  While  Jesus  was  certainly  blessed  by  God  with
extraordinary powers, the claim that Jesus is all knowing is
completely and utterly denied by Jesus’ own words here. Jesus
does not know the hour in which the actual end will take
place. If he were God, he most certainly would know for it is
his (God’s) master plan. There exists no scripture, let alone
Jesus’ own words, that says he is all-knowing. Some apostles
asked Jesus that, since he knew all things, would he please



explain this or that…but to claim that these scriptures say
Jesus knows all would be in direct conflict with Jesus’ words
here. We know it has to be one way or the other, so which is
it? For me personally, I will trust in Jesus’ words that he
does NOT know the hour of the coming of the end and therefore
does not know all things.

[Note:.  .  .And  six  pages  of  verses  and  commentary  from
Revelation edited]

Thank you for your response and I will enjoy putting this on
our web site. I can tell you are zealous in what you believe
and I sense a strong disdain towards those who differ from
you. I am sorry that with my heavy schedule I cannot address
all your points but let me address just a few. Your response
is typical of JW’s who have misunderstood the doctrine of the
Trinity and have used Bible verses out of context.

Let’s take a look at a few.

The doctrine of the Trinity teaches that there is one God who
has revealed Himself in three distinct persons all are equal
in nature. They are distinct in person. The Father is not the
Son. The Son is not the Holy Spirit. One God revealed in three
distinct  persons.  JW’s  mislead  people  when  they  say  the
trinity teaches Jesus and the Father are one in the same
person. They are distinct in person, but equal in nature.

In regard to the passage from John 6:46 states, “No man has
seen God…” you interpret this to mean no man has ever seen God
at all. Let’s take a look at some passages and see if this is
the case. Isaiah 6 states, “In the year King Uzziah died, I
saw the Lord seated on the throne, high and exalted….” Isaiah
appears to have seen the Lord. In Exodus 3, Moses speaks with
God at the burning bush. Deuteronomy 34:10 states, “Since
then, no prophet has risen in Israel like Moses, whom the Lord
knew face to face.” There are other passages where men have
seen and spoken with God. So what John 6:46 is saying is, no



one  has  seen  God  in  His  full  glory.  That  no  one  could
withstand. However, God has revealed Himself in veiled form,
which we could see and withstand. Jesus is God the Son veiled
in flesh. Philippians 2 if you read the entire passage states,
that  Jesus  emptied  himself  or  made  himself  nothing.  He
temporarily clothed himself in flesh and revealed himself to
us. Later in Revelation 1, we see Jesus in glory.

The  allegation  that  the  Trinity  was  not  taught  until  the
Nicene council is incorrect. The Watchtower printed this in
their magazine ‘Should You Believe in the Trinity.” There they
quote  pre-Nicene  fathers  as  rejecting  the  Trinity.  One
interesting note, the Watchtower does not footnote any of it’s
references.  They  use  endless  dots  ….  why  are  there  no
footnotes or references pointing to the exact location of
these quotes. Typical Watchtower deception. In my article on
the Probe web site called “Why You should Believe in the
Trinity,” I quote several pre Nicene church fathers and give
the exact reference. Here are a few the Watchtower misquoted.

Justin Martyr (165 A.D.): “…the Father of the universe has a
Son;  who  being  the  logos  and  First-begotten  is  also  God”
(First Apology 63:15).

Irenaeus (200 A.D.) : (referencing Jesus) “…in order that to
Christ  Jesus,  our  Lord,  and  God,  and  Savior,  and  King,
according to the will of the invisible Father, . . .” (Against
Heresies I, x, 1).

Clement of Alexandria (215 A.D.): “Both as God and as man, the
Lord renders us every kind of help and service. As God He
forgives sin, as man He educates us to avoid sin completely”
(Christ  the  Educator,  chapter  3.1).  In  addition,  “Our
educator, O children, resembles His Father, God, whose son He
is. He is without sin, without blame, without passion of soul,
God immaculate in form of man accomplishing His Father’s will”
(Christ the Educator Chapter 2:4).



Tertullian (230 A.D.): “…the only God has also a Son, his Word
who has proceeded from himself, by whom all things were made
and without whom nothing has been made: that this was sent by
the Father into the virgin and was born of her both man and
God. Son of Man, Son of God, …” (Against Praxeas, 2).

Hippolytus (235 A.D.): “And the blessed John in the testimony
of  his  gospel,  gives  us  an  account  of  this  economy  and
acknowledges this word as God, when he says, ‘In the beginning
was the Word, and the Word was with God and the Word was God.’
If then the Word was with God and was also God, what follows?
Would one say that he speaks of two Gods? I shall not indeed
speak of two Gods, but of one; of two persons however, and of
a third economy, the grace of the Holy Ghost” (Against the
Heresy of One Noetus. 14).

Origen (250 A.D.): (with regard to John 1:1) “…the arrangement
of the sentences might be thought to indicate an order; we
have first, ‘in the beginning was the Word,’ then ‘And the
Word was with God,’ and thirdly, ‘and the Word was God,’ so
that it might be seen that the Word being with God makes Him
God” (Commentary on John, Book 2, Chapter 1).

Not  only  in  these  instances,  but  also  throughout  their
writings the ante-Nicene fathers strongly defend the deity of
Christ.

I would challenge you to ask the leaders at your kingdom hall,
Why doesn’t the watchtower magazine, on Page 7 footnote their
references? Also, where exactly are these quotes located in
the writings of the church fathers? If you know a little about
church history, you will know that the early church suffered
persecution under the Roman Empire. It was not until Emperor
Constantine converted that they could have a church council.
At  Nicea  then,  they  simply  articulated  what  they  already
believed and taught.

2 Peter 1:17, states, “For he received honor and glory from



God the Father….” Take a look 17:5 where Jesus prays, “And now
Father, glorify me in your presence with the glory I had with
you before the world began.” Now take a look at Isaiah 42:8.
God says, “I am the Lord, that is my name. I will not give my
glory to another…” God will not give his glory to another. Yet
Jesus shared in God’s glory before the world began. He shares
God’s glory because He is in nature God.

Let’s  look  at  John  14:28  where  Jesus  says  the  Father  is
greater than I. Greater refers to position not to nature. For
example, you would agree with the statement, “George Bush is
greater than you or I.” As the chief executive officer of our
country, that is indeed true. But is George Bush a superior
being to you or I? No. Greater refers to position, not nature.
In the Trinity, there is an economy, the Father, the Son and
the Holy Spirit. They are equal in nature, greater refers to
position. In Hebrews 1:4 it states, “So he (Jesus) became as
much superior to the angels as the name he has inherited is
superior to theirs.” Here Jesus is not an angel because He is
superior in nature to them. Or as the New World Translation
states, “So he has become better than the angels,” Jesus is
better, meaning superior in nature to the angels. If Jesus was
an inferior being to the Father, He would have said, “the
Father is better or superior than I.”

Let’s take a look at the verse you quoted in Philippians 2.
You begin at verse nine, but you need to look at the verse in
its  context.  Begin  at  verse  1.  Paul  is  exhorting  the
Philippians  to  exemplify  humility  as  Christ  did.  How  did
Christ demonstrate humility? Verse 6 states, “Who (Christ)
being in very nature God, did not consider equality with God a
thing to be grasped.” The Greek word there is “morphe” which
means essential attributes. In other words, Jesus essential
attributes was the nature of God. He humbled himself unto
death and was exalted by God at the resurrection and sits at
the Father’s right hand. Another interesting note, verse 11
states, “and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord…”



In Isaiah 45:18 God states, “I am the Lord and there is no
other.” Yet here when every tongue confesses Jesus is Lord, it
brings glory to the Father. We can’t have two Lords and if God
states, He is the only Lord and Jesus has that title as well,
what must we conclude?

In regard to the Revelation passages, it would be helpful to
outline the book of Revelation. State the theme and how it
plays out through the book. The Watchtower has interpreted it
incorrectly in many areas. In Chapter 1:7 Jesus is coming to
the earth. In verse 8 it states, “I am the alpha and the
Omega, says Jehovah God, the One who is and who was and who is
coming, the Almighty.” God the Father is never referred to as
coming soon. the one who is coming is Jesus. Verse 8 refers to
the one coming soon in verse 7 who is Jesus. Jesus is called
God in verse 8. The whole theme of chapter one is the Son of
God. Even if you want to say verse 8 refers to Jehovah and not
Jesus, look at 22:12-16. Who is the alpha and Omega there?
Jesus. Jehovah is the Alpha and Omega in chapter one. You
cannot have two Alphas and Two Omegas. You can only have one.
It  is  Jehovah  in  chapter  1,  Jesus  in  chapter  22.  So  we
conclude Jesus is God the Son. In 1:17-18 it states, “I am the
First and the Last. I am the living one; I was dead and behold
I am alive forever and ever.” The First and the Last here is
Jesus who died and rose again.

In Isaiah 44:6, Jehovah says, “I am the First and the Last;
apart from me there is no God.” You cannot have two firsts and
two lasts. You can only have one. Once again, Jesus is God the
Son for He shares the same title. Just a study of Chapter one
of  Revelation  reveals  the  deity  of  Christ.  I  would  study
Revelation without the Watchtower articles to see what it says
for itself. It is the Watchtower interpretations that led to
the numerous false prophecies of Jesus second coming in 1914,
1918, 1925, and 1975. Their record of false prophecies alone
should have one question the credibility of this organization.

Sorry I do not have time for a detailed study of the rest of



your passages. Perhaps at a later time. Thanks for your reply.

Patrick Zukeran
Probe Ministries

“The Doctrine of the Trinity
is Stupid”
I want to make it clear that I am not a Jehovah’s Witness, yet
when considering this Nicean doctrine, it way amazes me how
people can define the form of a God that Jesus confirmed that
no one had seen at any time, neither have we seen his shape,
what makes it rather annoying is that people seem to patronize
you and in the process try and undermine one’s faith in a
loving God. I have a question for you.

Is God subject to Jesus as Jesus is subject to God?

I believe that there is God and he reveals himself in these
last days by his Word (Jesus), Hebrews 1:1-2. Where do you see
Jesus sending God to do something or the Holy Spirit telling
God to do something? Jesus said he could do nothing of self,
Jesus confirmed that the Holy Spirit can do nothing of self,
but all power belongs to God.

In the book of Corinthians 14:11-24, you would see that there
is a time when the power that was given and I stress that word
given to Jesus will be submitted on to God. I wish for once
you Trinitarians will allow the Holy Spirit to reveal who God
is by his Son and not through pulpits.

Frankly speaking if you have to have the Holy Spirit reveal
all things you would find the doctrine is stupid, and hey if
the Jehovah Witness is right in this instance so be it, even
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in the time of Christ our Lord he acknowledged the Pharisees
to be right in at least one instance, it didn’t do anything to
his pride, and I believe that that is the example we must
follow.

Thank you for your response. I believe you have misunderstood
the doctrine of the Trinity. Simply stated it is, There exists
one God who has revealed Himself in three distinct persons,
the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit. We see throughout
scripture the Father is called God. However, the Son is called
God as well, John 20:28, Matthew 1:23, Titus 2:13 and many
other passages. The Son is worshipped, has authority over
areas only God has authority over. The Son shares in the
attributes only God can have. The Holy Spirit is also called
God, Acts 5:3-4, Romans 8, Genesis 1:2, Matthew 28:19. All
three are equal in nature yet there is an economy among the
persons of the Trinity. The Son submits to the Father and the
the Holy Spirit submits to the Son. 1 Corinthians 11:3 states,
“…the head of every woman is man…” Does that mean that women
are inferior to men? By no means, men and women are equal in
nature, yet there is an economy of headship and submission in
marriage, where the man is head over his wife. In the same way
God the Father is head over God the Son. They are equal in
nature, but different in position as illustrated in marriage.

Regarding the fact that no one has seen God, you are quoting
John 1:18. “No one has seen God, only the begotten God who is
in the bosom of the Father.” This verse means, no one has seen
God as He really is in all His glory and splendor. There are
several passages in the Bible where men have seen God. Exodus
24:9-11, Deuteronomy 34:10. However, they did not see Him in
His full glory but in a veiled form that could be withstood.
Same with Jesus, He is God the Son revealed in veiled form.
Regarding this verse, the JW’s have been dishonest in their
translational work. The Greek reads, “Theon oudies eoraken
popote monogeneies theos…” they translate it “No one has seen
God at any time, the only begotten god… ” Why do they use a



little “g”? They do this to make it match their theology, but
this is dishonest translation. They feel they can justify
using  a  little  “g”  because  theos  has  no  article  or  is
anartharous. However, in the beginning of the verse “God” or
the Greek Theon is also anartharous, it has no article. So the
JW’s should translate it “No one has seen god” but they do
not. They use a capital “G.” Once again, dishonest translation
by the Watchtower. When you honestly look at this verse, it
supports the deity of Christ, He is God the Son incarnate as
stated in John 1:1. The translation properly reads, “No one
has seen God at any time, the only begotten God (capital G)
who is in the bosom of the Father has made him known”.

Thanks for your inquiry.

Patrick Zukeran

Probe Ministries

The Council of Nicea
Mormons,  Jehovah’s  Witnesses  and  Muslims  point  to  the
influence of the Emperor Constantine on the Council of Nicea
in  AD  325  and  argue  that  the  secular  government  of  Rome
imposed the doctrine of the Trinity on the Christian church.
In  reality,  church  leaders  were  too  resilient  for  such  a
simple conclusion, and Constantine’s role more complex than is
often presented.

This article is also available in Spanish. 

The doctrine of the Trinity is central to the uniqueness of
Christianity.  It  holds  that  the  Bible  teaches  that  “God
eternally  exists  as  three  persons,  Father,  Son,  and  Holy
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Spirit,  and  each  person  is  fully  God,  and  there  is  one
God.”{1} So central is this belief that it is woven into the
words Jesus gave the church in His Great Commission, telling
believers to ” . . . 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).

It is not surprising, then, that the doctrine of the Trinity
is one of the most denigrated and attacked beliefs by those
outside  the  Christian  faith.  Both  Mormons  and  Jehovah’s
Witnesses reject this central tenet and expend considerable
energy teaching against it. Much of the instruction of the
Jehovah’s Witness movement tries to convince others that Jesus
Christ is a created being, not having existed in eternity past
with the Father, and not fully God. Mormons have no problem
with Jesus being God; in fact, they make godhood available to
all  who  follow  the  teachings  of  the  Church  of  Latter-day
Saints.  One  Mormon  scholar  argues  that  there  are  three
separate Gods—Father, Son, and Holy Spirit—who are one in
purpose and in some way still one God.{2} Another writes, “The
concept that the Father, Son, and Holy Ghost are one God is
totally incomprehensible.”{3}

Among the world religions, Islam specifically teaches against
the  Trinity.  Chapter  four  of  the  Koran  argues,  “Say  not
‘Trinity’: desist: it will be better for you: for Allah is One
God: glory be to Him: (far Exalted is He) above having a son”
(4:171). Although Muhammad seems to have wrongly believed that
Christians  taught  that  the  Trinity  consisted  of  God  the
Father, Mary the Mother, and Jesus the Son, they reject as
sinful anything being made equivalent with Allah, especially
Jesus.

A common criticism by those who reject the doctrine of the
Trinity is that the doctrine was not part of the early church,
nor a conscious teaching of Jesus Himself, but was imposed on
the church by the Emperor Constantine in the early fourth
century at the Council of Nicea. Mormons argue that components



of  Constantine’s  pagan  thought  and  Greek  philosophy  were
forced  on  the  bishops  who  assembled  in  Nicea  (located  in
present  day  Turkey).  Jehovah’s  Witnesses  believe  that  the
Emperor weighed in against their view, which was the position
argued by Arius at the council, and, again, forced the church
to follow.

In the remaining portions of this article, we will discuss the
impact  the  three  key  individuals—Arius,  Constantine,  and
Athanasius—had on the Council of Nicea. We will also respond
to the charge that the doctrine of the Trinity was the result
of political pressure rather than of thoughtful deliberation
on Scripture by a group of committed Christian leaders.

Arius
Let’s  look  first  at  the  instigator  of  the  conflict  that
resulted in the council, a man named Arius.

Arius was a popular preacher and presbyter from Libya who was
given pastoral duties at Baucalis, in Alexandria, Egypt. The
controversy began as a disagreement between Arius and his
bishop, Alexander, in 318 A.D. Their differences centered on
how  to  express  the  Christian  understanding  of  God  using
current  philosophical  language.  This  issue  had  become
important because of various heretical views of Jesus that had
crept into the church in the late second and early third
centuries.  The  use  of  philosophical  language  to  describe
theological realities has been common throughout the church
age in an attempt to precisely describe what had been revealed
in Scripture.

Alexander argued that Scripture presented God the Father and
Jesus as having an equally eternal nature. Arius felt that
Alexander’s comments supported a heretical view of God called
Sabellianism which taught that the Son was merely a different
mode of the Father rather than a different person. Jehovah’s



Witnesses argue today that the position held by Arius was
superior to that of Alexander’s.

Although some historians believe that the true nature of the
original  argument  has  been  clouded  by  time  and  bias,  the
dispute became so divisive that it caught the attention of
Emperor Constantine. Constantine brought the leaders of the
church together for the first ecumenical council in an attempt
to end the controversy.

It should be said that both sides of this debate held to a
high view of Jesus and both used the Bible as their authority
on the issue. Some have even argued that the controversy would
never have caused such dissension were it not inflamed by
political  infighting  within  the  church  and  different
understandings  of  terms  used  in  the  debate.

Arius was charged with holding the view that Jesus was not
just subordinate to the Father in function, but that He was of
an inferior substance in a metaphysical sense as well. This
went too far for Athanasius and others who were fearful that
any language that degraded the full deity of Christ might
place in question His role as savior and Lord.

Some believe that the position of Arius was less radical than
is often perceived today. Stuart Hall writes, “Arius felt that
the only way to secure the deity of Christ was to set him on
the step immediately below the Father, who remained beyond all
comprehension.”{4} He adds that whatever the differences were
between the two sides, “Both parties understood the face of
God as graciously revealed in Jesus Christ.”{5}

Emperor Constantine
Many who oppose the doctrine of the Trinity insist that the
emperor, Constantine, imposed it on the early church in 325
A.D.  Because  of  his  important  role  in  assembling  church
leaders at Nicea, it might be helpful to take a closer look at



Constantine and his relationship with the church.

Constantine rose to supreme power in the Roman Empire in 306
A.D. through alliance-making and assassination when necessary.
It was under Constantine’s Edict of Milan in 313 A.D. that
persecution  of  the  church  ended  and  confiscated  church
properties were returned.

However,  the  nature  of  Constantine’s  relationship  to  the
Christian faith is a complex one. He believed that God should
be appeased with correct worship, and he encouraged the idea
among Christians that he “served their God.”{6} It seems that
Constantine’s involvement with the church centered on his hope
that  it  could  become  a  source  of  unity  for  the  troubled
empire. He was not so much interested in the finer details of
doctrine as in ending the strife that was caused by religious
disagreements. He wrote in a letter, “My design then was,
first, to bring the diverse judgments found by all nations
respecting the Deity to a condition, as it were, of settled
uniformity;  and,  second  to  restore  a  healthy  tone  to  the
system of the world . . .”{7} This resulted in him supporting
various sides of theological issues depending on which side
might  help  peace  to  prevail.  Constantine  was  eventually
baptized shortly before his death, but his commitment to the
Christian faith is a matter of debate.

Constantine  participated  in  and  enhanced  a  recently
established tradition of Roman emperors meddling in church
affairs. In the early church, persecution was the general
policy. In 272, Aurelian removed Paul of Samosata from his
church in Antioch because of a theological controversy. Before
the conflict over Arius, Constantine had called a small church
synod to resolve the conflict caused by the Donatists who
argued for the removal of priests who gave up sacred writings
during times of persecution. The Donatists were rebuked by the
church synod. Constantine spent five years trying to suppress
their  movement  by  force,  but  eventually  gave  up  in
frustration.



Then,  the  Arian  controversy  over  the  nature  of  Jesus  was
brought to his attention. It would be a complex debate because
both sides held Jesus in high regard and both sides appealed
to Scripture to defend their position. To settle the issue,
Constantine  called  the  council  at  Nicea  in  325  A.D.  with
church leaders mainly from the East participating. Consistent
with his desire for unity, in years to come Constantine would
vacillate from supporting one theological side to the other if
he thought it might end the debate.

What is clear is that Constantine’s active role in attempting
to resolve church disputes would be the beginning of a new
relationship between the empire and the church.

Athanasius
The Council of Nicea convened on May 20, 325 A.D. The 230
church leaders were there to consider a question vital to the
church: Was Jesus Christ equal to God the Father or was he
something else? Athanasius, only in his twenties, came to the
council to fight for the idea that, “If Christ were not truly
God, then he could not bestow life upon the repentant and free
them from sin and death.”{8} He led those who opposed the
teachings of Arius who argued that Jesus was not of the same
substance as the Father.

The Nicene Creed, in its entirety, affirmed belief “. . . in
one God, the Father almighty, Maker of all things visible and
invisible. And in one Lord Jesus Christ, the Son of God,
begotten of the Father, Light of Light, very God of very God,
begotten, not made, being of one substance with the Father; by
whom  all  things  were  made;  who  for  us  men,  and  for  our
salvation, came down and was incarnate and was made man; he
suffered,  and  the  third  day  he  rose  again,  ascended  into
heaven; from thence he shall come to judge the quick and the
dead. And in the Holy Ghost.” {9}



The council acknowledged that Christ was God of very God.
Although the Father and Son differed in role, they, and the
Holy Spirit are truly God. More specifically, Christ is of one
substance with the Father. The Greek word homoousios was used
to describe this sameness. The term was controversial because
it is not used in the Bible. Some preferred a different word
that conveyed similarity rather than sameness. But Athanasius
and the near unanimous majority of bishops felt that this
might eventually result in a lowering of Christ’s oneness with
the Father. They also argued that Christ was begotten, not
made. He is not a created thing in the same class as the rest
of the cosmos. They concluded by positing that Christ became
human for mankind and its salvation. The council was unanimous
in  its  condemnation  of  Arius  and  his  teachings.  It  also
removed two Libyan bishops who refused to accept the creed
formulated by the Council.

The growing entanglement of the Roman emperors with the church
during the fourth century was often less than beneficial. But
rather than Athanasius and his supporters seeking the backing
of imperial power, it was the Arians who actually were in
favor of the Emperor having the last word.

Summary
Did Constantine impose the doctrine of the Trinity on the
church?  Let’s  respond  to  a  few  of  the  arguments  used  in
support of that belief.

First, the doctrine of the Trinity was a widely held belief
prior to the Council of Nicea. Since baptism is a universal
act of obedience for new believers, it is significant that
Jesus uses Trinitarian language in Matthew 28:19 when He gives
the Great Commission to make disciples and baptize in the name
of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. The Didache, an early
manual of church life, also included the Trinitarian language
for baptism. It was written in either the late first or early



second  century  after  Christ.  We  find  Trinitarian  language
again being used by Hippolytus around 200 A.D. in a formula
used to question those about to be baptized. New believers
were to asked to affirm belief in God the Father, Christ Jesus
the Son of God, and the Holy Spirit.

Second,  the  Roman  government  didn’t  consistently  support
Trinitarian  theology  or  its  ardent  apologist,  Athanasius.
Constantine flip-flopped in his support for Athanasius because
he was more concerned about keeping the peace than in theology
itself. He exiled Athanasius in 335 and was about to reinstate
Arius just prior to his death. During the forty-five years
that Athanasius was Bishop of Alexandria in Egypt, he was
banished into exile five times by various Roman Emperors.

In fact, later emperors forced an Arian view on the church in
a  much  more  direct  way  than  Constantine  supported  the
Trinitarian view. Emperors Constantius II and Julian banished
Athanasius and imposed Arianism on the empire. The emperor
Constantius is reported to have said, “Let whatsoever I will,
be  that  esteemed  a  canon,”  equating  his  words  with  the
authority  of  the  church  councils.{10}  Arians  in  general
“tended to favor direct imperial control of the church.”{11}

Finally, the bishops who attended the Council of Nicea were
far too independent and toughened by persecution and martyrdom
to give in so easily to a doctrine they didn’t agree with. As
we have already mentioned, many of these bishops were banished
by emperors supporting the Arian view and yet held on to their
convictions.  Also,  the  Council  at  Constantinople  in  381
reaffirmed the Trinitarian position after Constantine died. If
the  church  had  temporarily  succumbed  to  Constantine’s
influence, it could have rejected the doctrine at this later
council.

Possessing the freedom to call an ecumenical council after the
Edict of Milan in 313, significant numbers of bishops and
church leaders met to consider the different views about the



person of Christ and the nature of God. The result was the
doctrine of the Trinity that Christians have held and taught
for over sixteen centuries.
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The Council of Nicea and the
Doctrine of the Trinity
Don  Closson  argues  that  Constantine  did  not  impose  the
doctrine  of  the  Trinity  on  the  church,  demonstrating  the
actual role of church leaders and Constantine.
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The doctrine of the Trinity is central to the uniqueness of
Christianity.  It  holds  that  the  Bible  teaches  that  “God
eternally  exists  as  three  persons,  Father,  Son,  and  Holy
Spirit,  and  each  person  is  fully  God,  and  there  is  one
God.”{1} So central is this belief that it is woven into the
words Jesus gave the church in His Great Commission, telling
believers to ” . . . 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).

It is not surprising, then, that the doctrine of the Trinity
is one of the most denigrated and attacked beliefs by those
outside  the  Christian  faith.  Both  Mormons  and  Jehovah’s
Witnesses reject this central tenet and expend considerable
energy teaching against it. Much of the instruction of the
Jehovah’s Witness movement tries to convince others that Jesus
Christ is a created being, not having existed in eternity past
with the Father, and not fully God. Mormons have no problem
with Jesus being God; in fact, they make godhood available to
all  who  follow  the  teachings  of  the  Church  of  Latter-day
Saints.  One  Mormon  scholar  argues  that  there  are  three
separate Gods–Father, Son, and Holy Spirit–who are one in
purpose and in some way still one God.{2} Another writes, “The
concept that the Father, Son, and Holy Ghost are one God is
totally incomprehensible.”{3}

Among the world religions, Islam specifically teaches against
the  Trinity.  Chapter  four  of  the  Koran  argues,  “Say  not
‘Trinity’: desist: it will be better for you: for Allah is One
God: glory be to Him: (far Exalted is He) above having a son”
(4:171). Although Muhammad seems to have wrongly believed that
Christians  taught  that  the  Trinity  consisted  of  God  the
Father, Mary the Mother, and Jesus the Son, they reject as
sinful anything being made equivalent with Allah, especially
Jesus.
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A common criticism by those who reject the doctrine of the
Trinity is that the doctrine was not part of the early church,
nor a conscious teaching of Jesus Himself, but was imposed on
the church by the Emperor Constantine in the early fourth
century at the Council of Nicea. Mormons argue that components
of  Constantine’s  pagan  thought  and  Greek  philosophy  were
forced  on  the  bishops  who  assembled  in  Nicea  (located  in
present  day  Turkey).  Jehovah’s  Witnesses  believe  that  the
Emperor weighed in against their view, which was the position
argued by Arius at the council, and, again, forced the church
to follow.

In the remaining portions of this article, we will discuss the
impact  the  three  key  individuals–Arius,  Constantine,  and
Athanasius–had on the Council of Nicea. We will also respond
to the charge that the doctrine of the Trinity was the result
of political pressure rather than of thoughtful deliberation
on Scripture by a group of committed Christian leaders.

Arius
Let’s  look  first  at  the  instigator  of  the  conflict  that
resulted in the council, a man named Arius.

Arius was a popular preacher and presbyter from Libya who was
given pastoral duties at Baucalis, in Alexandria, Egypt. The
controversy began as a disagreement between Arius and his
bishop, Alexander, in 318 A.D. Their differences centered on
how  to  express  the  Christian  understanding  of  God  using
current  philosophical  language.  This  issue  had  become
important because of various heretical views of Jesus that had
crept into the church in the late second and early third
centuries.  The  use  of  philosophical  language  to  describe
theological realities has been common throughout the church
age in an attempt to precisely describe what had been revealed
in Scripture.



Alexander argued that Scripture presented God the Father and
Jesus as having an equally eternal nature. Arius felt that
Alexander’s comments supported a heretical view of God called
Sabellianism which taught that the Son was merely a different
mode of the Father rather than a different person. Jehovah’s
Witnesses argue today that the position held by Arius was
superior to that of Alexander’s.

Although some historians believe that the true nature of the
original  argument  has  been  clouded  by  time  and  bias,  the
dispute became so divisive that it caught the attention of
Emperor Constantine. Constantine brought the leaders of the
church together for the first ecumenical council in an attempt
to end the controversy.

It should be said that both sides of this debate held to a
high view of Jesus and both used the Bible as their authority
on the issue. Some have even argued that the controversy would
never have caused such dissension were it not inflamed by
political  infighting  within  the  church  and  different
understandings  of  terms  used  in  the  debate.

Arius was charged with holding the view that Jesus was not
just subordinate to the Father in function, but that He was of
an inferior substance in a metaphysical sense as well. This
went too far for Athanasius and others who were fearful that
any language that degraded the full deity of Christ might
place in question His role as savior and Lord.

Some believe that the position of Arius was less radical than
is often perceived today. Stuart Hall writes, “Arius felt that
the only way to secure the deity of Christ was to set him on
the step immediately below the Father, who remained beyond all
comprehension.”{4} He adds that whatever the differences were
between the two sides, “Both parties understood the face of
God as graciously revealed in Jesus Christ.”{5}



Emperor Constantine
Many who oppose the doctrine of the Trinity insist that the
emperor, Constantine, imposed it on the early church in 325
A.D.  Because  of  his  important  role  in  assembling  church
leaders at Nicea, it might be helpful to take a closer look at
Constantine and his relationship with the church.

Constantine rose to supreme power in the Roman Empire in 306
A.D. through alliance-making and assassination when necessary.
It was under Constantine’s Edict of Milan in 313 A.D. that
persecution  of  the  church  ended  and  confiscated  church
properties were returned.

However,  the  nature  of  Constantine’s  relationship  to  the
Christian faith is a complex one. He believed that God should
be appeased with correct worship, and he encouraged the idea
among Christians that he “served their God.”{6} It seems that
Constantine’s involvement with the church centered on his hope
that  it  could  become  a  source  of  unity  for  the  troubled
empire. He was not so much interested in the finer details of
doctrine as in ending the strife that was caused by religious
disagreements. He wrote in a letter, “My design then was,
first, to bring the diverse judgments found by all nations
respecting the Deity to a condition, as it were, of settled
uniformity;  and,  second  to  restore  a  healthy  tone  to  the
system of the world . . .”{7} This resulted in him supporting
various sides of theological issues depending on which side
might  help  peace  to  prevail.  Constantine  was  eventually
baptized shortly before his death, but his commitment to the
Christian faith is a matter of debate.

Constantine  participated  in  and  enhanced  a  recently
established tradition of Roman emperors meddling in church
affairs. In the early church, persecution was the general
policy. In 272, Aurelian removed Paul of Samosata from his
church in Antioch because of a theological controversy. Before
the conflict over Arius, Constantine had called a small church



synod to resolve the conflict caused by the Donatists who
argued for the removal of priests who gave up sacred writings
during times of persecution. The Donatists were rebuked by the
church synod. Constantine spent five years trying to suppress
their  movement  by  force,  but  eventually  gave  up  in
frustration.

Then,  the  Arian  controversy  over  the  nature  of  Jesus  was
brought to his attention. It would be a complex debate because
both sides held Jesus in high regard and both sides appealed
to Scripture to defend their position. To settle the issue,
Constantine  called  the  council  at  Nicea  in  325  A.D.  with
church leaders mainly from the East participating. Consistent
with his desire for unity, in years to come Constantine would
vacillate from supporting one theological side to the other if
he thought it might end the debate.

What is clear is that Constantine’s active role in attempting
to resolve church disputes would be the beginning of a new
relationship between the empire and the church.

Athanasius
The Council of Nicea convened on May 20, 325 A.D. The 230
church leaders were there to consider a question vital to the
church: Was Jesus Christ equal to God the Father or was he
something else? Athanasius, only in his twenties, came to the
council to fight for the idea that, “If Christ were not truly
God, then he could not bestow life upon the repentant and free
them from sin and death.”{8} He led those who opposed the
teachings of Arius who argued that Jesus was not of the same
substance as the Father.

The Nicene Creed, in its entirety, affirmed belief “. . . in
one God, the Father almighty, Maker of all things visible and
invisible. And in one Lord Jesus Christ, the Son of God,
begotten of the Father, Light of Light, very God of very God,



begotten, not made, being of one substance with the Father; by
whom  all  things  were  made;  who  for  us  men,  and  for  our
salvation, came down and was incarnate and was made man; he
suffered,  and  the  third  day  he  rose  again,  ascended  into
heaven; from thence he shall come to judge the quick and the
dead. And in the Holy Ghost.” {9}

The council acknowledged that Christ was God of very God.
Although the Father and Son differed in role, they, and the
Holy Spirit are truly God. More specifically, Christ is of one
substance with the Father. The Greek word homoousios was used
to describe this sameness. The term was controversial because
it is not used in the Bible. Some preferred a different word
that conveyed similarity rather than sameness. But Athanasius
and the near unanimous majority of bishops felt that this
might eventually result in a lowering of Christ’s oneness with
the Father. They also argued that Christ was begotten, not
made. He is not a created thing in the same class as the rest
of the cosmos. They concluded by positing that Christ became
human for mankind and its salvation. The council was unanimous
in  its  condemnation  of  Arius  and  his  teachings.  It  also
removed two Libyan bishops who refused to accept the creed
formulated by the Council.

The growing entanglement of the Roman emperors with the church
during the fourth century was often less than beneficial. But
rather than Athanasius and his supporters seeking the backing
of imperial power, it was the Arians who actually were in
favor of the Emperor having the last word.

Summary
Did Constantine impose the doctrine of the Trinity on the
church?  Let’s  respond  to  a  few  of  the  arguments  used  in
support of that belief.

First, the doctrine of the Trinity was a widely held belief



prior to the Council of Nicea. Since baptism is a universal
act of obedience for new believers, it is significant that
Jesus uses Trinitarian language in Matthew 28:19 when He gives
the Great Commission to make disciples and baptize in the name
of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. The Didache, an early
manual of church life, also included the Trinitarian language
for baptism. It was written in either the late first or early
second  century  after  Christ.  We  find  Trinitarian  language
again being used by Hippolytus around 200 A.D. in a formula
used to question those about to be baptized. New believers
were to asked to affirm belief in God the Father, Christ Jesus
the Son of God, and the Holy Spirit.

Second,  the  Roman  government  didn’t  consistently  support
Trinitarian  theology  or  its  ardent  apologist,  Athanasius.
Constantine flip-flopped in his support for Athanasius because
he was more concerned about keeping the peace than in theology
itself. He exiled Athanasius in 335 and was about to reinstate
Arius just prior to his death. During the forty-five years
that Athanasius was Bishop of Alexandria in Egypt, he was
banished into exile five times by various Roman Emperors.

In fact, later emperors forced an Arian view on the church in
a  much  more  direct  way  than  Constantine  supported  the
Trinitarian view. Emperors Constantius II and Julian banished
Athanasius and imposed Arianism on the empire. The emperor
Constantius is reported to have said, “Let whatsoever I will,
be  that  esteemed  a  canon,”  equating  his  words  with  the
authority  of  the  church  councils.{10}  Arians  in  general
“tended to favor direct imperial control of the church.”{11}

Finally, the bishops who attended the Council of Nicea were
far too independent and toughened by persecution and martyrdom
to give in so easily to a doctrine they didn’t agree with. As
we have already mentioned, many of these bishops were banished
by emperors supporting the Arian view and yet held on to their
convictions.  Also,  the  Council  at  Constantinople  in  381
reaffirmed the Trinitarian position after Constantine died. If



the  church  had  temporarily  succumbed  to  Constantine’s
influence, it could have rejected the doctrine at this later
council.

Possessing the freedom to call an ecumenical council after the
Edict of Milan in 313, significant numbers of bishops and
church leaders met to consider the different views about the
person of Christ and the nature of God. The result was the
doctrine of the Trinity that Christians have held and taught
for over sixteen centuries.
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