Developing thought, developing doctrine

Big picture: The doctrine of the Trinity was discovered, not invented, as the early church
encountered the Father through the Son in the Spirit. Rooted in Scripture and clarified by the
early church councils, Trinitarian teaching protected true worship from distortion. That same
clarity enables Christians today to speak with Muslim neighbours confidently and lovingly, making the triune
God known through faithful teaching, everyday language, and caring mission in diverse modern cities.

1. Understanding the Trinity enables confident and loving witness

Many western cities bring the nations to our door. Christians want to talk
with Muslim neighbours but feel unsure, especially when it comes to the
doctrine of the Trinity. What makes it particularly tough is that Muslims
often think that Christians believe in three godsl or that the Trinity was a
later corruption of Jesus’ teaching. This misunderstanding breeds
hesitation. Yet the truth is deeper and more beautiful: the Trinity was not
invented to complicate faith but discovered by ordinary believers who
encountered Jesus and the Spirit.

Because confidence grows with clarity, this article moves in a simple arc: Scripture first, then history, then today’s
conversations. We will trace how the triune pattern runs through the Bible, how the early church learned to describe
what it already worshiped, and how to speak with Muslims in ways that are faithful, warm, and clear. Throughout, one
conviction holds the whole together: Christian doctrine does not add to revelation like a seed becoming a tree, it
unfolds what God already planted. That is why we can speak about the Trinity without defensiveness, and with love.

2. The Trinity is rooted in the story of Scripture

If the church discovered rather than invented the Trinity, we should expect Scripture itself to echo that reality-and it
does. Genesis opens with God creating through His Word while His Spirit hovers over the waters, revealing one God
who acts personally and powerfully (Genesis 1:1-2). The plural deliberation, “Let us make man in our image” (Genesis
1:26), has long been read by Christians as a hint of communion within the divine life. The Psalms celebrate God's
Word and Spirit as the means by which He creates and renews His world (Psalms 33:6; 104:30). Isaiah’s Servant is
anointed by the Spirit to bring justice (Isaiah 42:1), and the prophets look forward to a divine King and an outpoured
Spirit (Isaiah 9:6; Joel 2:28). The Old Testament sounds the opening melody; the New brings it to full harmony in the
revelation of Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.

In the Gospels, the harmony comes to full clarity. Jesus calls God “Father,” forgives sins, receives worship, and
promises “another Helper,” the Spirit (John 14:16-26). At His baptism the Father speaks from heaven, the Son stands
in the water, and the Spirit descends like a dove, revealing three distinct persons in eternal relationship (Matthew
3:16-17). What the disciples witnessed in those moments soon shaped the pattern of Christian prayer: believers
worshiped the Father, through the Son, in the Spirit, because that was how God had met them (Oden, 2006).

The same triune pattern appears throughout the New Testament. Paul blesses the church with grace, love, and
fellowship (2 Corinthians 13:14); Peter greets believers by naming the Father’s foreknowledge, the Spirit’s sanctifying
work, and the obedience and cleansing of Jesus (1 Peter 1:2); and the risen Lord commands baptism into one name
shared by Father, Son, and Holy Spirit (Matthew 28:19). The Bible does not offer a puzzle for theologians to solve. It
reveals, through Christ and by the Spirit, the one God Christians already worship.

3. The Trinity was discovered through Scripture and encounter, not invention

The first Christians were faithful Jews who recited each day, “The LORD is one” (Deuteronomy 6:4). They never set out
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to abandon that truth. Yet when they met Jesus, who calmed storms, forgave sins, and raised the dead, and when
they received the Holy Spirit, who convicted, transformed, and empowered them, they came to see that the one God
they had always worshiped was revealing Himself in a fuller and living way.

These encounters were not abstractions; they were events and experiences that demanded faithful description. The
question pressed: How can Jesus be truly divine without making two gods? How can the Spirit be God and yet distinct
from Father and Son? Through worship, Scripture reading, and mission, language took shape for what God had
already revealed. As Athanasius insisted, the faith was “handed down,2” not invented. Like Newton naming gravity,
the church recognized what had been there all along.

4. The teaching of the Trinity was further defended and clarified through seven church
councils

At various stages in early Christian history, the Church encountered false teachings about the nature of God. These
were challenged first by the writings of the early Church Fathers and later formally addressed through a series of
church councils.

Adoptionism, taught in Rome by Theodotus of Byzantium in the late 2nd century, claimed that Jesus began as a mere
man who was later “adopted” by God at His baptism or resurrection. The apostles instead proclaimed that the eternal
Word was made flesh (John 1:14)-that the man Jesus is God the Son incarnate, fully divine and fully human from
conception onward. Early writers like Irenaeus of Lyons opposed Adoptionism, and the council of Nicaea in 325 AD
further ruled it out by affirming the Son is eternally divine, not created.

Another heresy to appear from around the late 2nd century was Modalism, sometimes called Sabellianism3. Modalism
collapsed the three persons into one divine actor who merely appeared in different “modes” or “roles.” Against this,
Scripture shows real and eternal relationships within the Godhead-the Father loving and sending the Son, the Son
praying to the Father, and the Spirit proceeding to apply the Father’s will. One chief opponent of Modalism was
Tertullian who defended the view that Scripture teaches there is one God who exists in three persons4.

Nicaea (325 AD): In further centuries, opposition against the Gospel forced further clarity. In the fourth century, a
teacher named Arius started teaching that the Son was the first and greatest being God ever created - a creature
rather than the eternal Creator. This claim lowered Christ to less than being fully God. In response, at the council of
Nicaea, the church affirmed that the Son was fully divine, “begotten, not made, of one being with the Father”,
eternally existing before all creation5.

First Council of Constantinople (381 AD): Despite the clarity of Nicaea, debates continued over the nature of the
Holy Spirit and whether Jesus is truly human. The council affirmed that the Holy Spirit is fully God, equal in divinity
with the Father and the Son and that Christ was fully divine and fully human. This first Council of Constantinople gave
the Church its clearest and most authoritative early formulation of the Trinity: one God in three persons.

Ephesus (431 AD): This council focused on whether Christ was one person or two. It rejected Nestorianism, which
taught that Christ is effectively two separate persons, one divine and one human, affirming that Jesus Christ is one
person who is truly God and truly human. Calling Mary Theotokos (“God-bearer”) protected the belief that the Son of
God truly entered human life, not as a separate human person but as God himself.

Council of Chalcedon (451 AD): Chalcedon explained how Jesus can be both fully divine and fully human. It taught
that Christ exists in two natures, divine and human, united in one person without confusion or separation. This
preserved Trinitarian belief by showing that the Son remains fully God while also sharing fully in human nature.

Second Council of Constantinople (553 AD): This council defended Chalcedon against misunderstandings. It
emphasized that all of Christ’s actions belong to one person, the eternal Son of God. This helped make clear that the
Jesus described in the Gospels is the same Son who exists eternally within the Trinity.

Third Council of Constantinople (680-681 AD): The council addressed the question of Christ’s will. It taught that
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Jesus has two wills, one divine and one human, which work together in harmony. This protected Trinitarian teaching
by showing that the Son’s humanity does not weaken his divine identity within the Trinity.

Second Council of Nicaea (787 AD): This council dealt with the use of icons. It taught that images of Christ are
acceptable because the Son of God truly became human and visible. By grounding icon veneration in the incarnation,
the council upheld the belief that the eternal Son of the Trinity entered the material world without changing God's
divine nature.

Each error drove believers back to the Bible, where the triune pattern had already been woven into salvation history.
In this light, each council did not inaugurate a new belief; they fenced off distortions and safeguarded the worship
already on believers’ lips-one God in three coequal, coeternal persons. Their phrases-one essence, three persons-
function like warm guardrails: not to contain mystery but to keep prayer true. That same humility before revelation
must shape how we explain the Trinity today, especially among those who prize the oneness of God.

The same discovering posture should shape our conversations today, especially in contexts where Muslim neighbours
rightly prize God’s oneness.

5. The Triune God is made known through caring mission in our cities

Modern Western cities are a living map of the world: mosques, churches, temples, and gurdwaras share streets and
buses. This is not a barrier but a mission field. You do not need to be a theologian to speak truly of the Trinity; you
need to be a neighbour. Share what you know: the Father who made and loves, the Son who reveals and saves, the
Spirit who indwells and renews.

What the early church once did, translating biblical faith into Greek terms like ousia and hypostasis, we do again in
London’s languages and idioms. You might share the gospel in Urdu at the market, or in Bengali over a cup of tea, or
in plain English at someone’s doorstep. However we speak, the goal isn’'t to water anything down. It's important to
make sure people can really hear the good news. God isn’t asking us to simplify truth but speak it so people can
understand it and to carry the Gospel with love. The triune God has always welcomed difference within His own life,
and He calls the church to reflect that same generous unity on the streets of our cities. Because the Father sends the
Son, the Son sends the Spirit, and the Spirit sends the church, every invitation to tea participates in God's own
sending love.

Seen this way, doctrinal clarity and street ministry are not separate tasks. They belong together like roots and fruit.

The Trinity is the church’s way of saying, “This is what we've encountered.” The first disciples didn't abandon their
faith in one God. Instead, they discovered that the God they already worshiped had stepped into their world in Jesus
and filled them through His Spirit. They searched for language big enough to honour that reality, not to invent truth
but to protect true worship.

When later generations met at Nicaea, they weren’t creating new ideas but defending the living reality that had
changed their lives. Scripture had already drawn the outline; reason traced it more clearly; history simply coloured in
what believers had seen from the beginning.

Doctrinal growth never weakens faith-it deepens trust. Truth can mature without changing its substance, because God
still guides His people into all truth (John 16:13).

So when you speak with your Muslim friends, you're not defending a theory but commending the God who is love-
Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. The more we know Him, the gentler our words and the bolder our witness. The Trinity is
not just a concept to explain but the living God to worship. Knowing the Father through the Son by the Spirit,
understanding leads to love-and that love spills naturally onto the streets of our city.
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1. 1 This is actually what the Quran accuses Christians of believing. See Quran 5.116 and Quran 5.73.
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2. 2 “...nor did we receive any other faith beside that which has been handed down from the beginning.”
Athanasius, De Synodis 2.22

3. 3 Named after Sabellius who taught his doctrine in the early 3rd century, around AD 215-220.

4. 4 A key quote of Tertullian: [modalism claims] “that one cannot believe in One Only God in any other way than
by saying that the Father, the Son, and the Holy Ghost are the very selfsame Person.” and “the mystery of the
economy . . . distributes the unity into a Trinity, placing in their order the three persons - the Father, the Son,
and the Holy Spirit: three, however, not in condition but in degree; not in substance but in form; not in power
but in aspect; yet of one substance, and of one condition, and of one power, inasmuch as He is one God, from
whom these degrees and forms and aspects are reckoned, under the name of the Father, and of the Son, and
of the Holy Spirit.” Tertullian - Against Praxeas 2

5. 5 https://www.churchofengland.org/faith-life/what-we-believe/nicene-creed
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