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ABSTRACT 
 

Within the contemporary context, in which the Christian mission continues to confront an 
enormous plurality of religious beliefs and traditions, we may discern an increasing 
uneasiness – in some theological and missiological circles – with orthodox, traditionally 
held Christian doctrines, especially the doctrine of the uniqueness of Christ, and, along with 
it, the doctrines of the Incarnation and the Trinity. Some in our day have called for an 
urgent and radical revision of traditional theological models in the light of what is perceived 
to be a pressing need to formulate an adequate theology of world religions. Amongst a 
growing number of those who write from a Christian perspective, we may observe that 
some form of unitive pluralist theological model, which would seek to lay a satisfactory 
foundation for a synthesis of the religions, seems to have gained some ascendency. 

 

On examination, however, the unitive pluralist model fails to convince. Our search for an 

adequate approach to the question of the place of Christ among the religions leads us to 

examine the light thrown upon this issue by the New Testament; and we find that, in its 

treatment of the Christian mission to the pluralistic Mediterranean world of the first 

century, the New Testament maintains an unqualified insistence upon the uniqueness of 

Christ.  

 

Recognising that the Doctrine of the Trinity is built firmly upon the foundation of a New 
Testament Christology, we understand that it owes its formulation and development in the 
history of the church to sustained reflection upon the character and work of God, as he is 
revealed in Scripture. We may anticipate, therefore, that exposition of the doctrine of the 
triune God will illuminate our understanding of the ways in which the sovereign God, as 
revealed in the incarnate Christ of Scripture, has been working and continues to work out 
his purposes, in this diverse and complex world of his creation: a world in which human 
society is characterised by a plurality of religious beliefs. We find, indeed, that the Christian 
Doctrine of the Trinity furnishes a sound and satisfying framework, which is able to 
comprehend and integrate several important, and apparently paradoxical, conceptual 
elements:  

• God’s universal presence and activity, and the unique, particular revelation of 

himself in the historical Incarnation; 
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• God’s sovereign freedom as Creator of all things, and the (God-given) freedom 

of the created order to be other than its Creator and glorify him in its very 

diversity. 

 

It is only a rigorous and thoroughgoing trinitarian perspective, one which “unpacks” and 

spells out the implications of the unique revelation of God in Christ, which enables us 

properly to grasp the concept of a sovereign God who delights in the freedom of his 

creation – a God who is transcendent, yet who has revealed himself in the Person of the 

Son, in a particular, historical Incarnation; and a God who by his Spirit is now at work in 

the world, even amongst the adherents of other faiths, drawing all things to their appointed 

end in Christ. 
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Chapter I 

Mapping the Issues 

 

I.1 Introduction 

I.1.1 Traditional Orthodoxy and the Challenge of Pluralism 

The orthodox doctrine of the Holy Trinity was forged in the history of the church as it 

continued to wrestle with the challenge of proclaiming the gospel of Jesus Christ, 

mankind’s only Saviour, in a world characterised by a plurality of religious beliefs. The 

Doctrine represents a synthesis of the fruit of sustained reflection upon the essential Being 

of God, as He is revealed in the Scripture of the Old and New Testaments.  

 

This Doctrine, as it has come down to us in its orthodox form, is inextricably intertwined 

with an unequivocal doctrine of the uniqueness of Christ. The doctrine of the Trinity in fact 

developed out of a fundamental conviction concerning the person of Jesus Christ: namely, 

that he is the unique Revealer of the One true God confessed both by ancient Israel and 

now the Christian Church; and, moreover, that this same Jesus is the One who came from 

God and whose life and ministry bear eloquent testimony to his being in an unique filial 

relationship with God. 

 

Throughout the history of the church, the foundational Christian doctrine of the Trinity has 

remained a central element of the catholic Faith, despite being subject to vigorous attacks at 

various times by divergent movements and sects which, in any case, were clearly identified 
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as unorthodox, at least with hindsight. But in our contemporary age, in a world in which 

the bewildering diversity of cultures and of religious beliefs is continually being emphasised, 

the foundational doctrines of Christian orthodoxy are increasingly coming under fire – 

especially the doctrine of Christ as the unique Revealer of God and Saviour of humankind. 

Confronted by the inescapable observation that enormous numbers of people in the world 

manifestly have not embraced the Christian gospel – and among those multitudes are 

significant groups who possess as yet no significant Christian witness – many even within 

the Christian camp are now calling into question the traditional evangelical understanding of 

the uniqueness of Jesus Christ. Some are pressing urgently for a fresh interpretation of our 

Christian foundations and a revised conception of the place of Christianity among the world 

religions.  

 

I.1.2 A Plurality of Faiths and the Christian Response 

At the very least, we may observe within the broadly evangelical camp the emergence of 

two clearly distinctive views of salvation in Christ. The view which is traditionally 

associated with historical orthodox Christianity is frequently termed the “exclusivist” (and, 

more recently, the “restrictivist”) position, which  

maintains that the central claims of Christianity are true, and that where the claims 

of Christianity conflict with those of other religions the latter are to be rejected as 

false. Christian exclusivists also characteristically hold that God has revealed himself 

definitively in the Bible and that Jesus Christ is the unique incarnation of God, the 

only Lord and Savior. Salvation is not to be found in the structures of other 

religious traditions.i 
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A divergent view, which is gaining a hearing within evangelical circles, is that which has 

been labelled "inclusivism”. With exclusivism, this view affirms that salvation – defined in 

the reformed evangelical sense, in terms of forgiveness of sins and a right relationship with 

God – is only available through Christ, by virtue of his unique Person and work. But, 

against exclusivism, the inclusivist view concedes that conscious faith in Jesus Christ is not 

absolutely necessary; and that some may be saved by Christ who have never yet heard of 

him, insofar as they respond positively to the light that they have received.ii “One does not 

have to be conscious of the work of Christ done on one’s behalf in order to benefit from 

that work”iii . Thus inclusivism affirms the reality of a valid revelation of God in the world 

apart from the revelation in the gospel, yet insists that such revelation that does so exist is 

consistent with the gospel and serves as a valid pointer to Christiv.  

 

Although an increasing number of evangelicals are aligning themselves with this position, 

Christian scholars of a different persuasion may also be identified as belonging to some 

branch or other of the inclusivist camp. A critical distinction may be drawn here: there are 

those, on the one hand, such as the evangelical Clark Pinnock, who would ascribe no 

salvific significance to the non-Christian religions per se, whilst regarding them as 

(imperfect and as-yet-untransformed) reservoirs of potential light from God, indicating 

(however faintly and incompletely) the way to Christ.v On the other hand, there are others 

who will not hesitate to ascribe some salvific significance to the non-Christian religious 

traditions, regarding them, to some degree at least, as valid revelations of God in their own 

right. Perhaps the most famous of these thinkers is the Roman Catholic theologian Karl 

Rahner, whose concept of the “anonymous Christian”, which is his term for the sincere and 
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faithful devotee of a non-Christian religion, has been influential in redefining the official 

Roman Catholic position on mission since Vatican II. 

 

Both “exclusivism” and “inclusivism”, however, have come under attack from a third, and 

radically different, position, which is rapidly gaining ground in influential theological and 

missiological circles. This radical religious “pluralism” rejects the basic assumption “that 

there can be at most one true religion, in the sense of a religion teaching saving truth about 

the Ultimate and our relationship to the Ultimate…” and suggests an alternative approach 

based on the hypothesis 

of an ultimate ineffable Reality which is the source and ground of everything, and 

which is such that in so far as the religious traditions are in soteriological alignment 

with it they are contexts of salvation/liberation. These traditions involve different 

conceptions of the Real, with correspondingly different forms of experience of the 

Real, and correspondingly different forms of life in response to the Real.vi 

 

It will be readily apparent that this kind of “pluralism” represents a thoroughly relativistic 

stance towards the world religions. As we shall have occasion to seevii, those who espouse 

some version of the pluralist position from within the Christian camp are calling for a 

radical reinterpretation of traditional, orthodox Christian belief, so as to present the 

Christian faith as merely one among many valid responses to the Ultimate Reality. In this 

view, it becomes impossible to conceive of the Christ of Christian tradition as being unique 

in any sense except a purely relative one – that is, as unique only to the members of the 

Christian community. 

I.1.3   The Revival of Trinitarian Theology 
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Notwithstanding the current pressure, in various theological “camps”, to move away from 

an overtly Biblical position, on the grounds that such a position is inadequate or untenable 

in the current world situation, there have been a number of voices who have called for a 

fresh examination of the problem from the perspective of the Doctrine of the Trinity.  

 

Almost thirty years ago Karl Rahner complained that the Doctrine of the Trinity had 

virtually become little more than a cipher for the average Christian, like a piece of excess 

religious baggage, the practical usefulness of which has been long forgotten. As he puts it: 

…despite their orthodox confession of the Trinity, Christians are, in their practical 

life, almost mere “monotheists”. We must be willing to admit that, should the 

doctrine of the Trinity have to be dropped as false, the major part of religious 

literature could well remain virtually unchanged.viii  

 

The reason for this neglect is not merely the fact that the Doctrine has increasingly come 

under fire in our generation, from influential theological quarters. The roots of the problem 

would seem to run much deeper, as Colin Gunton has observed, in “the way in which the 

doctrine of the Trinity has been treated in our [Western] tradition.” The doctrine has been 

regarded as a “problem”, rather than a statement of the truth which lies at the heart of our 

understanding and experience of the living God.ix We will have occasion to examine the 

roots of this matter more closely in Chapter II below, where we attempt to trace the main 

lines of the development of trinitarian doctrine. 

 

In a paper published a few years earlier than Rahner’s monograph, Bishop Lesslie Newbigin 

had made an urgent plea to the church, in the face of the enormous challenges posed by the 

emerging plurality in society, to recognise the resources at hand for meeting the new 
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challenges within the trinitarian understanding of God. Especially noteworthy, he wrote, 

was the fact that, historically,  

the great doctrinal struggles about the nature of the Trinity… developed right in the 

midst of the struggle between the church and the pagan world…. It is significant 

that the Church found itself driven to articulate the Christian message in this 

situation in terms of trinitarian doctrine, and that, during the period in which the 

intellectual struggle to state the gospel in terms of Graeco-Roman culture without 

thereby compromising its central affirmation, it was the doctrine of the Trinity 

which was the key to the whole theological debate. In other words, it was in terms 

of this doctrine that Christians were able to state both the unity and the distinctness 

of God’s work in the forces of man’s environment and God’s work of regeneration 

within the soul of man… At this stage it may perhaps be accepted as at least a 

reasonable suggestion that a fresh articulation of the meaning of the missionary task 

in terms of the pluralistic, polytheistic, pagan society of our time may require us 

likewise to acknowledge the necessity of a trinitarian starting point.x 

 

Newbigin’s insightful suggestion does not appear to have been taken up immediately with 

any great passion. Even Karl Rahner noted that, apart from the efforts of systematic 

theologians at restating the Doctrine, to date there had been “little momentum towards 

future development within this dogma”xi. Yet in more recent years it is evident that within 

the scholarly community there has been a considerable resurgence of interest in trinitarian 

thought and its development. In a recent survey article, Gavin D’Costa points to the 

promising potential of trinitarian doctrine as a significant resource to be applied to the task 

of clarifying the relationship between Christian faith and other faiths. This potential, he 

notes, remains as yet relatively unexplored. The Doctrine of the Trinity, says D’Costa, 

safeguards both the particularity and universality of Christianity… (it) affirms the 

decisiveness and uniqueness of Christ as being the revelation of God, thereby 

maintaining the importance of the particular and historical. At the same time, 
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through Trinitarian thought, Christians can affirm the universal activity of the Holy 

Spirit in history…”xii  

 

In this highly condensed and suggestive statement, we have some indication both of the 

possible direction in which a trinitarian investigation might fruitfully proceed and of some of 

the questions which such an investigation might illuminate. At the very least, we may 

suggest that a trinitarian model holds promise of providing a solid conceptual framework 

which would comprehend and integrate unity and diversity, and in a way which might be 

seen to address the concerns of those who would point to the “scandal” of particularity, 

especially in regard to the matter of salvation and the uniqueness of Christ. Moreover, such 

a trinitarian framework would provide a necessary basis from which we might seek to 

understand the nature of the ongoing work of God, particularly of God the Holy Spirit, as 

he is surely continuously active in the diverse cultural, intellectual and religious movements 

that characterise the ebb and flow of human societyxiii . 

 

I.2 Purpose, Direction and Method of this Study 
 

I.2.1  Thesis 
 

The thesis of this study may be expressed in two propositions, as follows: 

 

i.  that the Biblical Doctrine of the uniqueness of Christ, which is fundamental to 

the Doctrine of the Trinity, as understood and affirmed within orthodox 

Christianity, must be maintained and reaffirmed in the contemporary context of a 

plurality of religious belief systems and traditions, especially in the face of an 
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emerging movement for the adoption of some form of unitive pluralism in 

theological and missiological circles; and 

 

ii.  that in the light of the foundational truth of the Doctrine of the Trinity, 

thoughtful, accurate exposition of the Doctrine may be expected to provide 

insights which will promote a clearer conception of how this fundamental 

Christian claim concerning Christ’s uniqueness may be understood in a 

pluralistic world.  

 

I.2.2  Objective and Plan 
 

In this essay we attempt to meet the contemporary challenge to the doctrine of the 

uniqueness of Christ that is posed by the relativists and pluralists, from the standpoint of the 

biblical and historical doctrine of the Trinity.  

 

Following an initial critical survey of the historical development of the Doctrine of the 

Trinity, we shall proceed to draw out the main lines of the contemporary pluralist challenge 

to Christian orthodoxy, looking also at some suggested trinitarian solutions which have 

been advanced from within the pluralist “camp” itself. Then, after reviewing the question of 

how God may be known, we examine the implications of the New Testament presentation 

of the gospel in a (first-century) pluralistic context. On the basis of our findings, we then 

proceed to identify and investigate the specific insights which we may gain from an 

application of the doctrine of the Trinity, to assist in developing a clearer understanding of 
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the relationships not only within the Godhead, but also between this triune God and His 

(pluriform) worldxiv. 

 

I.2.3  Rationale 
 

It is a matter of prime importance to address the contemporary challenge to the Doctrine of 

the uniqueness of Christ that is posed by the pluralists. Rather than simply acquiesce in the 

demand, from some quarters, to abandon (or, at least, reinterpret) foundational Christian 

doctrines, we would rather be cautious about the prospect of so readily disposing of so rich 

a heritage of reflection on the received truths which form the basis of our Christian Faith. 

Moreover, we would want to ask whether in fact those who wish so radically to 

reformulate Christian doctrine might not be missing something valuable and essential in 

what they now regard as an unnecessary and misleading distortion. Might not the historical 

doctrine of the Trinity, in fact, provide us with more than merely a succinct (and patently 

mysterious) statement of our Christian doctrine of God? Might not the conceptual 

implications of our distinctive formulation of the tri-une nature of the Divine Being, Who is 

in essence a “plural unity”, enable us better to understand how we may more clearly, and 

with some apologetic appeal, affirm the particularity of the historical Christ as the One who 

is to be received by all, in this pluralistic world, as the unique Revealer of God and the only 

Saviour of humankind? 

 

 

 

I.3 Definition of Terms 
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I.3.1 The (Doctrine of the) Trinity 

I.3.1.1  Statement of the Doctrine 

By setting forth the Doctrine of the Trinity, the church propounds its understanding that the 

Being of the eternal God is essentially tri-une: that in essence the Divine Being is 

constituted ontologically as three “Persons” – namely, the three concrete, personal, 

particularities known to us in the Biblical revelation as Father, Son and Holy Spirit – who 

yet are in such relation vis-à-vis one another that together they constitute the one Divine 

Unity. 

 

This doctrine is not explicit in Scripture as such, yet it is nonetheless derived by a process of 

deduction from the clear teaching of Scripture. Although a significant veil of mystery 

necessarily surrounds its constituent elements, the doctrine itself is widely held and is a 

central tenet (perhaps the central tenet) of the catholic Faith. As Emil Brunner has put the 

matter: 

The ecclesiastical doctrine of the Trinity, established by the dogma of the ancient 

Church, is not a Biblical kerygma, therefore it is not the kerygma of the Church, but it is 

a theological doctrine which defends the central faith of the Bible and of the Church.xv 

 

With acknowledgment to Grenzxvi, we may summarise the Doctrine of the Trinity by 

setting forth the following parallel statements: “God is Three, yet One”; and “the unity of 

the Divine Being comprehends diversity”. By affirming that “God is Three, yet One”, the 

Doctrine confesses, on the one hand, that each of the three Persons who constitute the 

Godhead – the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit – is himself fully divine; whilst 
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maintaining steadfastly, on the other hand, that the Three share together in, and together 

constitute, the essential unity of the Deity.  

 

I.3.1.2   The Confession of the Early Church 

Christians are not polytheists, as some might claimxvii, but stand solidly within the 

monotheistic tradition of the Old Testament people of Israel, to whom the Law and the 

Prophets were first addressed, the people who confessed “The LORD our God, the LORD 

is one” (Deut 6:4). For the first Christians, steeped in the faith of their Israelite ancestral 

heritage, this credo remained non-negotiable; yet in the person of Jesus of Nazareth they 

came to recognise all the marks of deity (see, eg., Jn 20:28), and thence were led to the 

astounding conclusion that this Man was not only the unique revealer of God, but 

moreover that here was one man – and one only – in whom “all the fulness of the Deity” 

was pleased to dwell “in (human) bodily form” (Col 2:9 cf. 1:19).  

 

Thus the church was led to confess that there is a plurality within the essential unity of God. 

But what kind of plurality? Clearly it was not plurality per se, in the simple sense of 

(undifferentiated) multiplicity. Further reflection on the Biblical revelation was to make it 

clear that this plurality was to be understood in terms of a diversity of centres of personality 

within the unity of the Godhead –  each to be distinguished from the others, yet sharing in 

the complex matrix of interdependent relationship which characterises the Godhead.xviii  

 

Thus we may venture to list a brief selection of Biblical passages which serve as merely a 

representative sample of texts which, when taken with other texts and in the context of the 
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whole Bible, form the “raw material” for a trinitarian Doctrine of God. The Son is clearly to 

be differentiated from the Father (see, eg., Mt 6:32f.; 11:25ff.; 16:17; 20:23; 24:36; Lk 

2:49; 23:34,46; Jn 5:17,22,45; 6:34; 8:28f.; 10:29; 11:41f.; 14:6,16,28; 15:1ff.; 16:3,26f.; 

17:1ff.; 20:17; Acts 1:4,7; Rom 15:6; 1 Cor 15:24,28) whilst yet to be honoured as being in 

perfect unity with the Father, coeternal with him, sharing his glory, one with him in purpose 

and dignity, enjoying an unique relationship with him as his only-begotten, beloved Son (Mt 

3:17 cf. Lk 3:22; Jn 1:34; Mt 11:27; 26:39ff.; Jn 1:1ff.; 3:17; 4:34; 5:17-30,36ff.; 

6:36ff.,57; 8:28f.,54f.; 10:15,17,25,30,36ff.; 11:42; 14:7ff.,20ff.; 15:9f.,23; 16:27; 17:1ff.; 

Phil 2:5ff.; Col 1:13,15-20; Tit 2:13; Heb 1:1ff.; 1 Jn 2:23). The earliest followers of Jesus 

understood that the One whom Jesus knew uniquely as his Father, was yet in a real, though 

different, sense their heavenly Father also (see, eg., Mt 6:6ff.; Lk 11:2ff.), the source and 

giver of all that is good (Lk 11:13; Jas 1:17); thus it was that the terms “Father” and “Son” 

came to be applied to the first two Persons of the Divine Trinity. 

 

Likewise, the early Christians affirmed their experience of the Holy Spirit of God as being 

consistent with the witness of Scripture. The Spirit, present with his people both in their 

individual Christian lives and within the fellowship of the church, is to be regarded, not 

merely in terms of some impersonal force or influence, albeit from God; but rather as a 

personal being who shares in the deity of the Father and the Son, yet who is at the same 

time to be distinguished from each of the other two Persons (see, eg., Jn 14:16f.,26; 15:26; 

16:7ff.; Acts 5:3; Rom 8:9,11,14ff.,26f.; 1 Cor 2:10ff.; 3:16; 12:3,11,13; 2 Cor 3:18; Eph 

1:13f.; 2:18; 4:30; 2 Pet 1:21; 1 Jn 5:6f.; Rev 22:17). The distinctively trinitarian shape of 

the New Testament confession of the One, true God is evidenced, for example,  by the 

well-known formulations given at 2 Cor 13:14 and Mt 28:19. 
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I.3.1.3  The “Immanent” Trinity and the “Economic” Trinity  

“This it is to know Christ, to know His benefits, not, as they (the Schoolmen) teach, His 

natures, and the modes of the Incarnation”xix. By this now famous statement, in the Preface 

to the first edition of his Loci communes (1521), the early Lutheran scholastic theologian, 

Philipp Melanchthon, set a direction that was followed in later theology. As it stands, the 

statement may be read as a strongly worded protest against a brand of Christology which 

might be primarily regarded as a form of metaphysical speculationxx, to be treated as though 

separate and distinct from soteriology, the study of the historical acts of God in creation 

and redemption. Following Melanchthon, there has been a tendency, especially in some 

more recent theology, to restrict what might legitimately be said about God to talk about 

his being for us, or in relation to us, in contradistinction to talk about his eternal being as 

such, which is conceived to be, a priori, unknowable, mysterious.xxi 

  

Over against this tendency, we may set the argument of Karl Barth, that if God is truly 

revealed to us in Jesus Christ, the incarnate Son, then that is also what he is like in his 

eternal nature: 

In calling this human being the Son or the eternal Word of God, in ascribing to this 

human being in his unity with God a divine being and nature, (the statement of this 

identity) is not speaking only or even primarily of him but of God. It tells us that 

God for his part is God in his unity with this creature, this human being, in his 

human and creaturely nature – and this without ceasing to be God, without any 

alteration or diminution of his divine nature.xxii 

To make such an assertion, which would be consistent with an evangelical faith, is to take 

seriously the revelation of God that we have in the Bible. That is to say, if we accept that in 
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the Old and New Testament Scriptures God has revealed Himself, it follows that we must 

assume that these same Scriptures, in their verbal disclosure of the events, comments, 

discourses and actions which constitute the economy of God’s revelatory dealings with 

human beings, do provide for us an accurate account of the character and will of this God 

as he is, immanently in himself.xxiii   

 

Thus, with Barth, in terms of our knowledge of God, we may confidently move from what 

God (economically) shows himself to be, to a corresponding conception of what he is 

(ontologically) in himself. Karl Rahner (1904-1988), gave expression to a similar conviction 

in (one half of) his now famous sloganxxiv – “the economic Trinity is the immanent 

Trinity”. xxv  

 

I.3.2  The Uniqueness of Christ. 

I.3.2.1 Unique Revealer, Unique Saviour 

It will be apparent from our short survey above (ie., in Section I.3.1.2) that the uniqueness 

of Christ is bound up with the uniqueness of the Christian revelation as a whole. The 

doctrine of the Trinity has a clear Christological foundation, in that it finds its basis in the 

conviction that God has made himself known in the Person of Jesus, the Christ, the 

incarnate Son, whom God the Father raised from the dead and through whom he offers 

salvation to all mankind – this salvation being made available on the basis of the atoning 

sacrifice of the Son, who in his death on the cross bore the righteous judgment of God for 

the sins of the world. It is this same movement of God to accomplish his saving purposes 

for the world through the Son which has resulted in the pouring-out of God the Spirit, to 
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build his church and bring about the final reconciliation of all things in Christ, in accordance 

with the ultimate purpose of God.  

 

I.3.2.2 The Testimony of the Early Church 

The early Christians bore witness to their clear conviction that salvation, in the sense that 

the Bible understands it -- in terms of forgiveness of sins, reconciliation and eternal life with 

God -- is available only in Jesus Christ, through repentance toward God and faith in him, in 

the reconciliation he has achieved through his atoning work. “Salvation is found in no one 

else, for there is no other name under heaven given to men by which we must be saved” 

(Acts 4:12). He is the sole mediator (1 Tim 2:5f.), whom God himself put forward as an 

atoning sacrifice (Rom 3:25), to reconcile sinful men and women to himself (2 Cor 5:18ff.); 

whose once-for-all death was effective in dealing with sin (1 Pet 3:18), because by it he 

redeemed us from the curse, the righteous judgment of God pronounced upon us because 

of our sin (Gal 3:13). 

 

Such in broad outline constitutes the evangelical consensus which has been handed down 

from apostolic times and which has been held and defended as the orthodox Faith of the 

Christian Church over the centuries. This orthodox Biblical tradition has always had its 

detractors, of course; and it has endured successive seasons of radical re-examination and 

attempted restatement under the influence of massive philosophical movements and trends, 

from Mediaeval to modern times. In our generation, as we have indicated above, it has 

most certainly come under fire in the current theological malaise regarding the place of 

Christianity among the plurality of world religions. 
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I.3.2.3  A Note on the Historicity of the New Testament 

In recent years there has been a remarkable resurgence of interest in Christology, and a 

plethora of books have been published about Jesus. Quite apart from the spate of 

popularist, best-seller offerings which have set out to “interpret” Jesus for the current,  

postmodern, generation, a number of ostensibly scholarly works may be identified. Of 

particular interest in this connection is the so-called “Jesus Seminar”, founded in 1985 by 

Robert Funk under the auspices of his Westar Institute in Sonoma, California, from which 

has emerged a number of controversial publications. Notwithstanding the solid credentials 

of many of the Seminar participants, at the heart of its provocative (and highly publicised) 

method of procedure is the attainment of a conspicuously subjective consensus regarding 

the character of the received traditions about Jesus, based upon a prior assumption that “the 

Gospels are not accurate histories but… narratives constructed out of traditional materials 

with literary art and theological motives”.xxvi It is beyond the scope of our study to 

investigate the specific issues raised by this “third quest for the ‘real’ Jesus”; but it is 

important nevertheless to note that it has a bearing on our thesis, in the sense that the 

majority of these works are biased against the historicity of the Gospel narratives, casting 

unwarranted doubt upon them and thus, by direct implication, upon the uniqueness of 

Christ. Their basic assumptions, methodology and conclusions have attracted strong 

criticism from a number of scholars, including Luke Timothy Johnson and Paul Barnett, 

who argue persuasively for the accuracy of the witness of the New Testament documents 

to the historical Jesus. As Barnett comments, one may advance a similar criticism today 

against the esoteric view of Jesus that is generally emerging from the reconstructions of the 

so-called “third questers” as was advanced (by Martin Kähler) against the numerous 
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speculative “lives of Jesus” which appeared at the end of the nineteenth century, namely 

that 

[the] current Jesus reconstructions… are shaped more by the values of late-second-

millennium political correctness. The Jesus of the ‘third questers’… often looks 

remarkably like the scholars who write about him: postmodern, ideologically 

reformist and eminently reasonable.xxvii 

 

Our investigation will proceed on the assumption that the Biblical documents, and 

especially the New Testament records, present us with an historically accurate account of 

the events which they purport to describe, of the life, death, resurrection and ascension of 

Jesus, as well as of his words. To put it another way, when we speak of the historical 

particularity of Christ, we are referring to what is said by or about Jesus in the actual 

words of the Scriptures as we have received them.  

 

I.4 Summary 

Having been established and developed historically from a Christological foundation which 

clearly and unambiguously affirmed the uniqueness of Christ, the doctrine of the Trinity 

became an accepted axiom of the church. Always strongly affirmed, it yet may be said to 

have fallen somewhat into desuetude during the greater part of the history of the Christian 

Church, even being considered an embarrassing conundrum in at least some Christian 

circles even today. But as the doctrine of the uniqueness of Christ comes under increasing 

attack, and as pressure is brought to bear upon the Church to reassess its proclamation of 

the gospel within the current pluralistic religious context in which its life and mission are 

set, it becomes a matter of increasing urgency to enquire whether the Church may 
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rediscover, in the received doctrine of the Trinity, a powerful resource which might serve to 

strengthen the Church’s confession of Jesus Christ as unique Saviour and universal Lord, in 

the face of the contemporary challenge. 
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Chapter II 

God and the World: The Development of  

Trinitarian Theology  

 

II.1  Introduction  

Over the four centuries which followed the New Testament era, the Christian Church was 

engaged in a process of ongoing reflection upon the foundations of its distinctive Faith, in 

order to elucidate its understanding as precisely as possible. This process of reflection 

moved forward in an uneven manner, as the church found itself embroiled in a succession of 

controversies surrounding doctrinal issues that were seen to be of central importance. 

 

For our purposes, it will be necessary to survey the historical development of the Doctrine 

of the Trinity, paying special attention to specific theological movements and lines of 

thought which illuminate our understanding of God in his relationship with the world. 

 

II.2  The Beginnings and Early Legacy of a “Logos Christology”  

The first major theological issue to be hammered out was the fundamental Christological 

question: what was the relationship between the Deity and the person of Jesus of Nazareth? 

During the second century, the Apologists were in the vanguard, setting out to defend the 

faith in a pagan environment, and, specifically, to argue for the divinity and the uniqueness 

of Christ in an alien philosophical context. Seeking to discover common ground between 

the gospel and the prevailing Greek philosophy, they formulated a Christology of the 
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“ logos” (Word) of God. This term is derived, of course, from the Scripture (see, eg., Jn 

1:1ff.; Prov 8:22ff.), yet it was current also in the respected philosophical traditions of the 

age, in which it was understood in the light of the Greek idea of the rational principle of the 

universe. The idea of the logos furnished a writer such as Justin Martyr with a concept 

which he saw could be used to bridge the gap between the world of the Bible and that of 

contemporary Greek thought. All divine activity, the Apologists argued, is mediated 

through the personal, pre-existent Word: thus, creation, revelation, both general and 

special, and redemption could all be ascribed to the Logos. Since God himself is 

transcendent, it is his Logos, through whom he made all things, being his power and 

wisdom, who is the agent through whom the eternal God has dealt with mankind, achieving 

his purpose and revealing his will. Justin also sees in the truths of Greek philosophy the 

evidence of “the seed of the Logos” at work: the “idea of the seminal Logos provided the 

Apologists with a device for correlating Christian revelation not only with the message of 

the Old testament, but also with the glimpses of the truth that had been granted to classical 

philosophers”xxviii . Thus, Christians could claim that all truth belonged to them, for not the 

Judaeo-Christian Scriptures only, but even the pagan philosophers, bore witness to Christ, 

as the Word of God. 

 

It is sometimes said that the Apologists failed to distinguish between the Father and the 

Logos in eternity, and that, for them, such distinction only appears when the Logos “issued 

forth” from the Father, for the purposes of creation, revelation and redemption. But in their 

thought the Logos always existed in God, from eternity, as the One with whom the Father 

could commune and take counsel, for God is essentially rational.xxix Again, if it appears that 
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the Apologists viewed the divine Logos as subordinate to the Father, it may be argued that 

their main concern  

was not so much to subordinate Him as to safeguard the monotheism which they 

considered indispensable… That the Logos was one in essence with the Father, 

inseparable in His fundamental being from Him as much after His generation as 

prior to it, the Apologists were never weary of reiteratingxxx. 

 

The “Logos Christology” thus introduced in the second century was to prove a mixed 

blessing to the church in the ensuing period, in its efforts to bring clarity of definition to the 

central tenets of the Faith. Critics who continued to be suspicious of any theory that might 

smack of tritheism (or even of a bitheism constituted by the separate divine entities of the 

Father and the Logos) promoted a view of the essential unity of the Deity which took hold 

and came to be known as “monarchianism”. This term appears to have first been applied by 

Tertullian (c. AD 160-240) to those who sought to protect the “monarchy” of the Godhead 

by stressing the identity of the Son with the Father, at the expense of any real precision in 

respect of the distinctions between themxxxi. Two distinct monarchian solutions were put 

forward, regarding the issue of the divinity of Jesus: one was an adoptianist solution, styled 

“dynamic” monarchianism, which held that the divine power (dynamis) descended upon the 

man Jesus, so that he was not ontologically God, but a “mere man”, who yet was the bearer 

of the divine Spirit – although some of this school spoke of his deification as a consequence 

of his resurrection.xxxii  

 

By contrast, the “modalistic” monarchians, or simply “modalists”, taught that Father, Son 

and Spirit, though not separate realities, are yet different “modes” through which the one 
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divine Being expresses himself at different times in the economy of his self-revelation. 

These writers abhorred the suggestion that the Logos/Word/Son was in any sense to be 

seen as other than, or a person distinct from, the Father: to them, this looked like blatant 

bitheism. Whereas formerly Justin had stated, without developing his views in detail, that 

the Logos was “something numerically other” than the Father, the early modalists posited 

one essential Godhead “Which could be designated indifferently Father or Son; the terms 

did not stand for real distinctions…”xxxiii . A crude form of patripassianism was its inevitable 

corollary, according to which the Father was said to have suffered on the cross, since there 

could be no division in the Godhead. The more developed modalism of Sabellius addressed 

some of the criticisms, but still set forth the Godhead essentially as a monad which 

expressed itself sequentially, in the economy of creation and redemption, in three 

operations, as Father, Son and Spirit.xxxiv 

 

II.3  Irenaeus 

One of the problems with the Apologists’ use of the Logos was clearly their imbuing of the 

concept with an admixture of Biblical and pagan philosophical elements. However, one 

whose work stands obviously in the tradition of the Apologists, but may be said to be less 

dependent than theirs upon pagan philosophy, was Irenaeus, Bishop of Lyons (c. AD 140-

202). Irenaeus, it has been noted, wrote not as a philosopher but as a biblical theologian – 

indeed, perhaps, “the first deliberately biblical theologian of the Christian church”xxxv. As a 

theologian of the Trinity, Irenaeus made a significant advance upon the thought of the 

Apologists, in his exposition of the differentiation that is present within the Godhead. 
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As Kelly notes, Irenaeus “approached God from two directions, envisaging Him both as He 

exists in His intrinsic being, and also as He manifests Himself in the ‘economy’, i.e. the 

ordered process of His self-disclosure.”xxxvi In himself, God is the ineffable Divine Unity, 

comprehending within his own essence his eternal Word and Wisdom. It is through his 

Word and his Wisdom, his two “hands”, that he acts in creation and redemption, in whom 

he is made known to us, as the Son and the Spirit. We may recognise here a continuity with 

the “Logos” doctrine of the Apologists, as the immanent rationality of God which he “sends 

forth” from himself in the creation of the world; but, by way of contrast with the doctrine of 

the Apologists, we detect in Irenaeus a clear differentiation of the Word, or the Son, from 

the Father. Likewise, in Irenaeus’ thought, the particularity of the Holy Spirit within the 

Godhead is given clear expression. As the Son is coeternal with the Father, so also is the 

Spirit: “His Word and His Wisdom, His Son and His Spirit, are always by Him”xxxvii. The 

Word and the Spirit, as the two “hands” of God, were his agents in creation, and 

collaborated freely in it, the function of the Word being to bring creatures into existence, 

and that of the Spirit to order and adorn them.xxxviii   

 

Irenaeus’ trinitarian thought is important in the following respect also. In maintaining both 

the unity and the diversity within God, as he exists in himself, and as he reveals himself in 

his actions, Irenaeus is one of the first to set forth a theological foundation for a doctrine of 

creation which truly preserves the sovereign freedom of God as Creator. As Colin Gunton 

observesxxxix, in Irenaeus we have a theology of creation which clearly separates the Creator 

ontologically from what is created, thus providing the only possible theological foundation 

for a doctrine of Divine freedom. As Irenaeus argues: 
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Angels did not make or form us… nor any other but the true God, nor any power 

far distant from the Father of all things. God needed none of these to make 

whatever he had foreordained to make, as if he did not have hands of his own. For 

always with him are his Word and Wisdom, the Son and the Spirit, through whom 

and in whom he made everything freely and independentlyxl 

What this affirms, significantly, is a “theology of mediation” according to which God 

interacts as God towards that which is not God. In the collaboration of his two “hands”, the 

Son and the Spirit, we recognise that it is God himself who is at work in creation, and that 

no intermediate being is set forth as the, or an, agent in the creation. The Gnostic heresies, 

against which the Apologists and Irenaeus were writing, were replete with references to an 

hierarchical spectrum of beings which were seen as mediators between the finite, material, 

creation and the infinite deity; and even the Logos Christology formulated by the Apologists 

did not successfully counter this way of thinking. One of the legacies of the Logos doctrine 

was that it lent itself to an interpretation by which the Logos could be conceived as an 

“emanation” from the Divine, and thus as an intermediate, and essentially subordinate, 

being, whose existence would furnish an ontological link between the ineffable God and the 

material creation. 

 

But Irenaeus preserves a clear differentiation between the One Creator and all else that 

exists, which he clearly affirms was created by God. By setting forth this doctrine, Irenaeus 

preserves the absolute freedom of God in creation, in that such a doctrine allows for the 

existence of no other entities upon which the Deity must in some sense be dependent, in 

order to accomplish the work. “For this is a peculiarity of the pre-eminence of God, not to 

stand in need of other instruments for the creation of those things that are summoned into 

existence. His own Word is both suitable and sufficient for the formation of all things…”xli 
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A clear implication is that, for Irenaeus, there can be no “degrees of being”, or ontological 

hierarchy, by virtue of which some entities (eg. spiritual or angelic beings) may be 

accredited with a “higher” form of existence than, say, physical matter. Such neoplatonic 

distinctions are set aside in Irenaeus’ thought, because for him there can exist only two 

realities: there is God, on the one hand; and over against him there is everything else that 

exists, in the heavenly and the material realms. All that exists does so only because God 

created it. In this he anticipated the important contribution of Gregory of Nyssa (d. AD 

394), one of the Cappadocian fathers, about whose work the following comment by Robert 

Jenson is worth quoting at this point: 

The ontology of late antiquity had as its key operating principle the idea of degrees 

of being, the idea that there are sorts of entities distinguished from each other by 

being more or less real, by reflecting God’s nature at fewer or more removes… 

Gregory [of Nyssa] denies the whole principle. So far as ‘being’ is concerned, a 

thing either is or is not, and that is all… 

 Eunomius shows how he can speak of degrees of being, when he calls 

‘being’ a ‘value-predicate’… Gregory is indignant at the notion that being is a 

value: ‘Whoever thought such a thing?’ he asks. Now of course the entire ancient 

world thought just such a thing… 

 Thus the whole ontological scheme is redone… There are no degrees of 

being. There are different sorts of being, distinguished not by degree but simply by 

difference.xlii  

 

A fundamental element in Irenaeus’ thought, clearly consistent with his trinitarian theology, 

is his strong affirmation that everything created by God is good, as the Scripture itself 

declares (Gen 1:31) – including the material creation, the positive goodness of which 

tended to be denied in Gnostic thought, and at least disparaged in neoplatonic philosophy. 



 34

At the basis of his affirmation of the goodness of the whole created order is the Doctrine of 

Christ, especially of the Incarnation: “If God in his Son takes to himself the reality of human 

flesh, then nothing created, and certainly nothing material, can be downgraded to unreality, 

semi-reality or treated as fundamentally evil, as in the Manichaean version of 

Gnosticism.”xliii  Moreover, as Colin Gunton argues, there is a further, eschatological, 

element inherent in Irenaeus’ notion of the “good”, as applied to the created order: the 

creation is destined for perfection in the eschatological purpose of God. This is the nature 

of redemption, that movement of God whereby the fallen creation is returned to its proper 

direction, “to be perfected in due course of time by God’s enabling it to be what it was 

created to be”xliv. 

 

II.4  Origen 

With Origen of Alexandria (c. AD 185-254) the movement of thought seems to change 

course somewhat, back in the direction of an attempted synthesis of Biblical and 

neoplatonic categories. Although he sits firmly within the apostolic traditionxlv, it is readily 

apparent that his system is more speculative than that of Irenaeus. At the apex of his 

construction is an a priori conception of the transcendent God as “altogether Monad” 

(even “Henad”!), who alone is “God in the strict sense, being alone ‘ingenerate’”xlvi, a 

conception of the Deity which corresponds more to the platonic ideal than to the trinitarian 

God of the Bible and developing Christian tradition, as we have seen in Irenaeus. In fact, 

although Origen labours to affirm the unity of the “three Persons” (hypostaseis) of the 

Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit, in his thought the latter two Persons must always 

subsist in a subordinate relation to the Father, who alone is “the fountain-head of deity”xlvii . 
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The Son and the Spirit participate in the Divine nature, but derivatively – in the case of the 

Son, by eternal generation from the Father; and of the Spirit, via the mediation of the Son. 

 

The underlying structure of thought is, as Kelly observes, “unmistakably borrowed from 

contemporary Platonism”.xlviii  As a corollary, he posits alongside the Son, or Word, a world 

of spiritual entities (the logikoi or noes) who apparently have an ontological status similar 

to that of forms, or ideals, in platonic thought. Their relation to the Word is only different 

by degree from that of the Word Himself to the Father: they are images of the Word, as the 

Word is of the Father; and as such may even merit being called “gods”, despite the fact that 

they remain created beings!  

 

Thus, in Origen’s scheme, it appears that there is a clear ontological hierarchy, similar to 

that in Platonism, according to which some beings are higher, and so more real, than others. 

Creative activity is seen as necessary to God:  

Being perfect goodness and power, He must always have had objects on which to 

exercise them; hence He has brought into existence a world of spiritual beings, or 

souls, coeternal with Himself.xlix 

Thus, in Origen’s scheme, it is the logikoi who are the objects of God’s eternal creative 

activity. Their number is finite, because of God’s need to exercise providential controll. 

They were created essentially good, yet as free agents, whose (pre-cosmic) rebellion against 

the Creator resulted in their “fall” from unity with God, understood as a “descent into 

plurality and materiality”li, thus giving rise to the manifold and unequal gradations of 

spiritual existence. God therefore created the present world, the material creation,  
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to bring back order to that which has collapsed into disunity and diversity. Our 

world is created out of nothing, but for a purpose, and its function is educational or 

pedagogic: for the training of the fallen spirits in virtue so that they are qualified to 

return to unity with the Onelii . 

 

There can be no doubt that that the overall effect of Origen’s scheme is to undermine the 

concept of a triune God who transcends the created order, whose sovereign freedom is not 

compromised or jeopardised in any way by his creation. Therein lies a basic point of 

departure from the thought of Irenaeus: for the Bishop of Lyons, God, as Creator of all that 

exists outside of his own being, is ontologically transcendent, separate from, and essentially 

other than, everything else that exists. Irenaeus’ Christological trinitarianism enables him to 

affirm at once both the complete distinction of God from the world, and his free 

involvement in it. By virtue of the triune nature of God, the Father is able to enter freely 

into personal relations with his creation by the mediating activity of his two “hands”, the 

Son and the Spirit, who are as truly God as he is God. By way of contrast, the God of 

Origen is  

spatially as well as ontologically transcendent. He is a monad, ‘incorporeal’, ‘a 

simple intellectual nature’, incomprehensible, impassible and uncircumscribed… 

The eternal Son… stands in some way ontologically midway between the 

transcendent deity and lower orders of being, rather than being, as mediator of 

creation, firmly on the side of both creator and creation…liii  

 

There is a further important observation to be made. The two systems under scrutiny here 

contain within them very different eschatological perspectives; and as we examine the 

differences we gain a clearer picture of the role of the Holy Spirit, as this is understood in 
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each. In Origen, the goal of redemption is the reintegration of the spirits with the primordial 

divine unity, which was lost through the fall. When that reintegration is achieved, in the 

eschaton, the material world will be made redundant, for redemption is understood “in 

terms of an ascension from materiality and plurality into the pure spiritual unity which is 

union with God… As Trigg has said, it is ‘an eschatology more consistent with Platonism 

than the new heaven and new earth of the Bible’”liv.  

 

By way of contrast, the focus of redemption for Irenaeus is the eschatological renewal of 

the creation: it is the action of the triune God, by which he returns the created order to its 

proper direction, to the perfection which God has destined for it in the fulness of time. The 

stark contrast between these two very different views of the destiny of creation implies two 

correspondingly different views of the work of God the Holy Spirit in the world. “At the 

very least, Origen’s Holy Spirit is not as interested in the perfecting of the material order as 

was Irenaeus’”lv. Indeed, only a doctrine of God which, in line with that of Irenaeus, 

preserves the essential freedom of the triune God, as Father, Son and Spirit, over against 

the created order, is adequate to encompass a theology of the Spirit which envisages the 

Third Person of the Trinity as becoming active within the world – without becoming 

identified with any part of the world – so as to restore and perfect the created order, 

“enabling it to be that which it was created to be”.lvi Put another way,  

The destiny of things… is to be presented before the throne in their perfection, not 

without the human creation, indeed, but transformed in such a way that their true 

otherness is not only respected but achieved. This is the work of the Lord who is 

the Spirit.lvii  
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II.5  The Nicene Consensus 

We may trace a linear trajectory from the ambiguity inherent in Origen’s doctrine of God to 

the fundamental concerns which gave rise to the Arian controversy in the early part of the 

fourth century.  

 

At issue was the status of the Son, or Word, of God. Like the monarchians, Arius, a deacon 

in the Alexandrian church, sought to protect the absolute uniqueness and transcendence of 

God, the unoriginate source of all reality. Following Origen, he held that the Father begets, 

or generates, the Son. However, whilst Origen spoke of the Son’s eternal generationlviii , 

Arius had difficulty conceiving of this as an eternal movement within God. In any case, 

Origen himself had left it unclear whether he thought of the Son as fully divine, or whether 

he thought of the Son rather as some kind of creature, albeit the “highest” of them all. This 

left the door open for Arius to propose that the Son was a creature, whom the Father 

formed out of nothing by his mere fiat. The Arian solution raised a storm of protest, and the 

ensuing controversy was not finally laid to rest until the Council of Nicea in AD 325.  

 

It was the achievement of Athanasius, in particular, to confront and overcome the Arian 

assault. The Son, he affirmed, is not a created being, nor merely an exalted, yet subordinate 

being: he is essentially “of one substance” (homoousios) with the Father. Thereby did 

Athanasius articulate what was accepted by the Council of Nicea as the orthodox doctrine 

of the divinity of Christ. In doing so, as Colin Gunton points out, Athanasius further 

strengthened the foundations of a Christological, or trinitarian, understanding of creation: 
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Against the Arian view that God the Son mediates creation as the highest of the 

creatures – an apparently attractive position because the Son’s midway position 

appears to make him a link between the creator and creation – Athanasius argued 

that the agency of the Son in creation is proof that he is not a creature… The 

outcome is to sharpen the distinction between God and the world, so that 

Athanasius placed the Son of God firmly on the side of God.lix 

 

As we have had occasion to note, abovelx, Origen had made the existence of the created 

world a necessary aspect of God’s own being, as the eternal, unchanging Creator. In this 

view, the will  of God -- specifically, His will to create –  is bound up inextricably with the 

being of God; but the Nicene affirmation of the triune nature of God “delivered” the 

concept of God from any inherent suggestion that somehow God was dependent on his 

creation. The clarification of the full divinity of the Son (and later of the Spirit), together 

with the Father, within the one eternal Being of God, implies an ontological distinction 

between the creator and the creation, removing the necessity for the imposition of beings 

intermediate between God and the world, and making room for the freedom of God’s 

creative will. This gives solid ground not only for the contingency of the creation, and for 

confidence in the goodness of all its diversity and complexity, but allows us also to affirm 

the free personal relation of God to the world through His Son. 

 

II.6  The Cappadocian Contribution 

The debate with the Arians had drawn attention to the need for careful precision, 

particularly in respect of the use of key theological terms. The post-Nicene period had seen 

further reflection upon the Person and work of the Holy Spirit which marked a significant 

advance in the development of a Doctrine of the triune God, and which signalled the need 
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for a review and overhaul of the creed which had been adopted at Nicea. As a statement of 

the orthodox Faith, the latter was now recognised not only as inadequate in its affirmation 

concerning the Holy Spirit, but moreover as lacking precision in its treatment of the unity of 

the Divine essence and the diversity of the Persons.lxi It was one of the great achievements 

of the Cappadocian fathers – of whom the most famous and most influential were Basil the 

Great (d.379), Gregory of Nazianzus (d. ca. 390), and Basil’s younger brother, Gregory of 

Nyssa (d.394) – that they were able to lay the foundations for a clear conceptual framework 

which would facilitate the development of the Doctrine of the Trinity. 

 

It is important to recognise that a major concern of these theologians was to protect the 

Doctrine of God from the influence of Sabellianism, an extreme form of modalism which 

was then widespread, according to which view the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit were 

not fully personal identities, in an ontological sense, but rather separate “roles”, variously 

assumed by the one God. Sabellius (fl. ca. 217) had regarded the Godhead as a monad, 

which expressed itself in three operations. Thus, he is said to have made use of the image of 

the sun – seen as one essence with three energies (astrological, light-giving, warming) – as 

an analogy for his conception of the Trinity: the Father is the form, or essence, and the Son 

and the Spirit are his modes of self-expression.lxii  

 

In the meantime, a further development had occurred, arising out of the reaction to a 

philosophically sophisticated form of Arianism known as Eunomianism, named after its 

chief proponent, Eunomius, Bishop of Cyzicus. The refutation of the Eunomian position 

required that a sharp distinction be drawn between “substance” and “person” in God, such 

that the three Divine Persons were each to be distinguished, not only from one another (as 
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distinct entities, each possessing properties unique to that person), but conceptually also 

from the Divine substance. The concept of “person” came thus into clearer focus as a 

distinct ontological category, fundamentally different from that of nature or substance.lxiii  

 

Thus the formula which the Cappadocians sought was one which could comprehend the 

unity of the Godhead without blurring the distinctions between the father, the Son and the 

Holy Spirit. They believed they had found it in the formula: “one being (ousia)… in three 

persons, or modes of being (hypostaseis)”. But the exposition of their proposal required 

this ontological innovation: there had to be a clear distinction drawn between ousia and 

hypostasis, together with a new conception of hypostasis as “person”. Previously the key 

terms, ousia and hypostasis, had been used almost interchangeably, the meanings of both 

bound up with the concept of essence, and oscillating, as context demanded, between 

individual essence and generic essence. But now the Cappadocians were intentionally 

separating these two terms and investing each with a distinctive meaning.lxiv  

 

Now in their concern to safeguard the integrity of the three “Persons” (hypostaseis), were 

not the Cappadocians laying themselves open to the charge that their doctrine amounted to 

a form of tritheism? Indeed, they were so accused; but they met the challenge squarely on 

the philosophical front. They proposed that the three hypostaseis, by virtue of their Divine 

nature, are not to be conceived as individuals – after the manner in which one might regard 

all other, human, persons, as entities existing independently of one another. Rather than 

individuals, as such, the Divine Persons are thought of as entities whose reality can only be 

understood in terms of their relations to each other, relations by virtue of which they 
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together constitute the being (ousia) of the one God. Thus, in John Zizioulas’ summary of 

the Trinitarian thought of the Cappadocians: 

[the] three persons of the Trinity are thus one God, because they are so united in an 

unbreakable communion … that none of them can be conceived apart from the rest. 

The mystery of the one God in three persons points to a way of being which 

precludes individualism and separation (or self-sufficiency and self-existence) as a 

criterion of multiplicity. The ‘one’ not only does not precede – logically or 

otherwise – the ‘many’, but, on the contrary, requires the ‘many’ from the very 

start in order to exist.lxv 

 

This marked a major milestone in the development of Trinitarian thought. What the 

Cappadocians had achieved was a conceptual framework which comprehended the 

“threeness” and the “oneness”, such that the diversity of the Divine Persons could be 

expounded without prejudice to the unity of the Divine essence. Moreover, in the process 

they had set forth a fresh and innovative ontology, for they insisted that, in essence, the 

Being of God is being-in-communion: this amounts to an ontology, not of “substance”, or 

individualistic self-existence, but rather of “personhood”, whereby the interrelatedness of 

the constitutive Persons is essential to the very Being of God.lxvi 

 

The Council of Constantinople, in AD 381, effectively ratified and rounded out the Nicene 

faith. The full divinity and consubstantiality of the Spirit, as well as of the Son, were 

formally endorsed. As many writers have observed, it was the theological work of the 

Cappadocian fathers, celebrated proponents of the Eastern (Greek) tradition, which played 

a decisive role in the formulation of the doctrine which prevailed. Whilst the essence of the 

Cappadocian doctrine, “one ousia [substance, or essence] in three hupostaseis [persons]”, 
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affirms that the one Godhead exists simultaneously in three modes of being, the 

Cappadocians tended to “make the three hypostases, rather than the one divine substance, 

their starting point”; so that “their emphasis often seems to be on the… term [hypostaseis], 

connoting the separate subsistence of Father, Son and Holy Spirit, rather than on [the term 

ousia], which stood for the one indivisible Godhead common to Them.”lxvii   

 

II.7  Augustine and the Western Tradition. 

Of the leading proponents of the Western (Latin) tradition, it is Augustine (AD 354-430) 

who is generally regarded as the theologian who gave the West the definitive formulation of 

its Trinitarian orthodoxy. His influence indeed can hardly be overestimated. However, 

notwithstanding the enormous value of the legacy bequeathed to the church by him, a 

number of more recent commentators have expressed some clear reservations about the 

development of his trinitarian thought. He wrote a lengthy and elaborate treatise on the 

subject, De Trinitate, compiled during the period AD 399-419.  

 

The Doctrine of the Trinity, as Augustine received it from the East, came as a “package” 

which had to be assimilated into the different theological context which characterised the 

Western church. The Greek formulation of the Doctrine was not easy to translate into the 

Latin milieu, and Augustine himself confessed his inability to comprehend the key Greek 

distinction: “I do not know what difference they intend between ousia and hypostasis”. lxviii  

So whereas for the Cappadocians the starting-point was, of necessity, the concrete 

revelation of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit in the Old and New Testament 

Scriptures, to Augustine it seemed more appropriate to take an entirely different approach; 

and he began, accordingly, with the unity of the Divine nature: 
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In his explanation of the Trinity Augustine conceives the divine nature before the 

persons. His formulation of the Trinity was to read: one single divine nature 

subsisting in three persons… God, for him, did not directly mean the Father, but the 

more general notion of the Godhead… It is the God-Trinity, that is, the basic 

Divinity unfolding itself into three persons, Father, Son and Holy Spirit…lxix 

 

For Augustine, steeped as he was in neoplatonic thought, the unity of the Divine essence 

was a fundamental truth which could be demonstrated by reason. His great treatise on the 

Trinity in many places shows its dependence on concepts and arguments derived from 

Greek philosophy. One example is provided in the following definitive statement, offered in 

Book IV, and cited by Jaroslav Pelikan: 

he who is God is the only unchangeable substance or essence, to whom certainly 

being itself…, from which the noun ‘essence’ comes, most especially and truly 

belongs.lxx 

 

As Pelikan himself comments: in the mind of Augustine, “[the] dogma of the Trinity and the 

drama of the redemption must be interpreted in a manner that would be consistent  with this 

a priori definition of the deity of God.”lxxi This observation would seem to be supported by 

the extensive use of analogy in explicating the Divine threeness, in the later part of the 

treatise; especially as the trinitarian analogies, as Augustine unfolds them, appear to impose 

upon the Christian doctrine a conception of the Holy Trinity “which owes more to 

neoplatonic philosophy than to the triune economy…”lxxii  

 

The direct implication of this approach, as Karl Rahner and others have noted, is that the 

Doctrine of the Trinity is effectively  cut loose from its proper moorings in the revelation of 

the Triune God in Scripture. “As a result”, Rahner comments, “the treatise becomes quite 
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philosophical and abstract and refers hardly at all to salvation history.”lxxiii  Whereas for the 

Cappadocians the historical revelation of the three Divine Persons was of primary 

importance in understanding God as he really is, in Augustine’s thought it is the (abstract) 

conception of the one God, albeit revealed in Scripture as tri-une, which is primary. Thus 

Augustine effectively imports an hiatus between the immanent Trinity (that is, God as he is 

in himself), and the economic Trinity (or, God as he reveals himself to be, in concrete 

relation to the world). As Rahner observed, this way of doing theology has lamentably 

become the “Augustinian-Western conception”, by which “an a-trinitarian treatise ‘on the 

one God’ comes as a matter of course before the treatise on the Trinity”… 

Thus the treatise of the Trinity locks itself in even more splendid isolation, with the 

ensuing danger that the religious mind finds it devoid of interest. It looks as if 

everything that matters for us in God has already been said in the treatise ‘On the 

One God’.lxxiv 

 

Rahner’s suspicions are further confirmed as we look into another aspect of Augustine’s 

doctrine of God. The latter’s platonist foundations surface again in his understanding of the 

Incarnation, where his well-known suspicion of the material world (deriving at least in part, 

perhaps, from his early background in Manichaeism) causes him some degree of hesitation 

in ascribing too close an involvement of God in matter. Thus he is reluctant to give due 

weight to the full materiality of the Incarnation, so that his doctrine affords a distinctly 

greater emphasis to the divinity of Christ than to the humanity. His concern to distance the 

Deity from the material world is seen further in his ascription of importance to angels as 

mediators between God and the world, “…in which angels…sometimes the Father, 

sometimes the Son, sometimes the Holy Spirit, sometimes God without any distinction of 

person, was figured by them…”lxxv. This way of thinking does not only set God at a 
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distance, but, further, it tends to render as unimportant any distinction between the Persons 

and bolsters the sense that God is remote and unknowable. As Colin Gunton remarks, 

Augustine, by losing the mediatorship of the Word, at once distances God from the 

creation and flattens out the distinctions between the persons of the Trinity, a 

process which can only encourage belief in the irrelevance of conceiving distinct 

persons and therefore of a doctrine of the Trinity…lxxvi 

 

It has been noted by scholars that Augustine’s doctrine of God may indeed venture 

dangerously close to modalism. As one commentator admits, once the Divinity has been 

conceived independently of the three Persons, there will be a tendency to regard that Divine 

Essence almost as a fourth Entity, ontologically other than the Father, the Son and the 

Spirit, perhaps “absorbing the three persons in a new kind of Sabellianism”.lxxvii  As Gunton 

puts it: 

The implication for conceptions of the knowledge of God we can… suppose to be 

somewhat as follows. Because the one God is the real God, and known in a 

different way from the God who is three, God as he is in himself would appear to 

be, or at least conceivably is, other than the God made known in salvation 

history.”lxxviii  

 

One could argue, then, that for Augustine the true being of God is something which 

underlies the three Persons of the Godhead. Whereas for the Cappadocians, who ascribed 

ontological status to the Persons-in-relation, it was the Father whom they saw to be “the 

source, fountain-head or principle” of Divinitylxxix; for Augustine it was otherwise, in that 

he gave ontological primacy to the unity of the Divine substance. Could it be, therefore, 

that Augustine “identifies the substratum [the Divine essence]… with something underlying 

both the Father and the Son”?lxxx If so, then we see in Augustine’s doctrine not a Trinity of 
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three Persons who are essentially constituted by their relatedness – who are in essence what 

they are in their intra-Trinitarian relationships (the Cappadocian view) – but rather a very 

different concept, that of a simple, indivisible, unknown (and unknowable, except by 

reason?) substance supporting the three Persons, who, because they lack clearly 

distinguishable identity, or particularity, tend to be submerged in the all-embracing oneness 

of God. Thus we might be led to agree with Gunton’s assessment, that Augustine has, in 

his trinitarian thought, bequeathed to Western theological tradition a strong rationalist 

strain, whereby the suggestion has been encouraged “that knowledge of God is to be found 

primarily in the mind…, [and that] Augustine tends to call attention away from the concrete 

historical events in which God is present to the world in the economy of creation and 

salvation.”lxxxi It is not difficult, in fact, to extrapolate from a foundation such as this to the 

rationalistic theological systems of Hegel or Schleiermacherlxxxii , on the one hand, or even 

to the unitive pluralist theology of one such as John Hick, on the other.  

 

We turn in the next Chapter, in fact, to test this latter proposition by considering the main 

lines of thought which characterise the theological direction of the pluralists, in their 

attempt to formulate a comprehensive theology of religion in which the traditional Christian 

truth-claims regarding the uniqueness of Christ are relativised. 
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Chapter III 

Christ and the Trinity in Pluralist Perspective. 

 

III.1  Introduction 

 

The gospel of Jesus Christ has always been preached in the context of religious plurality. 

When the apostles took the Good News of Jesus to the Graeco-Roman world of the first 

Christian century, they proclaimed Christ as the Risen Lord and unique Saviour of mankind 

against the backdrop of widespread devotion to a plethora of pagan deities. The New 

Testament documents a consistent polemic against these pagan conceptions of deity, whilst 

instructing Christians within a pluralistic society to live Christ-centred lives, bearing witness 

to the absolute truth that, despite other claims to deity (“many ‘gods’ and many ‘lords’”), 

there is but one Lord and God, the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ (1 Corinthians 8:5-

6).lxxxiii  

 

So the phenomenon of a plurality of religious beliefs, with all the implications it holds for 

the Christian mission, presents no new challenge to the Christian Church. What appears to 

be relatively new, however, is the emergence within the writings of modern Christian 

thinkers, especially in the West, of an ideology of pluralism – a collective mindset which not 

only affirms and celebrates the fact of religious diversity as appropriate and desirable, but 

goes even further, in fact, when it fosters an attitude of censure towards any assertion of a 

claim to truth in this arena. Thus Bishop Lesslie Newbigin has commented recently: 
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Pluralism is conceived to be a proper characteristic of the secular society, a society 

in which there is no officially approved pattern of belief or conduct. It is therefore 

also conceived to be a free society, a society not controlled by accepted dogma but 

characterized rather by the critical spirit which is ready to subject all dogmas to 

critical (and even sceptical) examination.lxxxiv 

 

III.2  The Gospel and Pluralism 

 

The uniqueness of Jesus Christ, not only as the final most complete revelation of the one 

true God, but as the only Saviour of mankind, is the basic platform of the Biblical gospel. 

It has had many detractors throughout history, but perhaps none so vocal as those today 

who would insist that such a stance is “intolerable” in a world in which a plurality of faiths 

and world-views must not only be recognised but, moreover, must achieve a peaceful 

coexistence. As Karl Rahner has expressed it: 

because of Jesus Christ, Christianity understands itself as the absolute religion, 

intended for all men, which cannot recognize any other religion beside itself as of 

equal right… This pluralism is a greater threat and a reason for greater unrest for 

Christianity than for any other religion. For no other religion – not even Islam – 

maintains so absolutely that it is the religion, the one and only valid revelation of the 

one living God as does the Christian religion. The fact of the pluralism of religions, 

which endures and still from time to time becomes virulent and even after a history 

of 2000 years, must therefore be the greatest scandal and the greatest vexation for 

Christianity.lxxxv 

 

There is a certain arrogance, it is sometimes averred, in maintaining an exclusivist position 

in the face of competing alternative religious truth-claims; and some even within the 

“Christian” camp are showing signs that they may have cut themselves loose from such a 
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view of salvation as is implied by the Biblical position. Thus, for instance, Paul Knitter 

advances his vision of a kind of “unitive pluralism”, a dialectical synthesis of all religions, 

which is the desired end result of a process of interaction and mutual interdependence in the 

ongoing historical development of all of the religions.lxxxvi 

 

Quite apart from the undoubted influence of the newer philosophical movements upon their 

own thought, many of these thinkers are motivated by a deep sense of concern about 

practical social issues which they justifiably regard as of critical importance and urgency in 

the modern context: issues such as world peace, global inequality and related areas of 

concern regarding injustice and the abuse of power. The significance of religion as a key 

element in every one of these issues would suggest that the task of bringing about greater 

mutual understanding and respect between the great, positive, world religions is of 

paramount importance, leading as it must to a greater awareness of shared and opposing 

viewpoints, and a corresponding enhancement of dialogue and mutual cooperation. 

 

III.3  The Pluralist Paradigm 
 
 
III.3.1  Introduction 
 
 
Within this milieu there has evolved a distinctly pluralist approach to the question of the 

status of Christianity within the modern, religiously diverse, world context. Gavin D’Costa 

draws attention to this “pluralist paradigm”, which, he says, 

may be characterised as one which maintains that non-Christian religions can be 

equally salvific paths to the one God, and that Christianity’s claim to be the only 
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way (exclusivism), or the fulfilment of all other religions (inclusivism), should be 

rejected for good theological, phenomenological, and philosophical reasons.lxxxvii   

 

Thus, it is the contention of pluralist thinkers even within the Christian camp that the 

traditional Christian teaching regarding the ontological and soteriological uniqueness and 

supremacy of Christ must now be jettisoned. The basic axiom in the project of building a 

satisfactory Christian theology of religions, pluralists maintain, can no longer be that 

salvation and grace come from God in and through Jesus Christ alone: rather, one must 

now, in the modern pluralist context, freely assert the universal salvific will of God.lxxxviii  

 

III.3.2  John Hick: the Relativity of all Religions 

 

One of the most prolific and systematic of the current generation of pluralist thinkers is 

John Hick. Hick contends, on the basis of the assumption of God’s goodness, that no single 

religious system (eg., such as Christianity) can claim an essential or unique role in the 

salvation of mankind. The Christian teaching that God desires to save all people would 

seem to imply that his salvation must be universally accessible; and thus, in view of the 

simple observation that there are millions who have not, and most probably will not, hear of 

Christ, through no fault of their own, it is manifestly incompatible with the assumption of 

God’s goodness to posit that God would have “ordained that men must be saved in such a 

way that only a small minority can in fact receive this salvation”.lxxxix On this basis, Hick has 

stressed the need for a “Copernican revolution in theology”, concerning the place of 

Christianity among the world religions. With this now famous allusion, Hick makes an 

appeal for a radical shift in theological perspective, by virtue of which all the religions might 
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now be considered as having equal validity, in relation to the one, absolute Truth – just as, 

in the modern (Copernican) view of the solar system, all the planets are clearly understood 

to revolve, in their respective orbits, around the sun. The “needed Copernican revolution in 

theology … involves a shift from the dogma that Christianity is at the centre to the 

realization that it is God who is at the centre, and that all the religions of mankind, including 

our own, serve and revolve around him”.xc 

 

Hick’s view follows the broad lines of the rationalist critique of religion, except that, rather 

than drawing the sceptic’s conclusion – that various and conflicting truth claims suggest 

that none of the religions is to be trusted – Hick argues that none of the world’s great faiths 

is uniquely or exclusively true for the reason that all are true. He contends that they all have 

validity, despite their incompatibilities, because each of them represents an historically and 

culturally conditioned account of a genuine encounter between man and the ultimate, 

transcendent Reality.xci This sounds very much like a revival and reassertion of the 

relativism of Ernst Troeltsch and the German “History of Religions” school; and in fact 

Hick virtually acknowledges the point, citing Troeltsch apparently uncritically in his own 

contribution to the recent volume, The Myth of Christian Uniqueness, which he edited 

jointly with Paul Knitter.xcii 

 

This radical relativity has been deplored by many, including some who stand firmly within 

the pluralist camp. Thus, Langdon Gilkey pursues the logic of this position as far as it will 

take him, confessing that he finds its theological implications “very alien indeed”.xciii If one 

begins with the hypothesis that all of the known religions may be considered as “particular 

expressions of a perennial religious/philosophical center”, then each may be regarded as 
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“true and yet relative, a true revelation for [its own] community, relative to other 

revelations to other communities, and relative to the Absolute that each only partially and 

so somewhat distortedly manifests.”xciv In the end, we are awash in a sea of relativity: 

“theology is reduced to an in-house exercise”… 

God, Christ, grace and salvation, higher consciousness, dharma, nirvana, and mukti 

alike begin to recede in authority, to take on the aspect of mere projections relative 

to the cultural and individual subjectivity of the projectors, and so in the end they 

vanish like bloodless ghosts.xcv 

 

Gilkey is at a loss to know how to allay this “specter [sic.] of relativity”; yet he finds a 

resolution of sorts in the call for a “workable dialectic” of relativity and absoluteness, which 

holds these two opposing principles in tension whilst we engage in the unavoidable demand 

to act out our faith (praxis) in genuine dialogue with those of other faiths.xcvi What is 

certain, however, is that for him, as for Hick and others, the traditional symbols, the 

doctrinal categories in which Christians have given expression to the central tenets of their 

faith, are no longer adequate in the new pluralistic context, unless one is prepared to give 

room for significant reinterpretation. 

 

III.3.3  A “Copernican Revolution”? 

 

An aspect of the pluralist position which has rightly come under scrutiny is its overt attempt 

to “get behind” the various historical and cultural expressions of religious belief and 

devotion to the transcendent “Other”, the Absolute, the Real – that which lies behind all 

observed phenomena of religious expression and gives validity to each one. On the basis of 

a Kantian epistemology, which forces a gulf between the Absolute (which, though real, is 
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unknowable in itself) and the particular, historical manifestations in which the Absolute may 

be known by experience, Hick and others have posited a brand of unitive pluralism, by 

which all of the great world religions are seen as being of equal soteriological value, since 

all may be assumed to be in touch with the same transcendent Reality. Thus John Hick, 

within the framework of his call for a “Copernican revolution” in theology, argues strongly 

for a shift in Christian thinking, away from a Christocentric model, and towards a 

theocentric model. In such a theocentric model, it is God, conceived ontologically as the 

embodiment of this transcendent Reality, and not Christ, here regarded in terms of a 

particularist, Christian, revelation of the Real, who is more appropriately seen to be the 

Centre and the proper focus for a pluralistic theology of world religions.  

 

A similar development is to be found in the thought of Paul Knitter, whose own brand of 

unitive pluralism, however, seems to owe something to the thought of modern “process 

theology”, by which all things are seen to be in the process of evolving, “becoming”, 

moving inevitably toward some synthesis or resolution. Knitter refers to this as a 

“processive-relational” view of reality; and he suggests that it may illuminate aspects of the 

“new” experience of religious plurality. 

The world religions are confronting each other as never before and they are 

experiencing a new sense of identity and purpose because they, like atoms and 

humans and cultures, are moving toward a more pervasive unity through better 

relationships with each other. They are being urged by what seems to be the 

creative lure within all reality toward a new form of unity, a unitive pluralism.xcvii 
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This kind of unitive pluralism, he stresses, is not mere syncretism. Rather, it is a dynamic 

and progressive mutual development of the religions, as they move forward together in 

growing mutual understanding and interdependencexcviii.  

III.3.4  Responses to the Pluralist Position 

 

The pluralist paradigm and its implications, as set out in the writings of Hick, Knitter and 

others, has stimulated a lively scholarly debate. Among the critics are those who have 

observed more than a hint of intellectual arrogance in the pluralist position, when it sets 

itself up to be the vantage-point from which the Truth underlying all the religions can be 

discerned. Lesslie Newbigin makes this point vividly in relation to the oft-quoted parable of 

the king, the blind men and the elephant. “The story is constantly told”, writes Newbigin, 

“in order to neutralise the affirmations of the great religions, to suggest that they learn 

humility and recognize that none of them can have more than one aspect of the truth. But, 

of course, the real point of the story is exactly the opposite…” 

The story is told from the point of view of the king and his courtiers, who are not 

blind, but can see that the blind men are unable to grasp the full reality of the 

elephant and are only able to get hold of part of it… it is the immensely arrogant 

claim of one who sees the full truth, which all the world’s religions are only groping 

after. It embodies the claim to know the full reality which relativizes all the claims 

of the religions.xcix 

 

In a similar vein, Kathryn Tanner argues that pluralists, in their tendency to make 

“generalizations about what all religions have in common”, tend to be guilty of lapsing into 

a “colonialist” form of discourse. Moreover, “(the) pluralists’ insistence on commonalities 

as a condition of dialogue shows an unwillingness to recognize the depth and degree of 
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diversity among religions, or the positive importance of them.”c It is just such an approach, 

Tanner observes, which “brings pluralist theorists of religion close to the kind of absolutism 

that it is part of their own project to avoid”.ci Another resonant critical voice is that of John 

V.Apczynski, who characterises Hick’s interpretation as  

a rather parochial one that has been shaped by a contemporary version of the liberal 

intellectual tradition. Its modern origins include the Enlightenment rejection of all 

forms of tradition-constituted reason in favor of a universal conception of 

rationality…cii 

 

Critics such as Tanner and Apczynski point out the tendency in the writings of Hick and 

other pluralist theologians to betray their indebtedness to the Western, liberal, theological 

tradition. We can certainly identify in Hick an approach which owes much to the Western 

and Augustinian tradition, insofar as his thought is based on the assumption of an a priori 

conception of the Deity which underlies all observable expressions of it.ciii Hick’s 

“Copernican Revolution” requires a shift in perspective, by which the major world religions 

are to be regarded no longer in isolation from each other, each one as absolute in itself, but 

as historically and culturally relative expressions of a transcendent Absolute, or Ultimate 

Reality (the “Real”), which transcends, and therefore undergirds, them all. This 

transcendent Real is posited by Hick a priori, as an entity which, in itself (ie., in Kantian 

terms, an sich), is essentially unknowable. Thus, 

…in order to account for the existence of the different religio-cultural totalities [ie., 

religious traditions]as apparently more or less equally effective contexts of 

salvation/liberation, we have to postulate an ultimate transcendent reality, the 

source and ground of everything, that is in itself beyond the scope of human 

conceptuality but is variously conceived, therefore variously experienced, and 
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therefore variously responded to in life, from within these different religious 

totalities.civ 

 

John Hick does not hesitate to call for a radical reinterpretation of the fundamental 

doctrines of the Christian faith. In order to establish his unitive pluralist paradigm, he 

challenges fundamental doctrines, as these have been received in the church, especially the 

doctrine of the Incarnation. Pointing to the theological controversy surrounding the issue of 

the deity of Jesus, Hick appeals for a reinterpretation of the traditional doctrine, suggesting 

that whilst “the idea of Jesus being God incarnate has no acceptable literal meaning,… [on] 

the other hand, it does have a powerful metaphorical meaning”, in terms of Jesus’ unique 

openness and responsiveness towards the Divine.cv Hick is clearly conscious that, with this 

overt espousal of a “Christology of degree”, he is in full retreat from the orthodox tradition, 

as enshrined in the Christological consensus of Chalcedoncvi (AD 451). This, in turn, has 

implications for other fundamental Christian doctrines, and Hick’s retreat into an overt 

form of modalism is evident in his discussion of the Trinity:  

The kind of Trinitarian doctrine that is compatible with such a Christology is one in 

which the three “Persons” are not persons in our modern sense of three centers of 

consciousness and will, but in the ancient sense in which a persona is a role that 

someone plays… Thus the three “persons” are three ways in which the one God is 

experienced as acting in relation to humankind – as creator, as transformer or 

redeemer, and as inner spirit.cvii 

 

Whilst he is clearly sensitive to the fact that his pluralist hypothesis will engender division, 

he is nonetheless committed to such radical revision of fundamental Christian doctrines as 

will render these doctrines compatible with the pluralist programme. However, as some of 

his critics have pointed out, Hick arguably owes much more to the orthodox doctrine than 
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he is prepared to acknowledge or recognise. In calling for a “theocentric”, as distinct from 

a “Christocentric”, approach, Hick and those who follow him yet have no hesitation in 

insisting that the “God” who is at the centre, whilst not (in the view of these pluralist 

thinkers) essentially a personal beingcviii, is nonetheless assumed to possess some 

characteristics which look very personal – especially the characteristic that “he” is  loving 

and desires to save human beings. This looks very much like the character of the trinitarian 

God of orthodox, Biblical Christianity, “the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ”! As 

Clark Pinnock puts it: 

It is not an easy thing to divide God as a loving person from Jesus of Nazareth. If 

one is to be theocentric in the sense that religious liberals desire us to be, that is, to 

believe in the personal God who loves all humankind, one would have to be 

Christocentric to do so… What happens is that liberals climb up the ladder of 

Christology to arrive at a God defined as loving personality, and then think they can 

kick the ladder away, hoping no one will notice and nothing will be affected.cix 

 

Turning to the dynamic model of Paul Knitter, we note that he is seeking to sketch a 

plausible theoretical  framework which can comprehend a brand of unitive pluralism that 

avoids the twin poles of, on the one hand, a radical pluralism, and, on the other, a purely 

monistic unity. He conceives a “plurality constituting unity”, in which “the many” are not 

simply collapsed into “the one” any more than “the one” is nullified by “the many”.cx To this 

schema he weds the rather shaky notion that all things are fundamentally interrelated. Here 

Knitter tells us he is drawing on the theoretical insights of David Bohmcxi and Fritjof Capra, 

two proponents of the “New Consciousness”, or “New Age”, worldview, which is 

generally characterised by a pantheistic, or perhaps panentheistic, metaphysic. In 

connection with this, we may note also Knitter’s preference for a Johannine Logos/Wisdom 
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Christology as the major New Testament interpretive “grid”, giving less emphasis to those 

elements of NT Christology which are derived from the historical particularity of Jesus’ 

death and resurrection. From earliest times, some branches of the Logos tradition have been 

associated with a Christology of emanation (eg., in Origen, as we saw in chapter II), giving 

impetus in turn to forms of speculative panentheism. Accordingly, in Knitter’s vision, the 

members of the multifarious religious communities of the world must look for ways in 

which they can give expression to their essential unity, for “members of one religion must 

to some extent be members of other religions…[and in their dynamic unity] each religion 

maintains but discovers anew its own identity in and with other religions.”cxii  

 

Those who espouse the Pluralist agenda are clearly calling for a “paradigm shift” on the 

part of Christian thinkers in the task of understanding the religious world and Christianity’s 

place in it. The case for such a major reorientation in approach is justified, it has been 

argued, on several grounds – firstly, that historico-cultural limitations militate against 

absolutist truth-claims; secondly, that the mystery or ineffability of the Infinite precludes any 

one religion’s claim to absolute knowledge; and, thirdly (and, one senses, most urgently, in 

the minds of many of the writers) on ethical and pragmatic grounds, that a relativist stand is 

demanded in a modern context in which dialogue and cooperation are needed in order to 

confront injustice and oppression.cxiii 

 

But whilst one may hear and respect the concerns voiced by the proponents of a pluralist 

stance, one need not be committed to the pluralist paradigm as such. In particular, one  may 

ask whether the legitimate concerns raised by pluralist writers might be answered 



 60

satisfactorily from the standpoint of orthodox Christian thought, without the wholesale 

reorientation and reinterpretation which seems to be demanded.  

 

III.3.5  The pluralist paradigm and Christian ortho doxy: a parting of the ways? 

 

Does the pluralist paradigm succeed as the basis of an attempt to develop a comprehensive 

theology of religions, a theology which can be embraced by Christians as being consistent 

with the Biblical revelation of God in Christ? Pluralist writers such as Hick, Cantwell Smith 

and Knitter are confident that it can, but in their writings also make it clear that in their view 

traditional Christian orthodoxy is in need of reinterpretation and redefinition at certain, 

critical points.cxiv This of course raises the question as to whether, in fact, a Christian 

“orthodoxy” so re-shaped and redefined can in any real sense of the term remain 

“Christian” at all!  

 

This issue is a matter of urgent consideration and debate today. A recent observer has 

noted the currency of the following theological views among “liberal or broad church” 

Anglican bishops in Australia: “We should make ‘theocentricity’ the central doctrine of our 

approach (sc. to religious plurality)… (and) we should use the Logos doctrine as a bridge 

to ‘anonymous Christianity’”cxv. In the face of these challenges, the same writer comments, 

evangelicals “need more than the truncated theology which in practice we are content with; 

we require the full resources of our Reformation heritage and its authentic 

development”cxvi. In another recent article, Terry Muck discusses the importance of seeking 

to establish some objective “common ground” among the major world religions, in order 

not only to facilitate dialogue but, moreover, to escape from the theological impasse 
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generated by confrontation, on the one hand, or extreme relativism on the other. He 

explores a number of motifs – Justin’s “seed of reason” (logos spermatikos), Calvin’s 

“awareness of divinity” (divinitatis sensum) and the Biblical doctrine of the “image of God” 

(imago dei), especially as the latter is expounded by Karl Barth – finding these to be 

complementary elements of “a well-articulated doctrine of common ground that will serve 

us well today.” What is crucial for Muck is that this “common ground” be found to be 

“consistent with both Christian theology and the cultural needs of the modern world”.cxvii 

In the volume of essays which appeared in response to Hick’s and Knitter’s Myth of 

Christian Uniqueness, editor Gavin D’Costa notes that “(the) issues raised by the pluralists 

go to the heart of Christian theology and practice”.cxviii In his own essay contribution, he 

goes on to call for an alternative approach to that of the pluralists, one which will make 

room for “a genuine recognition of religious plurality” and, with that, will facilitate 

“appropriate theological criteria to make sense of such diversity”.cxix D’Costa finds in the 

central Christian Doctrine of the Trinity the very framework which most appropriately 

meets the various concerns voiced by the pluralists, suggesting that “at the heart of a 

Trinitarian doctrine of God, the multiplicity of religions takes on a special theological 

significance that cannot be ignored by Christians who worship a Trinitarian God.”cxx  

 

III.4  The Trinity in a Theology of the Religions 

 

III.4.1 Exploiting Trinitarian Conceptuality? 

 

As we have seen, it has been noted with some interest that trinitarian doctrine, with its 

“unique solution to the problem of the one and the many”cxxi, has not been pressed into 
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service more readily in the theological task of clarifying the relationship between the 

Christian faith and other faithscxxii. Indeed the doctrine seems to occupy a place of varying 

importance amongst the contemporary pluralist writers. On the one hand, a scholar such as 

Raimundo Panikkar will not hesitate to invoke the Trinity and exploit the associations and 

insights which are suggested by elements of trinitarian thought: “The mystery of the Trinity 

is the ultimate foundation for pluralism”.cxxiii Indeed, it is the Christian way of thinking 

about ultimate Reality – which, in Panikkar’s thought, is essentially dynamic, pluriform and 

unitive: the harmonious movement “of the Many toward the One without ceasing to be 

different and without becoming one, and without reaching a higher synthesis.”cxxiv On the 

other hand, for John Hick and others, writing from a liberal Western standpoint, it is a 

matter of necessity, given the theological “Copernican revolution” required by the pluralist 

paradigm, that the classical doctrines of the Incarnation, the Trinity and the Atonement be 

subjected to reinterpretation or reformulation.cxxv  

 

The contributors to the volume Christian Uniqueness Reconsideredcxxvi are among those 

who recently have taken up the challenge to bring to bear the resources of trinitarian 

theology on the question of religious pluralism. We will first investigate to what extent their 

suggestions might be helpful in pointing the way towards a satisfactory theological 

framework.  

 

III.4.2  The “Trinitarian Pluralism” of Raimundo Pa nikkar  

 

Rowan Williams is one of the contributors to the volume noted above who has taken up 

with enthusiasm the explicitly trinitarian pluralism of the Indian Roman Catholic theologian, 
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Raimundo Panikkar. Williams describes Panikkar’s major work, The Trinity and the 

Religious Experience of Mancxxvii, as “one of the best and least read meditations on the 

Trinity in our century”cxxviii. In this short book, Panikkar makes it clear that he strongly 

resists the unitive pluralism of many of his (Western) contemporaries, and that he finds in 

the Trinity a model which can undergird the plurality of religious expression without 

seeking a synthesis in some essential, rational common “core” of belief which lies behind all 

religious systems.  

It will be helpful for our purposes to include a brief survey of Panikkar’s thought, as 

expressed in The Trinity and the Religious Experience of Man. In this work, the author 

sets out to establish that the conception of “trinity” is not unique to Christianity, but may be 

discerned more generally, as a threefold structural principle which pervades all reality. By 

means of a radical relativising of the way in which referents are applied in religious 

language, Panikkar reinterprets the terms “Father”, “Son” and “Holy Spirit” as symbols of 

more general principles which may be found under a variety of names and symbols in many 

different religious traditions.cxxix Thus, for Panikkar, “Father” denotes the transcendent 

Truth beyond every name, the One, the Absolute, Brahman, the source of all being. But as 

the Absolute, the unnameable, the Father has no being in himself: he “empties” himself into, 

and so is expressed in, the Son. The term “Lord”, as applied by Christians to Christ, the 

Divine Son, stands rather more generally  

for that Principle, Being, Logos or Christ that other religious traditions call by a 

variety of names and to which they attach a wide range of ideas… It is Christ, then, 

known or unknown – who makes religion possible.cxxx 

 

The Christ, then, functions as the link between the Infinite and the finite, “the God with 

whom one can speak, establish a dialogue, enter into communication”.cxxxi But Panikkar’s 
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“Christ” can only be a symbol for the universal Logos. Thus, when he says that “Christ, 

manifest or hidden, is the only way to God”cxxxii Panikkar is not ascribing uniqueness to the 

historical Jesus, the divine Son incarnate; but speaking rather of “the fundamental 

characteristics of the mediator between divine and cosmic, eternal and temporal, etc., which 

other religions call Isvara, Tathagata, or even Jahweh, Allah and so on…”cxxxiii In 

Panikkar’s view, it is unjustified to “remain attached exclusively to the ‘Saviour’, to his 

humanity and his historicity” cxxxiv, for in the Trinity “a true encounter of religions takes 

place,… (resulting) in an authentic enhancement of all the religious and even cultural 

elements that are contained in each.”cxxxv 

 

III.4.3  A Synthesis of World Religions? 

 

Panikkar’s trinitarian interpretation clearly represents a radical departure from the orthodox 

Christian position. His vision is that of a global, comprehensive Christianity, conceived in 

terms of a synthesis of the great world religions, in which the church’s place is to stand as 

“the place where Christ is fully revealed, the end and plenitude of every religion.” In his 

view, 

it is in the trinitarian possibilities of the world religions, in the striving of each in its 

own fashion towards the synthesis of these spiritual attitudes, that the meeting of 

religions – the kairos of our time – finds its deepest inspiration and most certain 

hope.cxxxvi 

 

The goal of Panikkar’s method is thus the universalisation of Christianity, and he pursues 

this goal by seeking to press the conceptual elements of other religious traditions into a 

(Christian) trinitarian framework. Panikkar’s concern, it must be noted, is not so much to 
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look for multiple “trinities”, as if each of the world religions possesses an analogous 

conception of the deity (which, of course, is manifestly not the case). But he is searching for 

a synthesis, or perhaps rather a common framework, within which the various religions may 

be comprehended; and he is exploring the (Christian) notion of “trinity” to this end. He 

makes no secret of the fact that in constructing his trinitarian proposal he moves some 

distance outside the boundaries of the Christian revelation, delving freely into the 

conceptual categories of other traditions, even those whose philosophical underpinnings 

stand far apart from the foundations of Biblical thought.cxxxvii  

 

There is, for Panikkar, a transcendent, Divine Being; but Panikkar resists the notion that 

this Absolute and ineffable Reality can be comprehended at all in human categories of 

thought. Each of the religions has, for him, a validity as a singular “window” by which the 

adherents of that particular tradition may grasp the Truth, in its entirety. On the basis of this 

relativised conception of truth, Panikkar proceeds to argue for a kind of “perichoresis” of 

religions, “in which each religion is a dimension of the other, since each represents the 

whole of the human experience in a concrete way.”cxxxviii It is in the Trinity that Panikkar 

finds a conceptual foundation for his radical pluralism: The Father stands for the nameless 

Absolute, “inexhaustibly generative and always generative”cxxxix; the Son, the divine person 

in whom humans participate, the “Logos” giving specific form to the various manifestations 

of the Absolute encountered historically in the religions; and the Spirit “the principle of 

unity” which binds together the ineffable Absolute and finite human beings. The Trinity 

gives expression therefore to what Panikkar terms “theandrism” – “that intimate and 

complete unity… between the divine and the human… which is the goal towards which 

everything here below tends”.cxl 
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Panikkar’s system would seem to be open to the serious charge that it tends towards a 

pantheistic view of reality, in which all created things ultimately find their destiny in a kind 

of organic unity with the Divine. It would appear that Rowan Williams fails to note this 

critical factor in his own positive assessment of Panikkar’s pluralistic model, which, in his 

view, may prove to be a solid theological basis for interreligious dialogue.cxli Other critics 

have not been so generous: Bruce Demarest is openly critical of Panikkar’s pantheism, 

which he clearly sees to be a radical departure from the Christian revelation of a Creator-

God who is ontologically distinct from the universe he has created. Demarest notes that 

Panikkar’s view of God has more in common with the god of an advaitist Hindu system of 

belief – an abstract, impersonal and ineffable all-pervading Reality, standing in sharp 

contrast with a sovereign, personal God who reveals himself in history and with whom 

human beings may enter into relationship. As Demarest puts it: 

Panikkar’s supreme passion… is to effect a marriage between the Christian faith 

and the spirituality of the East… Unfortunately, the product of this unholy union 

bears little resemblance to the gospel of Jesus, Paul, Luther or Wesley.cxlii 

 

 

III.4.4  “Trinity” as Paradigm  

 

Alongside this, Panikkar’s model raises some serious methodological issues for us. In the 

light of criticism such as that of Demarest above, we recognise the need to be cautious of 

any approach which would too readily take hold of the Christian concept of “trinity”, 

pressing it into service whilst patently leaving behind the very specific and distinctive 

elements which constitute the foundation for the concept. Thus to travel any distance with 
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Panikkar’s model would expose us to the danger of having taken on board a speculative 

approach which may seem to offer an attractive and satisfying way of integrating “the one 

and the many”, but without being sufficiently grounded in a Biblical theology which alone 

can support genuine trinitarian thought. Panikkar’s approach serves to illustrate why the 

question of adequate controls must necessarily be addressed in the process of our 

investigation. 

In a similar vein, other writers have noted with some concern the uncontrolled proliferation 

of trinitarian parallels in the modern study of the religions of the world. “All of a sudden, 

‘trinities’ are appearing everywhere in the history of religions as if they were the fulfilment 

of a universal ‘archetype’ or realisations of a ‘perfect number’, reflecting the subconscious 

of man more than the objective reality of God”.cxliii   Stephen Williams questions the validity 

of Panikkar’s use of the Christian doctrine of the Trinity, in the absence of clear and 

adequate criteria which might justify an interpretation such as that which Panikkar does 

make. How does one establish the claim that one’s reformulation, though ostensibly 

“trinitarian” in outward form, bears a real correspondence in fact to the Christian doctrine, 

the terms of which have functioned historically as specific referents to 

objective realities. One may feel free to make use of Christian concepts and terms in order 

to construct a very different theological system; but to what ontological realities do those 

terms, thus reoriented, now refer? Indeed, “conceptual borrowing as such does not entail 

that Advaitic Hindus or Yogacarin scholars are having an experience of God, still less a 

saving one.”cxliv  

 

An approach similar to that of Panikkar may be detected in the recent work of Ninian 

Smart and Steven Konstantine, whose lengthy monograph, Christian Systematic Theology 
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in a World Contextcxlv, is an attempt to integrate the diverse world religions on the basis of 

a Christian trinitarian framework. But these authors begin with a Christology which would 

ascribe a mythological character to the important traditions about Jesus, on the ground that 

“it is hard to penetrate to the historical Jesus”cxlvi. This gives the basis for a methodology by 

which the experiences of Jesus, as recorded in the Gospels, may be treated in the abstract 

and divorced from any metaphysical question regarding the person of Jesus. It is clear that 

the writers’ preference for such a “low” Christology fits well with their contention that 

many parallels may be drawn between the religious experiences of Jesus and his early 

followers and the experiences of devotees of other traditionscxlvii. On the assumption, then, 

that Christian experience is in continuity with all other religious experience, they argue for a 

conception of the Trinity which enables them “to give a coherent account of the major 

types of religious experience and the kinds of doctrines correlated with them… we are 

concerned to argue that the Christian faith as we express it does have a perspective which 

makes sense of the varieties of religious experience”cxlviii . 

 

There is thus an urgent need to give ongoing attention to the criteriological question in our 

modern context: that is, what is it that enables any particular formulation to be 

acknowledged as a valid formulation of the Christian doctrine? A “trinitarian” model which 

attempts to harmonise or synthesise the religions on the basis of the obvious and attractive 

appeal inherent in the concept of “trinity”, namely, its unique solution to the problem of 

how to integrate “the one” and “the many”, may in the end be a false trail. Cut loose from 

its foundational moorings in the specific and historical revelation of God in the Bible, the 

Trinity becomes a concept which is merely an abstraction, a conceptual ideal which is left 

floating in the air and no longer rooted in any concrete, objective reality. As an abstract 
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ideal, per se, it may well appeal, given both the diversity of religions and religious 

expression in the world of human experience, and the cultural, intellectual (and emotional!) 

drive to integrate these diverse phenomena and relate them meaningfully to one 

fundamental understanding of Divine reality. But, however attractive and powerful it might 

be, an abstract concept which lacks a valid foundation is not a promising tool for 

understanding reality.  

It is clear, then, that the Doctrine of the Trinity is meaningful only as it remains anchored 

firmly within the propositional matrix of the Biblical revelation of God in Christ, as 

Christian orthodoxy has traditionally understood it. As such, it would seem to be an 

inescapable conclusion that it cannot be divorced from an unequivocal doctrine of the 

uniqueness of Christ, as the Second Person of the Trinity, God incarnate, the unique 

Revealer of God, the only Saviour of humankind – as the Bible itself affirms. How, then, 

can we proceed to answer the concerns of the pluralists from such a point of departure? 

Can we still agree, for instance, with D’Costa and others, writers within the Christian 

tradition, who would point to the Trinity as giving us a genuine starting-point for an 

understanding of God in his relationship with his world, a world of such diversity of 

religious forms and expressions?cxlix 
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Chapter IV  

The Unique Revelation of the Triune God 
in a Pluralistic World (1) 

 

IV.1  Introduction 
 

In this Chapter and the next we will seek to build upon foundations which have already 

been laid in the foregoing Chapters. Our method of procedure leads us now to an 

examination of the revelation of God in his relationship with the world, and we shall 

investigate how and in what sense it is true that the one true God –  revealed in the Bible as 

Father, Son and Holy Spirit, and as Creator and Redeemer of all things – has indeed “not 

left himself without testimony” (Acts 14:17). That is to say, we are seeking better to 

understand the way in which God as Trinity has revealed himself to mankind, in his relation 

to this world of such diversity and complexity which he has made and which he presently 

sustains.  

 

We will first address the question of how God has made himself known, with a view to 

understanding the New Testament proclamation of Jesus as Messiah, Lord and Saviour in 

its historical context, within the pluralistic world of the first century. Then, as we proceed 

into the following Chapter, we will seek to apply insights gained from our study of the 

Doctrine of the Trinity, in order to explore the possibilities such trinitarian insights might 

suggest for the elucidation of the theological basis and the apologetic appeal of the 

proclamation of the message of the unique Christ to a pluralistic world. 
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IV.2 Our Knowledge of God 
 
  
IV.2.1  The concept of Revelation 
 

At the outset we need to recognise that our own culture is marked by a pervasive and deep-

seated scepticism regarding the existence of God and, granted even that he might exist, our 

human capacity to know anything certain about him. In one sense, there is a healthy 

corrective in this to all inflated human notions of self-confidence in the matter of our ability 

to probe transcendent reality; but to hold, as some even within mainstream Western 

Christian theology have done, that the unknowable God has in no way made himself known 

to us definitively through revelation, is quite another matter, and displays a propensity to 

human self-sufficiency which is certainly no less reprehensible than the other!cl 

 

Here it is the task of Christian theology to investigate and expound the radical and 

unavoidable claim of Holy Scripture. For it is precisely the testimony of the Bible that the 

invisible God has indeed made himself known, fully and definitively, in the Person of his 

Son, revealed as God incarnate, to whom God as Spirit bears constant witness in the world. 

“No one has ever seen God, but God the One and Only, who is at the Father’s side, has 

made him known” (Jn 1:18). That we may be confident of the truth of this revelation in the 

historic Person of the Son is also affirmed in Scripture, eg., “…in Christ all the fullness of 

the Deity lives in bodily form” (Col 2:9); “The Son is the radiance of God’s glory and the 

exact representation of his being…” (Heb 1:3); “In the beginning was the Word,… The 

Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us. We have seen his glory…” (Jn 

1:1,14); “Anyone who has seen me [Jesus] has seen the Father…” (Jn 14:6); “That which 
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was from the beginning, which we have heard,… seen with our eyes,… looked at and our 

hands have touched…” (1 Jn 1:1). 

 

IV.2.2  General Revelation: its nature and implications 

 

Whilst affirming the uniqueness and the finality of the revelation of God in the person of 

Jesus Christ, the New Testament nonetheless also maintains the validity of the knowledge 

of God that is available to humankind through the witness of the creation itself, or, as 

systematic theology later called it, “general revelation”. Thus the Apostle Paul makes it 

clear that “what may be known about God is plain (to mankind)… For since the creation of 

the world God’s invisible qualities – his eternal power and divine nature (theotes) – have 

been clearly seen, being understood from what has been made…” (Rom 1:20). That this 

knowledge is not only valid but available to human beings is affirmed by the Apostle’s 

addition of the words, “… so that men are without excuse”. This positive view is reinforced 

by Paul when he proceeds to argue that Gentiles, “who do not have the law [sc. of  

Moses]” yet demonstrate that they have some innate or learned understanding of its moral 

demands and so are justly held responsible for their actions (Rom 2:14f.). 

 

IV.2.3  General Revelation and Natural Theology 

 

In the thought of Thomas Aquinas (AD 1224-74), at the height of the age of Mediaeval 

scholastic theology, general revelation is given an important place. Thomas, along with his 

generation, had inherited, as direct legacy of the Crusades, an intellectual climate influenced 

by a revival of Aristotelian philosophy. In the light of earlier forays into speculative 
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theology, eg., that of Anselm of Canterbury (d. 1109), the later Mediaeval Schoolmen 

found themselves engaged in the exposition and defence of the orthodox Faith in terms of 

this “New Learning”. Aquinas, undoubtedly the most influential of these, is the first great 

proponent of a “natural theology” which is to be clearly distinguished from a revealed 

theology.cli For Thomas, the doctrines of revelation are to be considered as being above 

reason, but not contrary to it. Though reason cannot prove the truth of revelation (since 

that truth is established, prima facie, by the divine authority), it can be and ought to be 

employed to draw out the implications of revealed doctrine.clii Aquinas’ massive seminal 

work, the Summa Theologica, is a most comprehensive systematic exposition of, and 

apologia for, the Christian Faith, in terms that would commend the Faith to an audience 

thoroughly acquainted with the philosophical perspectives of the “New Learning”. In it, he 

lays out his five famous “proofs” of the existence of God, derived by logical argument 

based upon rational foundations – together with an exposition of the divine attributes, also 

derived by analysis and argument from essentially rational postulates.  

 

It is fundamental to the thought of Thomas Aquinas and his successors that a true 

knowledge of the existence of God is accessible to human reason. This determines the 

starting-point of his method. Thus, with the aid of Aristotle, Thomas constructs a natural 

theology, which is then “filled out” by the data of Scriptural revelation. So instead of 

beginning with Christ as he is revealed by the Scripture, Aquinas begins with a God whose 

nature is defined by contemporary philosophical constructs, and he then proceeds to relate 

the Christian gospel to this conceptual a priori. Thus a fundamental conception of God –  

the nature of his existence, of his character and attributes – is built up and developed from 
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entirely rationalistic foundations. Revelation then complements – indeed, completes – 

Reason, in order especially to bring men to salvation. This is necessary, 

because man is related… to God, as to a certain end, which exceeds the 

comprehension of reason… But the end ought to be foreknown to men, who are 

required to order their purposes and their actions towards the end. Wherefore it 

was necessary for man’s salvation, that certain things which exceed human reason 

should be known to him by Divine revelation.cliii  

 

With the Enlightenment came a new mood of scepticism regarding the status of any claim 

for the validity of objective knowledge which could not be perceived by the senses. Natural 

theology and the so-called “proofs” of God’s existence came under suspicion, as indeed did 

the concept of a specific Divine revelation in the Scriptures -- within the rapidly emerging 

climate of agnosticism with regard to transcendent reality. The rationalist critique of 

religion had come to its zenith, and not even the Romantic counter-reaction, most 

eloquently expressed in the subjective and speculative system of Schleiermacher, could find 

any real way of escaping from the hold of the Kantian presuppositions with which it was 

disaffected. 

 

Subsequent developments within the nineteenth-century Liberal theological tradition 

responded to the Enlightenment critique of established tradition and its inherent authority 

by emphasising present religious experience and rational reflection. Thus, whereas Albrecht 

Ritschl (1822-89) ostensibly begins with the Biblical revelation of Christ, he interprets this 

data largely in terms of the use to which it is put in and by the believing community.cliv A 

further reaction may be seen in the subsequent emergence of the so-called “History of 

Religions” school, associated with the name of Ernst Troeltsch (1865-1923). Whilst 
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acknowledging a debt to Ritschl, Troeltsch felt that his teacher had not adequately 

considered the place of Christianity alongside other religious traditions in the world. For 

Troeltsch, Christianity had to be regarded as a purely historical phenomenon, and, as such, 

limited and conditioned by cultural and socio-political factors, as were the other religions. 

His approach involved the relativisation of all religions, including the Christian Faith; and it 

may not be too difficult, as we have had occasion to observeclv, to identify elements of this 

line of thought in some versions of the contemporary theologies of pluralism. 

 

IV.2.4  A Knowledge of God from Nature? – Recent Theological Cross-currents 

 

It is in the appearance of the theology of Karl Barth (1886-1968) that we see a decisive 

reaction against the theological liberalism of the nineteenth century. Barth’s self-consciously 

trinitarian exposition of the Christian Faith was to a significant extent forged from the 

aggressively negative stance he had come to adopt, in the process of his own developing 

thought and somewhat influenced by his early labours in the pastoral ministry, towards the 

thoroughly rationalistic and anthropocentric shape of much of the thought of the foregoing 

period, especially that of Friedrich Schleiermacher.  

 

At the heart of Barth’s theology is the affirmation that God – the One true God – has 

revealed himself to humankind. His entire theological system is built upon the foundation 

of  the self-revelation of God in Jesus Christ, to whom Scripture bears witness. For Barth, 

there can clearly be no true knowledge of God that is available apart from God’s self-

revelation in Jesus Christ; and, accordingly, he rejects all suggestions that there could be 

any other “second root” of a genuine knowledge of God, especially the idea of analogia 
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entis (“analogy of being”), by which one may posit “an essential trinitarian disposition 

supposedly immanent in some created realities… with traces of the trinitarian Creator God 

in being as such, in its pure createdness”.clvi 

 

From the earliest development of his thought, Barth steadfastly refused to ascribe any 

validity to the concept of “natural theology”, by which term he understood any claim to 

establish a true knowledge of God, in part or in full, by means of “general revelation”, or 

the revelation of God in nature, outside of the definitive revelation of God in Jesus Christ. 

By ‘natural theology’ I mean every (positive or negative) formulation of a system 

which claims to be theological, i.e. to interpret divine revelation, whose subject, 

however, differs fundamentally from the revelation in Jesus Christ and whose 

method therefore differs equally from the exposition of Holy Scripture…  ‘natural 

theology’ does not exist as an entity capable of becoming a separate subject within 

what I consider to be real theology…”clvii 

 

Barth’s doctrine of God is thus fundamentally Christocentric. “The doctrine of the Trinity is 

simply a development of the knowledge that Jesus is the Christ or the Lord… [it] does not 

stem from any other root”clviii . Further, it is Barth’s conviction that God is fully revealed in 

Jesus Christ: thus, “Jesus Christ is the true and effective Revealer of God and Reconciler to 

God because God in His Son or Word…posits and makes known Himself exactly as He 

posits and knows Himself from and to all eternity"clix. 

 

It is clear therefore that, for Barth, there can be no genuine knowledge of God outside of 

the decisive revelation of Christ:  
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God’s Word is God Himself in His revelation… God Himself in unimpaired unity 

yet also in unimpaired distinction is Revealer, Revelation and Revealedness… [or] 

the revealing God and the event of revelation and its effect on man.clx 

 

Barth cannot even allow that this revelation of which he speaks might in itself presuppose a 

prior knowledge, on the part of men, that this world, and the human race, belong to the 

God who is proclaimed by the gospel, and have some knowledge, even a minimal 

knowledge, of him. Thus Barth seems even to reject the proposition that the revelation of 

the wrath of God (ie., such as it is proclaimed in Rom 1:18) is addressed to humanity on 

the basis that human beings do have access to a prior knowledge of the God who now 

addresses them in Scripture.clxi But may we not say that God’s revelation of himself 

presupposes that the world and humanity belong to God and have some knowledge of him, 

even though the clearer revelation of God in Christ brings fresh, and brilliant, illumination? 

Indeed, at the very least, the Bible itself declares that even such knowledge of God that is 

available from the natural world comes to us only as the result of divine self-declaration.clxii 

 

Notwithstanding the Christocentric character of his entire theological scheme, it is not at all 

certain that Barth went far enough in developing the implications of his programme for the 

doctrine of creation.  

Although he [sc. Barth] has a doctrine of creation, there is reason to suppose that 

he scarcely begins to do justice to the ontological question of the kind of reality that 

the world is, and this suggests that he… failed adequately to distinguish between a 

natural theology and a theology of natureclxiii .  

 

Colin Gunton has raised this question in relation to Barth’s theology because it highlights a 

tendency within the Western tradition, in which tradition Barth securely stands, to conceive 
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of the doctrine of creation in terms that are largely independent of the trinitarian framework 

in which creation is conceived in the thought of a theologian such as Irenaeus of Lyons. As 

we have seenclxiv, Irenaeus retains a consistent Christological focus, in line with the witness 

of the New Testament (eg., in passages such as Heb 1:2f., 1 Cor 8:6, Col 1:16f., Jn 1:1), 

for he sees the creation as mediated by the two “hands” of God himself, ie., the Son and the 

Spirit. Once that Christological framework receded into the background, then, among other 

things, the effect was “to replace a doctrine of creation mediated by revelation with one 

directly or indirectly discovered by the human mind”. This, as Gunton argues, has had 

enormous repercussions for the doctrine of general revelation, based solidly as it is on 

creation. Just as Christology seems to have been sidelined in Western thought about the 

mediation of creation, so the role of the Holy Spirit seems in practice to have become 

displaced by that of human reason in the question of the mediation of the knowledge of 

creationclxv. 

 

The issue, therefore, is by no means as simple as it may appear in terms of Barth’s clear-cut 

distinction between a “natural theology”, on the one hand, and a “theology of revelation”, 

on the other. For we must be careful to distinguish further between a theology of nature, 

rightly understood as derived from a sound doctrine of creation, and a natural theology 

which is built up from essentially rationalistic foundations. As Gunton concludes: 

[general] revelation and natural theology are two quite distinct categories, and 

should not… be confused. God may be revealed in the things that have been made, 

but it does not follow that the discernment of this truth is achievable by unaided 

reason alone. Our knowledge of general revelation is the fruit of the gospel, 

christologically centred as that is. Without that, we do not see the world for what it 

truly is.clxvi 
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IV.3  Knowing and Proclaiming the One True God 

 

IV.3.1  The Value and Limitation of General Revelation 

 

Since the Reformation, indeed, orthodox Protestantism has argued that while general 

revelation is, of a truth, accessible, it is yet unable to be appropriated by mankind because 

of sin. This accords with the clear testimony of the Scripture, where, for instance, Paul, in 

the Letter to the Romans, prefaces his discussion of the knowledge of God that is available 

from nature with these words: “The wrath of God is being revealed from heaven against all 

the godlessness and wickedness of men who suppress the truth by their wickedness” (Rom 

1:18; italics added). As he goes on to develop this theme, the Apostle emphasises that the 

idolatry and immorality which is seen to prevail universally is a direct consequence of 

mankind’s failure to respond to the revelation of God in the natural order. Thus also John 

Calvin, in the Institutes, takes care to insist strongly that a natural knowledge of God is 

possible, because his concern is to preserve the force of the Scriptural teaching that 

mankind is “without excuse”: 

There is within the human mind, and indeed by natural instinct, an awareness of 

divinity… To prevent anyone from taking refuge in the pretense of ignorance, God 

himself has implanted in all men a certain understanding of his divine majesty… 

Since, therefore, men one and all perceive that there is a God and that He is their 

Maker, they are condemned by their own testimony because they have failed to 

honor him and to consecrate their lives to his will.clxvii 

 



 80

Thus, according to Calvin, there is a true knowledge of the Living God which is mediated 

to humankind within the observable creation, the testimony of which compels us to look 

upwards, to the Creator. But because of the fact of sin, of humankind’s rebellion against 

God, human beings have lost the capacity to recognise the traces of God’s existence and 

sovereignty in his works. As Calvin puts it, without the aid of the Scripture as “spectacles”, 

we are all like “old or bleary-eyed men and those with weak vision”, unable to “read 

distinctly” even general revelation and recognise it for what it is.clxviii  

 

This point – that there is a certain intrinsic validity to general revelation – is important when 

we come to consider the impact that the gospel has made, from earliest times, upon the 

non-Christian world. As Pannenberg points out, the early Christians were concerned to 

engage with the prevailing philosophy of the day because what was at stake was the truth 

that the God proclaimed in the gospel, the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, was 

not merely the parochial deity of the Jews, but rather the universal, sovereign God. 

The natural theology of the philosophers had formulated a criterion for judging 

whether any God could be seriously considered as the author of the whole cosmos, 

and Christian theology had to meet this criterion if its claim could be taken seriously 

that the God who redeems us in Jesus Christ is the Creator of heaven and earth and 

thus the one true God of all peoples.clxix 

 

When Paul wrote to the Galatian Christians, he described the gods which they had 

worshipped prior to their conversion as “those who by nature (physei) are not gods” (Gal 

4:8). This of course carries the necessary implication that the God who is revealed in the 

gospel is the only true God, that is, the only God who is God by nature. As Pannenberg 

argues, Paul’s way of putting the matter in Gal 4:8 “fits in exactly with the philosophical 
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question of natural theology in the original sense, namely, the question as to what is by 

nature divine”clxx. This gives us the basis for a true “natural theology”, understood not in 

the sense that the Mediaeval Schoolmen (and later Protestant theology) saw it, as the 

opposite of a revealed theology, but indeed as a right and proper enquiry – the theology of 

the Divine nature. 

 

IV.3.2  General Revelation as “Preparing the Ground” for the Definitive Revelation  

  of God in the Gospel of the Unique Christ 

 
Accordingly we see several important features in Acts 17:16ff., in the record of the Apostle 

Paul’s defence and testimony before the philosophers in the Areopagus. For a start, Paul 

assumed a certain knowledge of God which was accessible to, and to some extent 

apprehended by, the Athenians. The authenticity of this speech has been questioned, on the 

grounds that “it has a rational character which is foreign to the New Testament”clxxi, but the 

point would seem thereby to be overlooked, that here we have a clear instance of the way 

in which the gospel was seen to present a radical challenge to the contemporary 

conception(s) of deity.  

 

Distressed to see that the city of Athens was “full of idols” (v.16), Paul set about engaging 

in evangelism towards all and sundry – Jews and Greeks – who would hear him. When 

summoned before a meeting of the Areopagus, Paul opens (v.22) with an appeal to the 

obvious religious disposition of his hearers. Thence he moves to refer to his discovery, 

amongst the many objects of veneration in the city, of “an altar with this inscription: TO AN 

UNKNOWN GOD” (v.23). It is clear from what follows that Paul has identified a point of 

contact from which he will proceed to present the truth about the God who has now 
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revealed the divine nature in Jesus: “Now what you worship as something unknown I am 

going to proclaim to you.” 

 

Here we see a note of balance struck which is evident throughout the speechclxxii. On the 

one hand, in his effort to make contact with his audience, Paul is able to affirm that the 

Athenians do worship this unknown God, after a fashion. On the other hand, he wants to 

make it clear that they do not really know this God, and that accordingly they need to 

receive instruction about the nature of this God and what he has done, in order that they 

might repent and believe in him. This is entirely consistent with the prima facie argument  

of Rom 1:20-23, where Paul contends that human beings have rejected what they could 

know of the true God from creation, and so “their thinking became futile and their foolish 

hearts were darkened” – or, as Barth puts it, “the understanding of what is characteristic of 

God was lost”clxxiii  – thus their worship is directed rather to images or idols resembling 

created beings… such as those Paul had observed in his tour of Athens! 

 

The same positive inference regarding the (limited) value of “general revelation” may be 

made from Acts 17:27, but where the language, especially in respect of the use of the 

optative, indicates a degree of uncertainty regarding the end result of the human search for 

God.clxxiv Even Paul’s use of quotations from the works of authorities recognised by his 

audience is designed to reorient their thinking away from current philosophical ideasclxxv, to 

prepare the ground for the conclusion of the speech, in vs. 30-31, which, as 

Conzelmannclxxvi and many after him have rightly recognised, is no “mere tacking on of a 

Christian addendum to an otherwise Hellenistic piece of rhetoric”… 
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All along the speaker believed that the Greco-Roman world needed ‘to break 

decisively with its religious past in response to one God who now invites all to be 

part of the renewed world… The argument, while drawing on some Greek ideas, 

has been thoroughly biblical from the start… The conclusion follows naturally from 

the argument. God in mercy previously overlooked the times of ignorance, the 

times when pagans were groping in the dark for God and making idolatrous 

images, but now, as a result of what has happened through Christ’s death and 

resurrection, such ignorance will no longer be endured… Both Jews and Gentiles 

find themselves in the same position, in need of repenting and being reconciled to 

God through Christ.clxxvii 

 

The earlier account in the Book of Acts, of the mission in the Gentile city of Lystra (Acts 

14:8-20), similarly treats the question of how God can be known by those who have not 

had prior access to special revelation in Scripture. In this account, our interest is focused on 

verses 14-17, in which firstly we note the missionaries’ uncompromising appeal to these 

pagan folk to “turn from these worthless things to the living God” (v.15; cf. 1 Thess 1:9). 

This living God is the only Creator, the One “who made heaven and earth and sea and 

everything in them”; and if we can see this pronouncement as foreshadowing Acts 17:24, 

then the pronouncement in v.16, that “In the past, (God) let all nations go their own way”, 

presages Acts 17:30. Further parallels can be drawn, between the affirmations of 14:17b,c 

and  17:25c, and between the focus on natural order, especially the “seasons” (14:17) and 

the God-ordained boundaries described in 17:26.clxxviii  The implication of the testimony 

here, as in the Areopagus address, is that a certain knowledge of God was available, even 

to pagans, through the witness of the created order: “…he has not left himself without 

testimony” (14:17a). 
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These two accounts from the apostolic record illustrate the necessity, recognised even in 

the earliest stages of the preaching of the gospel, of establishing an effective apologetic 

which could make contact with contemporary streams of thought in order to communicate 

the truth. In a recent study, Bruce Winter has thrown more light on this aspect of Paul’s 

strategy in the Areopagus speech, by showing from his research that the overt function of 

the Council of the Areopagus was to examine any claim for new deities to be introduced to 

Athens. Thus, in summoning Paul, they purposed not so much to put him on trial as to 

investigate his testimony regarding the nature of the true God, as revealed in (the Risen) 

Jesus Christ.clxxix Another recent study, focusing upon the mission of Paul and Barnabas in 

Lystra, makes use of well attested aspects of the Greek mythological background to the 

narrative to highlight the way in which the passage establishes “a sharp contrast between 

the Greek view of deities,…on the one hand, and the ‘living God’ of the Biblical tradition, 

on the other… The author of Acts represents thereby, not only the legitimacy and veracity 

of the Christian mission to the Gentiles but its uniqueness.”clxxx 

 
IV.3.3  Summary 
 
 

Thus we may conclude from our brief study of these selected New Testament passages that 

the Apostles and the early church understood clearly that the definitive revelation to all 

humanity (“both Jews and Greeks”, 1 Cor 1:24) of the One True God was focused in the 

particularity of the historical Person of Jesus of Nazareth and the verifiable events 

surrounding his life and ministry, his death, resurrection and ascension. It is the specific 

witness to this unique Christ which is the substance of the apostolic proclamation to a 

world which, even during the first century, was characterised by a complex plurality of 

religious belief systems. Thus we recognise that the fact of religious plurality, in itself, does 



 85

not mitigate the apostolic insistence on the proclamation of Christ as the One who alone 

fully and finally reveals God and reconciles human beings to Him. 

 

We turn now, in the following Chapter, to identify and explore the various insights which 

the Doctrine of the Trinity may be seen to yield to us, insights which may serve to  

strengthen and elucidate our understanding of the revelation of the triune God to the world 

– a revelation given to humankind within a diverse and complex world, in which a plurality 

of belief systems interact and often conflict; and a revelation which is focused upon the 

particularity of the Son of God incarnate in the man Jesus of Nazareth. 
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Chapter V 

The Unique Revelation of the Triune God  
in a Pluralistic World (2) 

 

V.1  Introduction 

In this Chapter we endeavour to complete our investigation by identifying, developing and 

applying insights that may be seen to flow from our historical and systematic analysis of the 

Doctrine of the Trinity. With reference to the second part of the statement of our thesisclxxxi, 

our aim is to investigate those insights which may be gained through our exposition of the 

Doctrine –  insights which may help us to gain a clearer grasp of the possible ways in which 

the Christian claim for the uniqueness of Christ may be understood and affirmed in a 

pluralistic context.  

 

We shall proceed by setting out, under four separate thematic headings, a summary analysis 

of certain key aspects of the Christian Doctrine of the Trinity, which we shall seek further 

to expand and develop, incorporating the fruits of our investigation so far. We shall note 

especially the implications of the Doctrine for the relationship between the triune God and 

the world: a world of complex diversity, as God’s good creation; yet also a world in which 

men and women are held in thrall by “many ‘gods’ and many ‘lords’” (1 Cor 8:5) – the very 

world, indeed, in which the Christian gospel is to be preached! Our investigation will, 

where appropriate, address the question of how, and in what ways, concerns over the 

uniqueness of the Christ of the gospel – concerns voiced, for example, by contemporary 
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pluralist theologians and missiologists – might be adequately answered by recourse to a 

consistently trinitarian Doctrine of God and the world.  

 
V.2  The Christian Doctrine of the Trinity: a Summary Analysis and 
 Application, with Reference to Four Major Themes 
 
 
V.2.1  Personality and Particularity 

 
In his seminal work on the Christology of the New Testament, Oscar Cullmann argued 

strongly for an understanding of the revelation of God in Jesus Christ as “salvation-history” 

(heilsgeschichte), contending that “the centre of all divine revelation is found in Jesus’ 

earthly life and death, and that in this light all revelation is to be considered a redemptive 

history which began before the incarnation and continues until the end”clxxxii Human nature, 

Cullmann suggests, has always found this difficult to believe and embrace: it was as true in 

the first century, when the gospel first proved to be a “stumbling-block” to Jews and 

“foolishness” to Gentiles, as it is in our own age. The primary reason for this is, and has 

always been, that 

the skandalon, the foolishness, lies in the fact that historically datable events (‘under 

Pontius Pilate’) are supposed to represent the very centre of God’s revelation and 

to be connected with all his revelations. That was just as hard for men of that time 

to accept as for us today.clxxxiii  

 

However, it is to the Doctrine of the Trinity, and especially in its elucidation of the personal 

nature of the triune God, that we might appeal in this matter. Stephen Williams argues that 

it is this very Doctrine which “elucidates the claims both to particular revelation and to 

universal presence that Christians have wanted to make on behalf of a personal God”.clxxxiv 

According to the Doctrine of the Trinity, the personal God has made himself known in the 
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world by appearing as a man, in an unique, historical manifestation, whilst yet remaining 

fully divine as God in heaven as well as God on earth. It is this conception of a 

differentiation of personal, yet ontologically distinct, entities within the Divine Unity which 

enables us to speak not only of God’s personal, relational nature – of his covenant love, 

faithfulness, compassion, justice, etc.; but also of his immanence and transcendence, vis-à-

vis the creation – of his being present everywhere throughout the universe whilst at the 

same time ruling over it from heaven. 

 

For the unitive pluralist, to begin at this point – that is, with a specific, historical Incarnation 

– is to deal with data which can only be regarded as “particularist” and therefore relative. It 

may be considered by many as the most attractive, perhaps, of several possible 

interpretations of the underlying Absolute (Hick’s “The Real”); but in this view it must 

remain essentially one particular interpretation, which is derived within a particular 

community by a process of philosophical reflection and/or extrapolation from its religious 

experience. For the essential Being of the Absolute, the pluralist must posit a priori an idea 

of God, which is generally shaped by the Western philosophical concept of “perfect being”, 

conceived as the Unmoved Mover – a timeless ground of being, the Immutable God of 

classical theism.clxxxv This “Hellenic” interpretation of God lends itself to a monistic 

ontology, because it promotes a conception of the Divine Being which is not capable of 

adequately comprehending differentiation within the simple unity of the Godhead. We saw 

this tendency emerging in the early Western tradition, beginning with the trinitarian thought 

of Augustine himselfclxxxvi, who seems to relate the three persons of the Trinity to the divine 

substance “not only equally, but identically, so that the differences between the persons are 

irrelevant to the being of God.”clxxxvii 
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Over against any essentially monistic notion of the divine Being we may set a very different 

concept, one which takes seriously the ontological developments worked out in the 

trinitarian thought of the Cappadocian Fathers. We recall the important distinction which 

they drew between ousia and hypostasis, coupled with a new understanding of the latter 

term as attributing a necessary ontological integrity to each of the Persons within the 

essential unity of the Divine Being (ousia).clxxxviii  This framework allows a clearer 

conception of the particularity and differentiation of the Persons, which would seem to be 

consistent with the Biblical revelation of a God who is personal and who has revealed 

himself in time, as the One who is constant in his character and faithful in his dealings with 

humanity. As Jenson puts it:  

The continuity of [God’s] being is… the sort of continuity we have come to call 

“personal; it is established in his words and commitments… [it] transcends time, to 

be eternal,… in that time cannot take any of his commitments from him.clxxxix 

 

When God is thus identified, in personal terms, rather than in terms of conformity to an 

abstract idea, then we are open to identifying the fulness of God in each of the three 

Persons of the Trinity. We are free to follow the lead of the Nicene and Cappadocian 

fathers in giving due weight to the plurality of Persons, as well as the unity of substance, 

within the Godhead; and thus to perceive the divine immanence in terms of the direct 

activity of God in the great variety of contexts we may observe within the world. 

 

In the light of these considerations, we may say that in the Doctrine of the Trinity we 

possess a fruitful resource in strengthening a Christian apologetic appeal in the context of 

religious pluralism. Far from promoting what pluralists have termed the “scandal” of 

particularity – that is, an exclusivist perspective which can only be interpreted as a denial of 
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God’s immediate presence to those of other faiths – a Christian trinitarian doctrine of God, 

which insists on an historical incarnation, is well able to comprehend a view which 

accommodates the reality of God’s universal activity. “If…we do believe in a personal 

God… (how) more effectively can a personal God communicate the truth about his nature 

than by appearing personally in the world, if that is possible?”cxc Stephen Williams quotes 

with approval the comment of Ninian Smart, who, in relation to the incarnation and the 

atonement, has insisted “that the very particularity of divine action indicates the reality of 

divine universal being”… so that, as Williams puts it, “personal appearance in particular 

space and time, far from denying the reality of a universally concerned personal God, seems 

precisely its apt expression”.cxci  

 

This last point is of relevance in the matter of establishing a meaningful dialogue between 

the Christian community and other faith-communities. Even though some pluralists may 

emphasise the importance of inter-faith dialogue – and in that context acknowledge, or 

even assert, the need for members of one faith-community to recognise the alterity, or 

“other-ness”, of  the other – it is arguable that their own reductionist agenda actually works 

in the opposite direction! Ironically, those pluralists who yet claim to belong essentially to 

the “Christian” camp characteristically “reduce the particularities and otherness of the 

gospel’s narrative identification of God to a bland, homogeneous, unitive or ‘monistic’ 

pluralism in which the differences in the Christian identification of God are subsumed, 

sometimes violently, under the intolerant category of the Same.”cxcii  

 

It is worth noting in this context the argument of the Indian scholar, M.M.Thomas, in his 

contribution to the volume Christian Uniqueness Reconsidered, in which he rejects 
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outright the pluralist position, regarding it as basically a Western, liberal form of 

exclusivism.cxciii In the experience of the Indian church, he writes, what is needed is a 

rigorous attempt to develop an Indian Christology which has “spiritual and historical 

continuity with the apostolic witness which sees the ‘lamb slain’ (crucified Jesus) as the clue 

to the interpretation of creation and human history.” Contrary to Knitter’s insistence on an 

“evolution” in Christian thinking away from Christocentrism, to theocentrism, and thence to 

kingdom-centrismcxciv, Thomas rather is “persuaded that Christocentrism is what relates 

God, church, and kingdom to one another and keeps that relation inviolate.”cxcv 

 

Thus we may affirm, with Gavin D’Costa, that  

the Trinitarian doctrine of God facilitates an authentically Christian response to the 

world religions because it takes the particularities of history entirely seriously… 

Against a pluralist theocentricism, it must… be stressed that ‘whatever is said of the 

Father is said of the Son’. We cannot, as Christians, speak of the Father without the 

story of Jesus. The Father cannot be conjured up through speculations or 

abstractions, but is revealed in the particularities of history, in the story of the Son, 

understood and interpreted through the illumination of the Spirit.cxcvi 

 

 

V.2.2  Identity and Particularity 
 

Our observations above have clarified and emphasised the importance of the historical 

Incarnation – and therefore of “revelation-as-story” -- to our understanding of God and of 

his activity vis-à-vis the world. That is to say, God is revealed, and thus identified, in the 

Biblical writings, which include the specific narratives of the historical events concerning 

the life, death, resurrection and ascension of the Incarnate Son. The Nicene and 
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Cappadocian Fathers understood clearly the difficulties – and dangers! –  involved for 

theological reflection, if talk about God is confined to abstract concepts and is expressed in 

terms of categories which are not adequately controlled by those of the revelation of God in 

Scripture. In his opposition to the Arians, who grounded their talk about God in the 

concept of “The Unoriginate”, Athanasius, whilst acknowledging the usefulness of such 

abstractions in some contexts, was yet anxious to ensure that such conceptions not be 

allowed to control our perceptions of who God is:  

“Father” was made known to us by our Lord… who knew whose Son he is… 

When he taught us to pray he did not say “When you pray, say ‘O God 

Unoriginate…’” but rather “Our Father…” And he did not call us to baptize “in the 

name of the Unoriginate and the Originate…” but “in the name of the Father and 

the Son and the Holy Spirit…”cxcvii 

 

In a recent monograph, published in anticipation of a more comprehensive study, Richard 

Bauckham has set forth an approach to Christology which begins with the question of the 

identity of God, rather than with the (abstract) question of the nature of his divinity.cxcviii 

The latter, more traditional, starting-point has typically involved reasoning from abstract 

philosophical concepts; and it may be argued that this has led inevitably to the drawing of 

too neat a distinction between a functional Christology, or a Christology “from below”, on 

the one hand, and an ontological, or a Christology “from above”cxcix, on the other. 

Bauckham contends that such a distinction is foreign to early Jewish thought and therefore 

somewhat unhelpful in the elucidation of New Testament Christology. A better approach, 

he suggests, is a Christology of divine identity, which employs the categories of early 

Jewish thinking about the God of Israel, 
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When we think in terms of divine identity, rather than divine essence or nature,… 

we can see that the so-called divine functions which Jesus exercises are intrinsic to 

who God is. This Christology of divine identity is not a mere stage on the way to 

the patristic development of ontological Christology in the context of a trinitarian 

theology. It is already a fully divine Christology, maintaining that Jesus Christ is 

intrinsic to the unique and eternal identity of God.cc 

  

Bauckham’s thesis is based on an investigation of the way in which the apostles and the 

early Christian community read the Old Testament, in the light of the revolutionary 

“events” of the life, death, resurrection and ascension of Jesus. He suggests that by creative, 

and yet appropriate, exegesis of the Scripture, the New Testament writers are able to draw 

out fresh insights regarding the identity of the one true God – insights which, though 

unexpected, are yet able to be assimilated into a truly Jewish monotheistic faith, as 

comprehended by the Old Testament itselfcci: “Jesus, the New Testament writers are saying, 

belongs inherently to who God is”ccii. Moreover, it is not as if the revelation of God in the 

person of Jesus and the events of his life, death and resurrection are merely illustrative of 

the truth about God, as though this were one manifestation (among many possible 

manifestations?) of a truth that is general about God in his essence. For the New Testament 

“Jesus himself and his story are intrinsic to the divine identity… In this act of self-giving [sc. 

the history of Jesus, his humiliation and his exaltation] God is most truly himself and defines 

himself for the world.”cciii 

 

Such an approach is thoroughly consistent with our trinitarian understanding of the 

uniqueness of Christ. To include Jesus, in this way, in the identity of God means to include 

also in God the interpersonal relationship between Jesus, the Son, and the Father.cciv This, 

as we have seen, is consistent with the trinitarian thought of the Cappadocian Fathers, for 
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whom the intra-trinitarian relations of the Persons must be seen as constitutive of the Being 

of Godccv. Bauckham acknowledges that the concept of personhood implied by this aspect 

of divine identity transcends human notions of personhood, yet argues that this theological 

“novelty” is certainly not ruled out in Biblical monotheism. He argues in fact that it is 

affirmed in the New Testament, especially in the significant “Great Commission” passage at 

the end of Matthew’s Gospel (Matt 28:18-20). On an analogy with the way in which the 

disclosure of the Divine Name functions in Exod 3:14ff., as a specific identification of God 

to his people which is appropriate for their response to him in the new situation in which 

they now find themselves, at this stage within the history of the covenant; so, in the case of 

the “Great Commission” of the Risen Christ, “[once] again a new name identifies the newly 

disclosed identity”, which is seen to be appropriate now in its own context within salvation 

history: “The Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit names the newly disclosed identity of 

God, revealed in the story of Jesus the Gospel has told.”ccvi Thus, 

… in Christ God both demonstrates his deity to the world as the same unique God 

his people Israel had always known, and also, in doing so, identifies himself afresh. 

As the God who includes the humiliated and exalted Jesus in his identity he is the 

Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit, that is, the Father of Jesus Christ, Jesus Christ 

the Son, and the Spirit of the Father given to the Son.ccvii 

 

 
V.2.3  Transcendence and Immanence: The Freedom of the Creator and the 

Freedom of His Creation 
 

As we confront the challenge posed by a pluralistic world, we seek a sound theological 

framework which will enable us to comprehend both the uniqueness and particularity of the 

Christian revelation of God, on the one hand, and the complex diversity and plurality of 

human cultural forms and traditions, on the other. It is this very diversity which in the minds 
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of some suggests or promotes the “scandal” of particularity in the Christian insistence on 

the unique and definitive revelation of the one God in Christ. 

 

What is at issue here are certain assumptions about the nature of God’s relationship with 

the world that he has created. In his helpful historical analysis of the development of 

trinitarian thought, Christopher Kaiser notes that many of the early attempts at formulating 

a Christian doctrine of God tended to give expression to an “hierarchical” conception of the 

relationship between Creator and creation, between the divine and the human, in terms of a 

“cosmic bridge”. Thus, “(the) Father is entirely transcendent while the Word (and/or the 

Spirit) is immanent in worldly affairs and so relates the transcendent God to them 

indirectly.”ccviii This is a legacy of certain lines of thought which can be traced back as far as 

Origen and the Apologists, in particular, to an emanationist Logos Christology, as we have 

had occasion already to observe.ccix As Kaiser also confirms, what lies at the basis of these 

early attempts at a trinitarian doctrine “is a view of transcendence that tends to isolate God 

from the world and requires the emanation of a series of one or more subordinate, semi-

divine figures to join him together with the world.”ccx  

 

Those who in our own day press for the adoption of some form of unitive pluralism, in their 

concern to establish the essential unity or coherence of divergent belief systems (in the 

sense that each of these may be regarded as an equally valid expression of a genuine divine-

human encounter), may in their conceptualisation come dangerously close to a similar 

position – the view that God and his creation are somehow organically, or necessarily, 

linkedccxi. On such an account, it becomes difficult to maintain a clear distinction between 

God and the world, a distinction which is necessary not only to preserve the freedom of 
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God in his action towards, and in, the world; but also to preserve the integrity of the 

created world itself. Thus, on the one hand, to attribute the act and form of the creation to 

some “inner necessity” within the divine nature is to undermine the freedom of the Creator, 

and thus also the free decision of his divine love to hold fast to his creationccxii. Then, also, 

on the other hand, “[if] the world is too closely tied to the being of God, its own proper 

reality is endangered,… and so deprived of its own proper existence”ccxiii. What is needed is 

a theological framework which is able to preserve, on the one hand, the absolute freedom 

of God to act in creation and redemption, in accordance with his sovereign will; and, on the 

other hand, the relative independence of the created universe, which can accordingly be 

described as ontologically other than the Creator.  

 

Now, as we have seenccxiv, it was the enormously important contribution of Athanasius and 

the post-Nicene fathers to insist on the orthodoxy of a theology of homoousion (“of one 

substance with the Father…”), thus explicitly rejecting subordinationism in all its forms, and 

asserting that the immanence of God in the world is made possible precisely because God 

is so utterly distinct from the world he created, not joined organically to it by a “cosmic 

bridge” of intermediate beings.ccxv Thus, for Athanasius and for the orthodox Christian 

tradition, the trinitarian God “is immediately present ‘in’ and ‘with’ the world, yet he is 

utterly distinct in his mode of being”. Moreover, each of the three “Persons”, the Father, 

the Son and the Spirit”, are to be located “on the same ontological level”, in 

contradistinction with the world, which is created ex nihilo.ccxvi All three divine Persons are 

thus both transcendent with respect to the created world, and immanent at all points within 

it.  
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It is only a Christological – and thus trinitarian – doctrine of creation which is able to 

provide a theologically consistent framework for understanding both the sovereign freedom 

of the Creator and the God-given freedom of the created order. The point of “contact” – if 

we may put it that way – between the heavenly and earthly spheres of reality is provided 

not by the alien concept of a “cosmic bridge” of intermediate, semi-divine beings, linking 

the creation with the unseen, uncreated Reality in some organic continuity of being. Rather, 

the essential Link is provided for us by God himself, in the Incarnation, whereby the eternal 

Son took a human body and came among us, in the earthly realm, in great humility, the 

God-Manccxvii. Far from posing a “scandal” of particularity which would seem to lead to a 

narrow and contextually conditioned view of God in his relationship with the world, might 

not the Christian revelation of the Incarnate Son suggest to us a very different conception? 

Does not the Incarnation, the free movement of God in coming to us, and thereby affirming 

our createdness by the very action of assuming a particular human body at a particular 

time in history, direct us to a more expansive vision: that of a sovereign God who in 

absolute freedom has created a world that is free to be, and to be essentially other than its 

Creator; and in its very being so bringing glory to him?  

 

We find such a clear Christological focus in the recently published systematic work of 

Wolfhart Pannenberg. With Pannenberg we may affirm that “The Son is the primary object 

of the Father’s love… [in] all the creatures to which he addresses his love he loves the 

Son”; and indeed also that “[in] the Son is the origin of all that differs from the Father, and 

therefore of the creatures’ independence vis-à-vis the Father”ccxviii. Thus Pannenberg argues 

that it is in Christ that God is both distinguished from, and yet also related to, the world that 

he has created. We may not here go quite as far as Pannenberg does, in basing the 
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distinction between God’s being and that of his creation upon the Son’s self-distinction 

from the Father. Such a suggestion may appear to overlook the importance of the 

traditional, and Biblically-rooted, concept of the Son’s eternal begottenness; and it may 

even lead to the implication of a more prominent role for the Son (as distinct from the 

Father) in the initiation of creationccxix. Yet we may nonetheless strongly affirm, with 

Pannenberg, that Christology is the key to understanding the fundamental relationship 

between God and the world.  

As in the intratrinitarian life of God the self-distinction of the Son from the Father is 

the condition of his unity with the Father through the Spirit, so creatures are related 

to their Creator by their distinction from God and to one another by their 

distinctions from one another… The creation of creatures distinct from God rests 

on the self-distinction of the eternal Son. Because this path was first taken in the 

man Jesus of Nazareth, we must now speak of an indissoluble relation between the 

eternal Son as the creative Logos of a world of creatures and the man Jesus in his 

relation to the Father and these fellow creatures. Because the Logos who 

permeates the world of creation came to full manifestation in this man, all things in 

heaven and on earth are summed up in him (Eph 1:10).ccxx 

 

Thus we may conclude, with Colin Gunton, that the world, with all its diversity and 

complexity, reveals the glory of God – his eternal power and divine nature (Rom 1:20) – 

“not because it is continuous with God, but because it is distinct, different indeed”. 

It reveals by its very ontological otherness… Those things that are discontinuous 

from the divine speak the power and deity of God by virtue of what they are, in 

themselves... The world reveals the hand that made it in the remarkable 

combination of unity and diversity, of relationality and particularity, that it 

manifests, marks that can be recognised by their analogy to the unity and diversity 

of the triune God.ccxxi 
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This insistence upon a clear distinction between the being of God and that of the world 

preserves the integrity of the world, in all its diversity, as a fully created entity. In fact, we 

may say that it is only such a trinitarian doctrine of creation which is able to ascribe true 

freedom, both to God himself, as Father, Son, and Spirit, and to the universe that he has 

created, as being separate from him and loved by him for what it is!  

For the world to be truly the world, it needs a God who is  both other than it and 

who is able to love it for itself, because it is the world to which God has given 

being… Because God as Father, Son and Spirit is already, from eternity, a structure 

of love – of persons in communion – the world may be brought into relation with 

that God without having its own reality threatened or diminished. On the 

contrary,… it is enhanced by being redeemed.ccxxii 

 

 

V.2.4  The Eschatological Redemption of All Things 
 

The question of redemption is crucial to our investigation, for it leads us into an 

examination of the divine purpose for this world of creatures. In a world characterised by a 

wide-ranging plurality of beliefs and belief-systems, one of the issues central to the pluralist 

agenda concerns the nature of salvation. For Hick and others, as we have seen, the 

traditional Christian claim regarding the uniqueness of Christ must now be set aside, in 

protest at its apparent exclusivity, and in favour of a more acceptable interpretation of the 

universal salvific will of God. Hick suggests that a more satisfying way of interpreting the 

concept of salvation, one which he sees to be in harmony with the highest goals of all major 

human religious systems, is that of moral transformation, the movement “from self-

centredness to Reality-centredness… towards a recentring in the Divine, the Ultimate, the 

Real…”ccxxiii For Hick, of course, the philosophical-theological framework which 
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comprehends and undergirds the various paths by which adherents of all faiths reach this 

common “goal” of “salvation/liberation” is provided by unitive pluralism, which we have 

had occasion to examine in Chapter III above. 

 

But if we adopt such a view of salvation, we may well ask where, if indeed anywhere, does 

the creation itself fit? Is there any place – in a unitive pluralist framework which must 

comprehend a diversity of religions and their correspondingly diverse world-views – for a 

consistent conception of the redemption of the world, including both the human and the 

non-human creation, in the eschaton? Is the non-human creation merely the entirely 

indifferent and dispensable stage upon which the drama of the salvation (or liberation) of 

countless individuals is played out in time? Perhaps we may be justified in saying that the 

exaggerated criticism which the atheist Feuerbach directed towards Western Christianity 

might in fact apply, to some extent, to the unitive pluralist; for it was Feuerbach who said, 

rather scathingly: “Nature, the world, has no value, no interest, for Christians. The Christian 

thinks only of himself and the salvation of his soul”ccxxiv.  

 

Feuerbach’s criticism highlights the tendency to anthropocentricism which has been 

identified in much of the philosophical theology which has emerged out of our Western 

tradition. There has been a serious neglect of the trinitarian mediation of creation, thus 

enabling “gnostic elements to enter the bloodstream of theology”ccxxv and promoting a 

disjunction between creation and redemption which is alien to the framework of Biblical 

Christianity. But a genuine Christian theology must insist on maintaining this vital link. 
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If a true Christology – that is, one that is thoroughly consistent with the teaching of 

Scripture – furnishes the key to understanding the relationship between God, as Creator, 

and the world of creatures that he has made, it follows that no satisfactory account can be 

given of the redemption of creation that is not similarly centred in an adequate Christology. 

The New Testament teaches that Jesus Christ is the agent both of creation and of 

redemption, the one who is at the centre of God’s purpose “to bring all things in heaven 

and on earth together under one head, even Christ” (Eph 1:10). The focus of this 

eschatological work of God is unmistakably the work of Christ, whereby he effected 

atonement through his sacrificial death on the cross of Calvary: it is through the sin-bearing 

death of his incarnate Son that God was pleased to “reconcile to himself all things, whether 

things on earth or things in heaven, by making peace through his blood, shed on the cross” 

(Col 1:20). Thus, according to the New Testament, the Person and work of Christ 

constitute the key to both the nature and the outworking of the plan of God for the 

redemption of all things. In Christ, the “universe has been reconciled in that heaven and 

earth have been brought back into their divinely created and determined order… the 

universe is again under its head and… cosmic peace has returned”ccxxvi.  

 

In our survey of the development of trinitarian thought, we encountered in Irenaeus of 

Lyons a theologian who is able to hold together the doctrines of creation and redemption 

within a Biblically informed Christological foundationccxxvii. As we saw in our survey, 

Irenaeus maintained that God creates by means of his two “hands”, the Word and Wisdom 

of God, the Son and the Spirit. By means of this conception, Irenaeus was able, as we have 

observed, to affirm the freedom of God in relation to his creation. Thus, God, who exists 

entirely outside his creation, is yet at all times present within it: the world is indeed real, 
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because God makes it so; but it is so only in relation to the God who continues to uphold it 

by his two “hands”. But a further aspect of Irenaeus’ thought is what shall occupy us here, 

and that is his clear understanding that the creation is destined for an eschatological 

perfection. 

Redemption or salvation is that divine action which returns the creation to its 

proper direction, its orientation to its eschatological destiny, which is to be 

perfected in due course of time by God’s enabling it to be that which it was created 

to be. By virtue of their trinitarian mediation, both creation and its restoration in 

redemption are acts of the one God in and towards the whole created order.ccxxviii  

 

This perspective, which, as we have seen, is clearly evident in Irenaeus, provides us with 

something of a corrective to the tendency observed in the history of our Western tradition 

to neglect, or even move away from, a trinitarian view of the mediation of creation. Thus, 

each in his own way, both Origen and Augustine allowed gnostic elements to contaminate 

their Christian doctrine, essentially by regarding the material world as merely secondary to 

God’s purpose (Origen), or yet by seeing the material creation as somehow less “real”, and 

hence less important, than the spiritual (Augustine)ccxxix. Irenaeus recalls us to an 

eschatological view of creation as project, in the sense that, along with humanity, the world 

was created for a purposeful end, which shall be realised in time; and human beings were 

created to be perfected in time, through Christ and the Spirit, in and with the created order 

as a whole (Rom 8:19-21).  

 

This raises the issue of the way in which we may perceive the involvement of the Holy 

Spirit, the third Person of the Trinity, within the world, in such an eschatological 

perspective. This has a particular focus of interest for us, especially with regard to the 
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phenomenon of the plurality of religions. Much has been made of the role of the Spirit in 

relation to the universal activity of God within a world of many faiths. Gavin D’Costa 

argues that the doctrine of the Spirit “allows us theologically to relate the particularity of 

the Christ event to the entire history of humankind.”ccxxx D’Costa is strongly influenced by 

the work of Karl Rahner, whose radical brand of inclusivism, “anonymous Christianity”, has 

sparked much controversy. With Rahner, D’Costa holds a view of the Spirit as the 

mediator of God’s salvific activity, even to adherents of the non-Christian religions. Writing 

from within the (post–Vatican II) Roman Catholic tradition, he assumes the ongoing 

revelatory activity of God throughout history, leading him to posit the necessity of an 

attitude of openness to the non-Christian religions upon the need for the Church to be open 

to the possibility of further Divine revelation from that quarter. Thus, in his view, whilst the 

Christ of the Scriptures, the Christ of Christian tradition, remains the “norm” for our 

understanding of God, Christ is nevertheless a norm which is constantly being 

“transformed” and “enriched” through the ongoing self-disclosure of God through the 

Spirit.ccxxxi Thus D’Costa outlines a “Trinitarian Christology” which is  

open to the world religions… (and which) fully acknowledges and looks forward to 

hearing the voice of God, through the Spirit, in the testimonies of people from 

other religions. Such testimonies can and do open the eyes of Christians to the 

many and diverse ways in which God acts in history… (and) may also be the 

vehicles of judgment upon Christian theology and practice – and in both these 

senses Christians must be attentive to other religions in order to be faithful to their 

own.ccxxxii 

  

Clark Pinnock, in expounding his own Inclusivist position, distances himself somewhat 

from such a radical view, although he does suggest that, within the traditional theology of 

the Spirit, there has been “too little openness to the salvific presence of the Spirit in other 
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religions and too little recognition of his role in bringing God to people everywhere in the 

world”ccxxxiii. He cites with approval recent developments in Roman Catholic doctrine, 

which go much further than merely asserting the universal presence of the Spirit, suggesting 

that through the Spirit’s work even in the non-Christian religions the “hidden grace” of God 

is being offered to men and women, in mysterious and unseen ways. Though Pinnock does 

appear to take a more cautious view than that of D’Costa in relation to whether any of the 

non-Christian religions may in themselves be salvific, in the Christian sense, he still seems to 

prefer to leave his options open. Thus, he writes: 

Whether a religion serves as a means of grace remains an open question, needing 

more study and always careful discernment… We are simply confident that the 

Spirit is operating in every sphere to draw people to God, using religion when and 

where it is possible and appropriate.ccxxxiv 

 

On what basis, and in what sense, may we legitimately claim that the Holy Spirit is 

“operating in every sphere to draw people to God”? May we sketch the broad outlines of a 

trinitarian approach, which comprehends both the creation and the eschatological 

redemption of the world, and which is capable also of furnishing a framework which helps 

us better to understand the work of the Spirit in the context of the world religions?  

 

We recognise, at the outset, that the Spirit is first of all the eternal Spirit of the one triune 

God. That implies that his relationship with the created order must be “from outside”, 

however much he works towards and within the structures of created realityccxxxv. 

Following Irenaeus, we have an understanding of the Spirit which is not confined merely to 

the explication of the intratrinitarian relationships, but is “rooted in God’s engagement with 

us”ccxxxvi.  
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Turning to the New Testament, we find there a strong emphasis on the eschatological 

dimension of the work of the Holy Spirit. The Spirit is the presence now, in anticipation, of 

that which belongs to the age to come, the “deposit, guaranteeing what is to come” (2 Cor 

1:22). The Book of Acts makes it clear that the outpouring of the Spirit at Pentecost takes 

place in fulfilment of the eschatological prophetic promise; and elsewhere we see that it is 

the Spirit who performs in the present the Divine actions of the end time, such as judgment 

(Jn 16:8) and redemption (Rom 8:23). The Spirit is seen as God in his freedom to bring into 

the present a foretaste of those conditions which he has purposed and promised for the 

End, the final redemption (2 Cor 3:17). An especially instructive passage is Eph 1:3-14, in 

which we find juxtaposed both the Christological focus of God’s redemptive purpose and 

the role of the Spirit as the One in whom God’s people are “sealed” for that final 

redemption. Thus, if Jesus Christ, as the Word Incarnate, is the One through whom all 

things came to be, then the Holy Spirit is the agent of the Father’s purpose to bring all 

things into relation to himself through Christ.ccxxxvii It is the function of the eternal Spirit to 

perfect the creation, that is, to complete the whole project of creation in the eschaton, by 

relating it to the Father, through the Son, through whom it came to be and in whom it holds 

together. 

 

It will be evident, moreover, that although the Son and the Spirit are distinct Persons, and 

perform different functions vis-à-vis the world, they are not independent of one another. As 

the two “hands” of God, they are inseparable, interdependent. The Son is the One in whom 

the creation holds together, and thus he is the determining principle of its order. It is to 

Christ to whom all creation moves; and therefore it is to Christ that the perfecting work of 
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the Spirit is necessarily oriented, for he brings the creation to the Father through the Son. 

“Just as the Son by his ministry on earth brought glory to his Father…, so the Paraclete by 

his ministry brings glory to Jesus: that is his central aim.”ccxxxviii 

 

To some extent, therefore, it will not always be immediately apparent how, and in what 

ways, the Spirit is presently working in and through the structures and the various elements 

of the created order. There is a “hiddenness” about the work of the Spirit which derives 

both from his essentially self-effacing character, in that he seeks not his own glory but that 

of the Son, and also from the eschatological dimension towards which his work is oriented, 

that of bringing the creation to its appointed perfection, which in the purpose of God it will 

reach only on the final Day. Because of this hiddenness, we must be careful, on the one 

hand, lest we too readily “baptise” every promising and positive social development or 

religious movement, as a work of the Holy Spirit of God, the third Person of the Trinity. 

We must also guard, on the other hand, against the opposite error; that is, to be too hasty in 

dismissing certain developments which we may observe as having little or nothing to do 

with the work of the same Spirit, on grounds that may prove to be quite subjective only. 

The unequivocal test of the presence and work of the Holy Spirit of God is the 

Christological: a true work of the Spirit will glorify Jesus as the Incarnate Son of God and 

ascribe all praise to him as the crucified Saviour and risen Lord.  

 

May we not then say that the Spirit of God is assuredly at work within the world, within its 

enormous cultural diversity and religious plurality, to effect that progressive transformation 

which is the eschatological process of the perfecting of the created order within time, the 

goal of which process is to bring all things to God the Father through the Son? As the Spirit 
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of the triune God, he is immanent – present – within every sphere and sector of culture and 

society, amongst all peoples, and, in ways we cannot always detect, through the arts, the 

scientific, cultural, academic and commercial enterprises of men and women.  

 

Yet as we set this more explicitly within a trinitarian framework we may come to 

understand the role of the Spirit more clearly. Thus, we acknowledge the Incarnation as the 

definite meeting-point of the transcendent God with humankind, and with the created order 

as a whole; that is to say, the sovereign God of all the earth is known in and through the 

revelation of himself given in the historical particularity of the Person of Jesus of Nazareth. 

Then, as God incarnate, Jesus the Son has, in and through his atoning death upon the cross, 

effected the reconciliation of God and man and accomplished proleptically the 

eschatological reconciliation of all things to the Father. The Spirit, who was intimately 

involved in the life and ministry of the incarnate Son, is now, after his ascension, at work in 

the world, bearing powerful witness to Jesus Christ, drawing men and women to God the 

Father through him; and moreover effecting that progressive transformation of all things 

that is the perfecting of the created order. Just as sin and evil was decisively defeated at the 

cross, but yet awaits its final destruction; so also the created order, including all that is to be 

redeemed within it, awaits the final attainment of perfection at the eschatological 

redemption of all things. Of this glorious future redemption we have a glorious anticipation, 

in the bodily resurrection of Jesus; so we know that our labour here, in the Lord, is not in 

vain (1 Cor 15:58). But we also have another witness, another Comforter, even the Holy 

Spirit, the Spirit of the same risen Lord, who strengthens us and equips us for service as we 

“wait” for the Day of redemption (Rom 8:22-25). 

 



 

Chapter VI  

Summary and Conclusion 

 

At the conclusion of our investigation we may recall the concern expressed by Bishop 

Newbigin some forty years ago, calling the Christian church to a “fresh articulation of the 

meaning of the missionary task” in the face of the contemporary challenge to proclaim the 

gospel of Jesus Christ in a pluralistic society. Even then, it was Newbigin’s suggestion that 

as the church seeks to meet the rigorous intellectual and apologetic demands that such an 

endeavour surely requires of her, she may indeed come to acknowledge the need to recover 

“a trinitarian starting point”ccxxxix. 

 

Our investigation may be said to have grown out of a similar concern as that expressed by 

Bishop Newbigin, and to have followed up the specific suggestion that he has made. We 

have sought to identify and explore the implications of the Christian Doctrine of the Trinity 

in order to deepen our comprehension of the work of God in the world, so that we might 

further understand how a thoroughly trinitarian perspective might undergird and inform the 

mission of the Christian church, to proclaim Christ in a pluralistic world.  

 

In the course of our study we have noted that a growing number of theologians and 

missiologists in our own day, moved by the enormous needs of vast populations in a highly 

diverse and pluralistic world, have called for a radical revision of traditional theological 

models in the light of these needs. We have endeavoured to examine the unitive pluralist 

paradigm, noting that it calls for the abandonment, or at least the redefinition, of 
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fundamental Christian doctrines, especially those of the Incarnation and the Trinity. Our 

critique of the main lines of the unitive pluralist position leaves us unconvinced of its 

acceptability as providing a solid foundation for a true theology of the world religions. 

 

Having established that the historical doctrines of the Incarnation and the Trinity allow of 

no reinterpretation that would presume to “cut them loose” from their solid moorings in the 

Biblical record, we proceeded to examine what light the New Testament might throw upon 

the question of the place of Christ among the religions. We took as a primary model the 

Apostle Paul’s speech at the Areopagus in Athens, an address given in the context of 

religious plurality. This speech reveals both an awareness of, and also an unambiguous 

engagement with, that religious plurality; yet it maintains, in harmony with the Biblical 

witness as a whole, a clear insistence on the uniqueness of Jesus, as the only Lord and 

Saviour of the world. 

 

Our application of some important insights drawn from our study of the Doctrine of the 

Trinity has proved fruitful in that it has yielded further insights into the relationship between 

God and the world –  insights which serve to shed light on the nature of the created world 

in its diversity, as well as on the nature of the personal, triune Creator and the manner of his 

working in the world. By way of conclusion, we may set out, in several summary 

propositions, the major insights that our trinitarian investigation has identified. These are 

listed under four thematic sub-headings, as below: 

 

 

i.   Personality and particularity. 
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The Doctrine of the Trinity, in that it insists on the personal nature of the triune 

God, provides us with an adequate theological framework which comprehends 

both the universality of God – his universal presence and activity – and the 

particularity of his self-revelation in the Incarnation. 

 

ii.  Identity and particularity.  

Further, the Doctrine of the Trinity, standing firmly as it does upon the truth of the 

Incarnation, directs us towards an understanding of the (personal) nature of God 

which is to be founded upon the Biblical revelation of the Divine identity, rather 

than by extrapolation from some rational a priori conception of Divine nature. This 

means that our conception of the Deity is controlled and moderated by Biblical 

categories, and as a result the Biblical revelation is taken seriously as a revelation of 

what is intrinsic to the Divine nature – ie., a revelation of who God is, essentially, in 

himself. Again, we find here a solid basis for affirming the particularity of the 

revelation of the universal God in the unique, historical Person of Jesus of 

Nazareth. 

 

iii. Transcendence and immanence: the freedom of the Creator and the 
 freedom of his creation. 

The Doctrine of the Trinity furnishes a sound theological basis both for the freedom 

of God as Creator and for the freedom of his creation. That is to say, it is only a 

trinitarian conception of God as Creator which is consistently able to hold together 

a proper conception of both the absolute freedom of the Creator and the (God-

given) freedom of the created order. The freedom of the creation is the freedom to 

be itself – the freedom to possess an integrity of its own, as a complex reality which 
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is essentially other than its Creator. Viewed from this perspective, far from posing a 

“scandal of particularity” to those who wish to identify areas of uniformity amongst 

the various religions as different expressions of the same essential encounter with 

God, the Incarnation functions as the unique, particular “point of contact” between 

the transcendent God and his creation, where God affirms his creation, which, in all 

its finiteness and diversity, brings glory to him.  

 

iv. The eschatological redemption of the creation. 

Again, it is a trinitarian framework which is able to comprehend the specific work 

of each of the three Divine Persons, not only in creation, but also in the redemption 

of the whole created order. Here we see the central achievement of God the Son in 

accomplishing, by his atoning death on the cross, the reconciliation of all things to 

the Father. In this connection, we recognise the ongoing role of the Holy Spirit as 

he works in this diverse and sinful world: not essentially mediating salvation 

through diverse religious systems, but rather by working out in history the Divine 

purpose to bring all things to their appointed end in Christ.  Moreover, as this 

purpose will only be complete on the last Day, we are to expect that the Spirit’s 

work will often remain largely “hidden”, especially insofar as he will seek only to 

glorify the Son. Here, again, we find a satisfying theological framework which 

enables us more clearly to affirm that Christ alone is the focus, the fulfilment of 

God’s purpose for the world. 

 

In sum, therefore, we may affirm D’Costa’s view, which we noted earlier, that the Doctrine 

of the Trinity helps us to move towards a genuinely Christian approach to the world 
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religions “because it takes the particularities of history entirely seriously”.ccxl We are 

committed thereby to belief in a God who is both transcendent vis-à-vis the world that he 

has created, yet also immanent to it, at all points within it – a sovereign Creator who has 

revealed himself as personal in the unique, historical event of the incarnation; and who, 

therefore, offers a salvation that is unique, the character of which is determined explicitly by 

the (again, unique) historical events of the career of the incarnate Son, Jesus Christ, and 

especially by his death and resurrection. We see in connection with these realities the key 

role of the Holy Spirit, the third Person of the Trinity, who is active in bringing people to 

Christ through his work in the world. So we may recognise the universal presence of God 

throughout a world inhabited by adherents of many faiths, a world of people whose very 

diversity is a sign that the Triune God “has not left himself without testimony”.  

 

We find support also in Colin Gunton, who argues strongly for the necessity of a 

consistently trinitarian theological framework for understanding God in his relationship with 

the world. At the very least, he points out that “a God conceived trinitarianly, a God who 

contains within himself a form of plurality in relation and creates a world which reflects the 

richness of his being, can surely enable us better to conceive something of the unity in 

variety of human culture.”ccxli However, in a more recent work, Gunton is prepared to go 

much further, when he argues that the Doctrine of the Trinity is not only an essential 

resource for Christian understanding and edification; it is actually, he believes, an important, 

though regrettably neglected, tool for evangelism (or, at least, for Christian apologetics), in 

the elucidation of the Faith for outsiders. He writes: 

… because the theology of the Trinity has so much to teach about the nature of our 

world and life within it, it is or could be the centre of Christianity’s appeal to the 
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unbeliever, as the good news of a God who enters into free relations of creation 

and redemption with his world… the Doctrine of the Trinity enables us to think 

both the otherness, and so relative autonomy of the world, from God, and the 

relatedness of the world to God.ccxlii 

 

We may therefore hold strongly to the traditional Christian Doctrine of the uniqueness of 

Christ, despite the pressure, in a pluralistic world, to shift rather towards a theologically 

liberal, unitive pluralist position. We have close at hand, in the Biblical Doctrine of the 

Triune God, a readily available framework which makes sense of the diversity we know and 

experience in our world. Moreover, the Doctrine “explains the ontological possibility of 

incarnation and immanence in a way that elucidates what has seemed to many the 

‘exclusivity’ of God, revelation and salvation in Christian understanding”.ccxliii Thus the 

Doctrine of the Trinity undergirds our freedom and responsibility as Christians to address 

this complex world with the authoritative gospel of the God and Father of our Lord Jesus 

Christ.  
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