Dr. John C. McDowell

The Warrants of Trinitarian Discourse:  

Scripturally Identifying the Triunity of God

A ‘Biblical Doctrine’? 

· Latin trinitas, first applied in Christian discourse by Tertullian in the late C2nd.  

· Alasdair Heron:  

The New Testament does not raise or face every question which can be seen as arising from its witness – and which did arise in the early church. … [I]t [the Creed of Nicaea] functions as a short summary of a crucial concern which at the same time supplies a key to the understanding of the New Testament.  It goes beyond indeed, but not in order to go away.  Rather, in going beyond it is seeking to be faithful, to draw out that implication which is now necessary for a clear understanding of the scope of the biblical testimony.  Once reached, such a decision of course claims to be valid and to have normative character, but it does not claim to do so independently of Scripture, but in the closest possible liason with it. 
  

Scripture’s Trinitarian Witness 

Elizabeth A. Johnson:  

The distinctively Christian doctrine of God took shape under the impact of a question about the identity of Jesus Christ.
  

Why the Gospel of John (FG) the focus of this lecture?  

· FG is traditionally understood to be the place where the doctrine of the incarnation – God’s becoming a human being in Jesus – is most clearly taught
 

· FG is the NT writing that has probably been the focused on by critics of incarnational christology 

· Scholars generally acknowledge FG to have been written, at the earliest, at the end of the first century A.D., and therefore belongs to a period when the church was becoming almost wholly Gentile in make-up 

· Also, it would stand as a link between the New Testament writings and the writings of the church fathers at the end of that century (Clement of Rome) and the beginning of the next (Ignatius).  

--- ‘Incarnation’ in the Fourth Gospel 

· Logos – Johannine Prologue (1:1) 

· Pre-existence (1:2; 8:58) 

· ‘I am’ sayings (e.g. ‘I am the bread of life’, 6:35, 48) 

· Father-Son unity (10:29, 38) 

· Son reveals the Father (1:14) 

· Son as eschatological Saviour – functioning as God’s chosen representative (1:12f.; 3:14; 5:22, 24f.) 

· Son sends the Spirit – Jesus’ authority over the gift of God (16:7; 20:22) 

· Thomas’ confession – divine titles (20:28) 

--- John and the Synoptics 

Taylor:  “We almost wonder at times if John is talking about the same person” as the Synoptic Gospels [SGs].
  

1. Style – SGs’ multitude of incident, parable, aphoristic one-liners; FG’s selectivity in incident, hesitance to use parables, use of longer discourses.  

2. Chronology –
 

3. Eschatology – FG speaks more about the coming of God’s life; SGs speak more about the KG.  

4. Christology – discrepancies appear manifestly acute:  

· FG’s docetic mood:
  walks through unopened doors (20:19); and always seems to know his fate; thirsts, but does not drink (11:6ff.); waits for two days before going to see his fatally ill friend Lazarus (11:6); he bears his own cross, rather than being aided by Simon of Cyrene; Jesus’ arresters at Gethsemane fall to the ground before him, and he questions them.  

· FG’s ‘divine’ sonship (term ‘son used only once in Mk., 3x in Q, absent from Acts’ early speeches).  SG’s ‘messianic’ Jesus (very much a human title).  

· FG – mutual indwelling of the Father and Son, sayings about pre-existence, and sending of Paraclete, all absent from SGs.  

· FG’s ‘I am’ sayings.  

· FG’s John the Baptist unambiguous positive witness to Jesus (1:29; cf. 1:36).  

· P.M. Casey:  the concept of ‘rebirth’ (Jn. 3), and others, is Greek, and would have been hardly known in Jesus’ environment.  

P.M. Casey:  

If John the Baptist had borne witness to Jesus like this [and Jesus had spoken like this], the faithful Christians who transmitted the synoptic tradition would have found his clear witness divinely inspired and unforgettable, and we would read it in Matthew, Mark and Luke. … All these points enable us to locate the source of Johannine christology in the beliefs of the Johannine community, a fact for which we have independent attestation in the Johannine epistles.
  

Ernst Käsemann:  

John changes the Galilean teacher into the God who goes about on earth.
  

Rudolf Bultmann:  

The Gospel of John cannot be taken into account at all as a source for the teaching of Jesus.  

--- Bultmann and the Gnostic Johannine Christ 

· FG was condemned as written under ‘Gnostic’ influence, and was one of the last books (together with the Apocalypse of John) to be accepted into the NT canon.  

· The first known commentary on any New Testament book is the Commentary on John by Heracleon, a Valentinian, writing around A.D. 170.  

· FG’s dualism (light and darkness, truth and falsehood, above and below), knowledge for salvation, Logos-christology, ‘hellenistic’ divine Son of God christology, and the hint of “naïve docetism” would all suggest that this gospel firmly proves the thesis of the intrusion of Greek metaphysics into the original gospel.
  

· FG sounds like a typical Gnostic myth:  a heavenly redeemer existed before time (1:1), became incarnate (1:14) as the light of the world (8:12) and was therefore a spiritual emissary to the world below.  He returned in glory to the Father (13:1, 31) to become the way to him for the redeemed (14:6).  

These FG-Gnostic parallels all denote 

The [Gnostic-style] irruption of the beyond into the here in the person of a Revealer – the Ambassador.  In him the world of ‘truth’ and ‘life’ appears within the realm of this world; the eschatological event becomes present reality in his word which as the Ambassador he speaks in his Father’s commission.
  

Bultmann has followed the basic lines of the approach of the ‘History of Religions School’.
  

The decisive step was taken when the good news of Jesus, crucified and risen, the coming Judge and agent of redemption, was carried beyond the confines of Palestinian Judaism, and Christian congregations sprang up in the Graeco-Roman world.  These congregations consisted partly of Hellenistic Jewish Christians, partly of Gentiles, wherever the Christian mission sought its point of contact in the Hellenistic synagogues.
  

--- ‘Genetic Fallacy’ Or ‘Common Stock of Ideas’? 

· Frances Young and the ‘common stock’ of supernaturalist ideas 

Whether or not we can unearth the precise origins of incarnational belief, it is surely clear that it belongs naturally enough to a world in which supernatural ways of speaking seemed the highest and best expression of the significance and finality of the one they identified as God's awaited Messiah and envoy.
  

· John Hick and Mahayana Buddhism 

[Hick identifies] at work a tendency of the religious mind which is also to be seen within the history of Christianity.  The exaltation of the founder has of course taken characteristically different forms in the two religions.  But in each case it led the developing tradition to speak of him in terms which he himself did not use, and to understand him by means of a complex of beliefs which was only gradually formed by later generations of his followers.
  

--- Responding to an Un-Gnostic Christ 

Floyd V. Filson:  

The recovery of a better understanding of first century Judaism... and a more careful study of the NT must block any trend to regard the NT as a group of documents expressive of the Gentile mind.  This book’s kinship is primarily and overwhelmingly with Judaism and the OT.
  

· Logos and Wisdom (1:14a; Prov. 8:22-31) 

Robert Kysar:  

The author is saying in effect:  Yes, Christ is all of this – Stoic Logos, Old Testament Word and Jewish Wisdom – rolled into one person.
  

This is something radically remote from “the christology of the Synoptics”.
  

· Son of God and God the Son 

· Matt. 11:27, the ‘bolt from the Johannine blue’ 

· SG’s Jesus is conceived of the Spirit (Matt., Lk.), 

· can baptise with the Spirit (e.g., Mk. 1:7f.), 

· has his name replacing that of Yahweh by John the Baptist.  

· R.T. France – the worship of Jesus
  

· Incarnation:  Divine Becoming in Human Being (1:14a) 

J.D.G. Dunn:  

There is deliberate anti-docetic polemic intended here.
  

· Creation 

--- Development Rather than Evolution 

Charles D. Moule  not a christological history of evolution or gradual adulteration of the ‘pure’ gospel, but rather a legitimate, and traceable, development.
  

‘Evolution’ means the genesis of successive new species by mutations and natural selection along the way. ... ‘Development’, by contrast, will mean something more like the growth, from immaturity to maturity, of a single specimen from within itself. … They are not successive additions of something new, but only the drawing out and articulating of what is there.
  

R.P.C. Hanson:  

Of course the doctrine of the Trinity was in a sense an interpretation of the Bible … Time and trial and long thought and ventures into speculation and even into error, both aided and hindered by non-biblical thought, have taught the Church something about the implications of its faith, have assisted towards the gradual unfolding and uncovering of the basic drive and genius and spirit of Christianity here.  Development has meant discovery.
  

--- Conclusion 

· Praise to be rendered through Christ (e.g., Ephesians 5:20:  Give thanks “in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ to God the Father” 

· Binitarian texts (Romans 4:24; 8:11; 2 Corinthians 4:14; Colossians 2:12; 1 Timothy 2:5; 6:13; 2 Timothy 4:1) 

· Triadic texts (Matthew 3:16f.; 28:19; Romans 8:15; 2 Corinthians 13:14; Galatians 4:6; Ephesians 1:3-14, etc.) 

J.N.D. Kelly 

If Trinitarian creeds are rare, the Trinitarian pattern which was to dominate all later creeds was already part and parcel of the Christian tradition of doctrine.
  

Catherine Mowry LaCugna:  

It would be a mistake to think that only those texts that contain three names are authentically trinitarian. … Every testimony to any aspect of the mystery of redemption is important for a trinitarian theology of God.  Again, the central concern of the doctrine of the Trinity is not to point to a numerical mystery but rather to name the God who redeems us in Christ and deifies us through the Spirit. … 


The New Testament writers were not concerned to develop a metaphysics of God; the New Testament does not contain the technical language of later trinitarian doctrine (hypostasis; ousia; substantia; subsistentia). … While it is incontestable that the New Testament does not contain a comprehensive theology of God, much less a trinitarian doctrine of God, the origins and even the main lines of later doctrine may legitimately be sought in the Bible.  This is not the same as proof-texting or claiming biblical warrant for one’s metaphysics.  However, the Bible is the authoritative record of God’s redemptive relationship with humanity.  The record, together with what is confessed in creeds and celebrated in worship, is the wellspring of later trinitarian doctrine.
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