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10. The Trinity (2) 

Herman Bavinck, Reformed Dogmatics, vol. 2, ch. 6 (extracts) 

Introduction 

We’re continuing our study of the doctrine of the Trinity in session 10 of the Guided Reading 

Course, looking this week at parts of chapter 6 of Herman Bavinck’s Reformed Dogmatics, vol. 2. 

This is a long chapter, but don’t worry – we’re not going to be trying to read all of it. 

We’re building on the material from Berkhof and Calvin from the previous session, exploring in 

more detail some of the exegetical basis (especially from the Old Testament), historical 

background, and theological and philosophical nuances of this doctrine. 

You almost certainly won’t have time to study the whole chapter in detail, so don’t try to. Indeed, 

I’ve not even set any questions on the second half of the chapter. As always, let the questions be 

your guide as to where your attention should be directed. The questions focus on pp. 261-264, 

280-290 and 298-299.  

If you’re pressed for time, miss out the questions marked with a *. 

Questions for reflection 

i. This week we’ll spend quite a lot of time tracing the development of theological ideas through 

the centuries. Before you begin, spend a few minutes reminding yourself why it’s so very 

worthwhile thinking about what a bunch of dead guys thought, even if they were wrong. (If you 

find it helpful, write some of these reasons down.) 
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Study Questions 

The first two questions are about the exegetical basis for the doctrine of the Trinity in the Old 

Testament. 

1. Where in the OT does Bavinck find “seeds” of trinitarian doctrine (pp. 261-264)? What do you 

think of this exegesis? You might find it helpful to consider the following elements in particular: 

• the plural form of the name “Elohim” (p. 261); 

• God’s works of creation and providence by his Word and his Spirit (pp. 261-262); 

• the texts mentioned on p. 264 that indicate “self-differentiation in the divine being.” 

(These texts are included for your convenience at the end of these questions, but don’t 

forget to check the context where appropriate). 

2. How did the following people explain the OT appearances of “the angel of the LORD” (pp. 262-

263)? 

• The church fathers before Augustine (p. 262) 

• Augustine (p. 262) 

• Luther and Calvin (p. 263) 

*For reflection: Can you explain why “the later church fathers” (p. 263) opposed the view of the 

church fathers before Augustine? 

3. How does Bavinck explain the OT appearances of “the angel of the LORD” (p. 263)? 

Pages 264-279 discuss trinitarian ideas found in intertestamental Judaism (which isn’t very 

relevant to our study) and the exegetical basis of the doctrine in the New Testament (which is 

highly relevant but probably quite familiar to you). Don’t worry too much about this material at 

this stage. 

The next four questions are about the historical development of trinitarian doctrine in the early 

centuries of the church, beginning with the early church Fathers (question 3), through the 

contributions of Nicea (question 4), Athanasius (question 5) and Augustine (question 6). 

3. What distinctive contributions to the doctrine of the Trinity were made by the following people? 

In each case, try to identify why they got right, and where they went wrong. 

• the Apostolic Fathers (p. 280) 

• Justin Martyr (pp. 280-283) 

• Irenaeus (p. 283) 

• Tertullian (pp. 283-284) 

• Origen (p. 284-285).  

4. What judgment(s) did the church make at the Council of Nicaea about previous trinitarian 

reflection (p. 285)?  

5. How does Athanasius articulate the distinctions between the divine persons without denying 

their deity (pp. 285-286)? How does his understanding of the divine attributes help him to 

articulate the relationships between the divine persons? 
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6. What, according to Bavinck, was Augustine’s “starting point” (p. 287)? 

7. Some people have claimed that Augustine’s starting-point (the one, simple, uncompounded 

essence of God) undermines the importance of personal distinctions within the Godhead? Does 

Bavinck agree? Why or why not? 

The next question is about Arianism and Sabellianism, two of the most significant trinitarian 

heresies.  

8. What are the distinctive features of Arianism (p. 289) and Sabellianism (p. 290)? Do any of the 

tenets of Arianism sound familiar? (You might want to read through pp. 291-296 too, but don’t get 

bogged down here.) 

Pages 296-298 contain a useful, but rather daunting, discussion of the theological vocabulary that 

came into use during the development of trinitarian theology. It’s worth looking at this, but, once 

again, don’t get bogged down if you find it complicated. The purpose of this section is to set the 

stage for what follows, which we consider in question 8. 

On p. 298, Bavinck moves on from these questions of vocabulary to identify the three crucial 

questions that lie at the heart of the doctrine of the Trinity. 

9. “For a true understanding of the doctrine of the Trinity three questions must be answered” (p. 

298)? What are these questions (pp. 298-299)? 

*10. What problems arise if we seek an analogy for the distinction between “nature” and “person” 

in the life of creatures (p. 299)? How does orthodox trinitarianism avoid these problems (p. 300)? 

*11. What challenge is presented to orthodox trinitarianism by the concept of “personality” found 

in “modern philosophy” (pp. 301-302)? How does a right understanding of the divine “persons” 

correct this error (p. 302)? 

The next section addresses the distinctions between the divine persons and the particular 

personal properties of each of the persons (pp. 304-314). Like the rest of the chapter, this is well 

worth reading, but you probably won’t have time to do so at this stage, and we won’t have time to 

discuss it in the tutorial. 
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Biblical texts mentioned in question 1, discussed by Bavinck on p. 264. 

Genesis 19:24 Then the LORD rained on Sodom and Gomorrah sulfur and fire from the LORD out 

of heaven.  

Psalm 45:7 Therefore God, your God, has anointed you with the oil of gladness beyond your 

companions 

Psalm 110:1 The LORD says to my Lord: “Sit at my right hand, until I make your enemies your 

footstool.” 

Hosea 1:6-7 And the LORD said to him, “Call her name No Mercy, for I will no more have mercy on 

the house of Israel, to forgive them at all. 
7
 But I will have mercy on the house of Judah, and I will 

save them by the LORD their God. I will not save them by bow or by sword or by war or by horses 

or by horsemen.” 

Psalm 33:6 By the word of the LORD the heavens were made, and by the breath of his mouth all 

their host.  

Isaiah 61:1 The Spirit of the Lord GOD is upon me, because the LORD has anointed me to bring 

good news to the poor  

Isaiah 63:9-12 
9
In all their affliction he was afflicted,

 
and the angel of his presence saved them; in 

his love and in his pity he redeemed them; he lifted them up and carried them all the days of old. 
10

But they rebelled and grieved his Holy Spirit; therefore he turned to be their enemy, and himself 

fought against them. 
11

Then he remembered the days of old, of Moses and his people. Where is he 

who brought them up out of the sea with the shepherds of his flock? Where is he who put in the 

midst of them his Holy Spirit, 
12

who caused his glorious arm to go at the right hand of Moses, who 

divided the waters before them to make for himself an everlasting name 

Haggai 2:4-7 Work, for I am with you, declares the LORD of hosts, 
5
according to the covenant that 

I made with you when you came out of Egypt. My Spirit remains in your midst. Fear not. 
6
For thus 

says the LORD of hosts: Yet once more, in a little while, I will shake the heavens and the earth and 

the sea and the dry land. 
7
And I will shake all nations, so that the treasures of all nations shall 

come in, and I will fill this house with glory, says the LORD of hosts.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


