One God or Many?

THE FIRST Christians, like the Jews before them, were fiercely monotheistic, willing to die horrible martyrs deaths in the Coliseum--being slain by gladiators, devoured by wild animals, crucified, or tied to a stake and turned into human torches--rather than concede the existence of any other gods whatsoever. 

This adamant insistence on monotheism is taken directly from the teaching of the Bible. Thus in John 17:3, Jesus addresses his Father, saying, "And this is eternal life, that they know you--the only true God." 

Despite the plainness of this statement and numerous others concerning the existence of one and only one God, some modern groups reject Jesus' teaching, such as the Mormons who claim that there are an innumerable multitude of gods, including new gods being formed all the time. Some gods are supposed to be older than the Father, and it is taught that current human beings can eventually become gods through Mormonism. 

This is in flat contradiction to the declaration of God himself in the book of Isaiah: "'You are my witnesses,' says the Lord, 'and my servant whom I have chosen, that you may know and believe me and understand that I am He. Before me no god was formed, nor shall there be any after me'" (Is. 43:10). 

The first Christians, of course, took God at his word and were willing to stake even their lives on the proposition that there is one and only one God, as the following passages show. 

The proposition that there is one God is, of course, one of the central planks in the doctrine of the Trinity. In other Fathers Know Best pamphlets we will show the Fathers also taught the remaining aspects of the Trinity.
Ignatius of Antioch

"There is then one God and Father, and not two or three; One who is; and there is no other besides Him, the only true [God]. For 'the Lord thy God,' saith [the Scripture], 'is one Lord' [Deut. 6:4]. . . . And there is also one Son, God the Word. . . . And there is also one Paraclete" (Letter to the Philadelphians 2 [A.D. 110]).

Ignatius of Antioch

"The prophets, who were men of God, lived according to Jesus Christ. For that reason they were persecuted, inspired as they were by his grace to convince the disobedient that there is one God, who manifested himself through his son, Jesus Christ, who is his Word proceeding from silence, and who was in all respects pleasing to him that sent him" (Letter to the Magnesians 8:1 [A.D. 110]).

Tatian

"[God] himself also by his own prophets testifies, when He says, "I God am the first," and after this, "And beside me there is no other God" [Is. 44:6]. On this account, then, as I before said, God did not, when He sent Moses to the Hebrews, mention any name, but by a participle He mystically teaches them that He is the one and only God" (Address to the Greeks 21 [A.D. 170]).

Irenaeus of Lyons

"For the Church, although dispersed throughout the whole world even to the ends of the earth, has received from the apostles and from their disciples the faith in one God, Father Almighty, the creator of heaven and earth and sea and all that is in them; and in one Jesus Christ, the Son of God" (Against Heresies 1:10:1 [A.D. 189]).

Irenaeus of Lyons

"Of his own accord and by his own power he made all things and arranged and perfected them; and his will is the substance of all things. He alone, then, is found to be God; he alone is omnipotent, who made all things; he alone is Father, who founded and formed all things, visible and invisible, sensible and insensate, heavenly and earthly, by the Word of his power. And he has fitted and arranged all things by his wisdom; and while he comprehends all, he can be comprehended by none. He is himself the designer, himself the builder, himself the inventor, himself the maker, himself the Lord of all" (ibid., 2:30:9). 

Tertullian

"The object of our worship is the one God, who, by the word of his command, by the reason of his plan, and by the strength of his power, has brought forth from nothing for the glory of his majesty this whole construction of elements, bodies and spirits; whence also the Greeks have bestowed upon the world the name `cosmos'" (Apology 17:1 [A.D. 197]). 

Tertullian

"There is only one God, and none other besides him, the creator of the world who brought forth all things out of nothing through his Word, first of all sent forth" (Demurrer Against the Heretics 13:1 [A.D. 200]). 

Tertullian

"We do indeed believe that there is only one God, but we believe that under this dispensation, or, as we say, oikonomia, there is also a Son of this one only God, his Word, who proceeded from him and through whom all things were made and without whom nothing was made" (Against Praxeas 2 [A.D. 216]).

St. Patrick

"[T]here is no other God, nor has there been heretofore, nor will there be hereafter, except God the Father unbegotten, without beginning, from whom is all beginning, upholding all things, as we say, and his Son Jesus Christ, whom we likewise to confess to have always been with the Father--before the world's beginning . . . Jesus Christ is the Lord and God in whom we believe . . . and who has poured out on us abundantly the Holy Spirit . . . whom we confess and adore as one God in the Trinity of the Sacred Name" (Confession of St. Patrick 4 [A.D. 452]).

The Trinity

The doctrine of the Trinity is encapsulated in Matthew 28:19, where Jesus instructs the apostles: "Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit." 

In this passage, the Father, the Son, and the Spirit are said to share one name (notice that the term "name" is singular, not plural), and that name is almost certainly Yahweh, the personal name of God in the Bible. We know this because the name Yahweh is applied to both the Father and the Son in the New Testament. 

Peter tells us, "David did not ascend into the heavens; but he himself says, `The Lord said to my Lord, Sit at my right hand, till I make thy enemies a stool for your feet.' Let all the house of Israel therefore know assuredly that God has made him both Lord and Christ, this Jesus whom you crucified" (Acts 2:34-36). Here God is "the Lord" who speaks to "my Lord," Jesus. When one looks at the Old Testament quotation, one finds, "Yahweh says to my Lord: 'Sit at my right hand, till I make your enemies your footstool'" (Ps. 110:1), so here the Father is termed Yahweh. 

In Philippians 2:10-11, we read: "[A]t the name of Jesus every knee should bow, in heaven and on earth and under the earth, and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord." This is a reference to Isaiah 45:19-24, which tells us: "I Yahweh speak the truth . . . I am God, and there is no other. By myself I have sworn . . . To me every knee shall bow, every tongue confess. 'Only in Yahweh,' it shall be said of me, 'are righteousness and strength.'" Here Paul applies the prophecy of every knee bending and tongue confessing to Jesus, resulting in the prophecy that they will "confess that Jesus Christ is Yahweh." 

Jesus himself declares that he is Yahweh ("I AM," in English translation). In John 8:58, when quizzed about how he has special knowledge of Abraham, Jesus replies, "Truly, truly, I say to you, before Abraham was, I AM." His audience understood exactly what he was claiming about himself. "So they took up stones to throw at him; but Jesus hid himself, and went out of the temple" (John 8:59). 

With the personal name of God, Yahweh, being applied to both the Father and the Son, it is almost certainly applied to the Spirit, and thus to all three members of the Trinity. 

The parallelism of the Father, the Son, and the Spirit is not unique to Matthew's gospel, but it appears elsewhere in the New Testament (e.g., 2 Cor. 13:14, Heb. 9:14), as well as the writings of the earliest Christians, who clearly understood them in the sense that we do today--that the Father, the Son, and the Spirit are three divine Persons who are one divine Being (God).

Ignatius of Antioch

"For our God, Jesus Christ, was conceived by Mary in accord with God's plan: of the seed of David, it is true, but also of the Holy Spirit" (ibid., 18:2). 

Justin Martyr 

"We will prove that we worship him reasonably; for we have learned that he is the Son of the true God Himself, that he holds a second place, and the Spirit of prophecy a third. For this they accuse us of madness, saying that we attribute to a crucified man a place second to the unchangeable and eternal God, the Creator of all things; but they are ignorant of the Mystery which lies therein" (First Apology 13:5-6 [A.D. 151]).

Athenagoras 

"The Son of God is the Word of the Father in thought and actuality. By him and through him all things were made, the Father and the Son being one. Since the Son is in the Father and the Father is in the Son by the unity and power of the Spirit, the Mind and Word of the Father is the Son of God. And if, in your exceedingly great wisdom, it occurs to you to inquire what is meant by `the Son,' I will tell you briefly: He is the first- begotten of the Father, not as having been produced, for from the beginning God had the Word in himself, God being eternal mind and eternally rational, but as coming forth to be the model and energizing force of all material things" (Plea for the Christians 10:2-4 [A.D. 177]).

Tertullian 

"We do indeed believe that there is only one God, but we believe that under this dispensation, or, as we say, oikonomia, there is also a Son of this one only God, his Word, who proceeded from him and through whom all things were made and without whom nothing was made. . . . We believe he was sent down by the Father, in accord with his own promise, the Holy Spirit, the Paraclete, the Sanctifier of the faith of those who believe in the Father and the Son, and in the Holy Spirit. . . . this rule of faith has been present since the beginning of the Gospel, before even the earlier heretics" (Against Praxeas 2 [A.D. 216]).

Tertullian

"And at the same time the mystery of the oikonomia is safeguarded, for the unity is distributed in a Trinity. Placed in order, the Three are the Father, Son, and Spirit. They are three, however, not in condition, but in degree; not in Being, but in form; not in power, but in kind; of one Being, however, and one condition and one power, because he is one God of whom degrees and forms and kinds are taken into account in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit" (ibid.). 

Tertullian

"Keep always in mind the rule of faith which I profess and by which I bear witness that the Father and the Son and the Spirit are inseparable from each other, and then you will understand what is meant by it. Observe now that I say the Father is other [distinct], the Son is other, and the Spirit is other. This statement is wrongly understood by every uneducated or perversely disposed individual, as if it meant diversity and implied by that diversity a separation of Father, Son, and Holy Spirit" (ibid., 9). 

Tertullian

"Thus the connection of the Father in the Son, and of the Son in the Paraclete, produces three coherent Persons, who are yet distinct One from Another. These Three are, one essence, not one Person, as it is said, 'I and my Father are One' [John 10:30], in respect of unity of Being not singularity of number" (ibid., 25).







