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“O people of the scripture, do not transgress the limits of your religion, and do not say about GOD except the truth. The Messiah, Jesus, the son of Mary, was a messenger of GOD, and His word that He had sent to Mary, and a revelation from Him. Therefore, you shall believe in GOD and His messengers. You shall not say, "Trinity." You shall refrain from this for your own good. GOD is only one god. Be He glorified; He is much too glorious to have a son. To Him belongs everything in the heavens and everything on earth. GOD suffices as Lord and Master.” [Qu’ran, Surah 4: 171]


The Holy Trinity is a specifically Christian revelation, not shared by Muslims or Jews. Muslims often misinterpret the Christian teaching as tritheism – that Christians worship three gods: Allah, Jesus and the Holy Spirit. 

Mohammed was preoccupied by the errors of Arab polytheism. The Bedouin had a multiplicity of gods. The three favourite deities of the Meccans - Lat, Uzza and Manat  - were often referred to as the daughters of Allah – as if He had a variety of sons and daughters, making up a divine pantheon of gods, rather like Zeus in the Greek pantheon, Jupiter in the Roman, or Wotan in the Norse. 

Mohammed saw himself as restoring the pristine, true worship of the one and only God, Allah. Mistakenly, he associated the Biblical revelation of the eternal Sonship of Christ with pagan ideas of gods begetting children. His Qu’ran insists that Allah has no sons: Jesus is only a prophet, and the Holy Spirit is identified with the Angel Gabriel (Jibril) 

However, in opposing tritheism, Islam is attacking an idea alien to the Bible and to the Christian church. Christians believe not in three gods, but in only one God in three Persons. Like Muslims and Jews, we are monotheists, although within the one divine essence (ousia) we distinguish three hypostases (persons). 

Yet even as we say “one God in three Persons,” we have to confess that we don’t fully understand it. We believe it because God has revealed it through Jesus Christ to His apostles. “Than truth’s own word there is no truer token.”  

God is Who He Is. His inner nature is not to be limited or dictated by what human beings are capable or incapable of understanding.

St. Augustine explained the text “God is love” (1 John 4:8) by arguing that if God is to be “love” for all eternity, then there must always exist Divine Persons in God to love one another.

If we say a person loves himself, that individual must have a concept of his own personality. It is this self-image which he finds attractive, loveable.  The self-concept may be accurate, or faulty. If we do not love ourselves, then we dislike our own self-concept as unloveable. In the love of oneself, the self is the lover, the self-concept is the beloved, and the third principle is the love.


Try applying this reasoning process, in an allegorical fashion, to God, who is Love. 

A human being expresses himself in words and gestures. A talented human being can express his ideas in art, in music, in sculpture and painting, in literature. Michaelangelo can fashion a David. Shakespeare’s pen brings Hamlet to life. Rembrandt can paint the prodigal son and his forgiving father.


God’s concept of himself is perfect. God is omniscient, and he therefore knows and understands Himself perfectly. He can express Himself totally and completely. When God utters this perfect self-expression, this perfect self-image, it is an utterance infinite, co-eternal and complete, equal to the Father Himself. Scripture personifies it, and calls it the divine Word of God, the Beloved Son. 


As the Father loves the Son, who is the perfect image of Himself, and the Son in turn loves the Father, the love breathed or spirated between them is so infinite that it is a Third Person, the Holy Spirit.

That, in brief, is the Christian doctrine of the Trinity. Muhammad must have been aware of this Biblical and historic Christian position. He received various Christian deputations - the Najranis (Byzantines), others from Yemen and Bahrain. Some may have been Nestorians or Monophysites, or orthodox Chalcedonians. 

None of them however would have believed in tritheism - the tripartite division of the divine essence, as opposed to tripersonal distinction within the one divine essence. 

Nevertheless, Muhammed chose to reject the revelation of the Trinity. Was this because of its incomprehensibility, when he wanted a simple, practical faith? Or out of a fear that it might lead back to polytheism?

In doing this, Muhammed left Islam with a very static, immobile concept of God, high in the heavens and remote from human beings. 

In contrast, the Christian God is dynamic. The Greeks spoke of the dancing round - the  perichoresis - of the three mutually compenetrating personalities of Father, Son and Holy Spirit. God is one loving family of three Persons.

The Christian God is not only transcendent but  - by the Incarnation and the work of the Spirit - intimately involved with his human creatures. He is a God who enters history and seeks out his own creatures, with a love far more intense than that of a god who would remain safely and securely in the heavens, remote from all suffering and pain and human yearning.

It is wholly to be expected that God  - omnipotent, infinite and eternal – is in great measure beyond human thought, mysterious and incomprehensible. Yet precisely because He is omnipotent, He can choose to give to the human race some knowledge of His inner nature, which we would not have been able to deduce by ourselves without the aid of direct supernatural Revelation.   

Christian thinkers have long proposed analogies to speak of that which is beyond our comprehension. No allegory is perfect, although each aids our understanding in some measure. From St Patrick comparing the Trinity to the three-leaved shamrock, to St Augustine with his analogy of the Father as the sun, the Son as a ray of sunlight, and the Holy Spirit as the warmth the ray of sunlight creates when it strikes the earth.

As a thought experiment, let us imagine three identical triplets. We’ll call them - John, James and Joseph. I hesitate to say Siamese triplets because that suggests a disability, an imperfection. Each one of the John, James and Joseph thinks, loves and decides for himself. 

Yet suppose that the three of them were somehow joined in such a way that they all shared the same soul – one soul in three bodies!  Then John would be able to think with James' intellect, because it was also his own; James would be capable of loving with Joseph’s will, because it would be his will as well. 


If we asked any one of John, James and Joseph, “Are you a person?” each would reply “Yes, certainly I am a person.” Yet they would not be three distinct human beings, because they are sharing one soul between them, one essence. 


So it is with God. The Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit are each God, the one same God, for each possesses the same Divine Nature. Yet as personalities they are distinct. 


A simpler analogy might be a candle with three wicks, all braided into one wick further down inside the candle. The candle burns with three flames from the same wax. In a sense, each flame symbolises a divine Person, while the wax stands for the divine essence. From a distance, it would appear that the candle was a single flame, but on drawing closer one begins to see a distinction between the three  flames, the three persons of the Godhead. 

One might devise a similar image with a gas jet, with three holes, which produces three equal and interlocking flames from one and the same gas supply. 

Or how about a tricycle with a triangular frame whose three wheels can each rotate 360 degrees so that they can move in any direction, but with the three wheels always moving identically? This image makes the old theological point that when one person of the Godhead acts, all three act together.  

Perhaps you can think up more technological images of the Trinity, to speak to the modern generation. Three nuclear reactors, mutually interdependent, connected in one electric control circuit, and generating one power supply? Three computers which are totally linked to cooperate and function as one,  yet which have different software? 

One Person loving himself might be construed as selfishness. Three Persons in an infinite embrace of  divine love, yet sharing the same divine essence, conform far better to the Biblical revelation that God is Love. The revealed truth that God is “Three-in-One” points to this community of love within the Godhead. For God is not a solitary monarch, reigning all alone in Eternity, but rather, so to speak, “Family”: a Father and a Son bound together by an eternal Love which is a Third Person, the Holy Spirit. 

