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ABSTRACT 

The doctrine of the Trinity remains one of the most profound and complex aspects of Christian 

theology. Critics often leverage mathematical analogies, such as 1+1+1=3, to argue against the 

coherence of Trinitarian belief, asserting that three separate persons cannot constitute one God. 

While some defenders of the Trinity counter with the multiplication formula 1×1×1=1, this 

response introduces new theological issues, risking misunderstandings like modalism or 

diminishing the distinctiveness of the divine persons. This paper proposes a more nuanced 

approach: the Theological Unity Equation, 1a + Σ(T) = 1c. This equation articulates the balance 

between unity and distinction within the Godhead, with 1a representing shared divine attributes, 

Σ(T) accounting for the economic roles of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, and 1c symbolizing 

the unified Godhead. This framework avoids category errors and preserves the relational and 

economic distinctions necessary for orthodox Trinitarian theology. By offering a structured and 

logically coherent model, the paper seeks to deepen the understanding of the divine mystery and 

provide a more robust defense of the Trinity. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

The doctrine of the Trinity, central to Christian theology, asserts that God exists 

as one essence in three distinct persons: the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. Despite 

being foundational, this doctrine has been the subject of intense debate and critique, 

particularly from those who attempt to undermine its coherence through mathematical 

analogies. One common critique employs the arithmetic formula 1+1+1=3, suggesting 

that three distinct persons cannot form a unified Godhead.1 In response, some theologians 

have proposed the multiplication analogy 1×1×1=1, emphasizing unity but introducing 

new problems, such as the risk of modalism, which conflates the persons of the Trinity 

into indistinguishable modes of a single entity.2 

These arithmetic models fall short in capturing the relational and ontological 

complexity of the Trinity, often resulting in logical and theological inconsistencies. The 

critique based on 1+1+1=3 commits a category error, treating divine personhood as if it 

were akin to counting discrete, separate beings.3 Likewise, the multiplication analogy, 

while emphasizing unity, fails to account for the distinct roles and relationships within 

 
1 Cru. “Understanding the Trinity: How Can God Be Three Persons in One?” Cru. Accessed 

November 1, 2024. https://www.cru.org/us/en/train-and-grow/spiritual-growth/core-christian-

beliefs/understanding-the-trinity.html. 

2 Zeolla, Gary F. “The Trinity vs. Modalism: Part One.” Zeolla.org. Accessed November 1, 2024. 

https://www.zeolla.org/christian/trinity/article/modalism/part_one.htm. 

3 Merritt, Dan. “The Importance of the Trinity and the Error of Modalism.” Dr. Dan Merritt. 

February 23, 2019. https://drdanmerritt.com/2019/02/23/the-importance-of-the-trinity-and-the-error-of-

modalism/. 

https://www.cru.org/us/en/train-and-grow/spiritual-growth/core-christian-beliefs/understanding-the-trinity.html
https://www.cru.org/us/en/train-and-grow/spiritual-growth/core-christian-beliefs/understanding-the-trinity.html
https://www.zeolla.org/christian/trinity/article/modalism/part_one.htm
https://drdanmerritt.com/2019/02/23/the-importance-of-the-trinity-and-the-error-of-modalism/
https://drdanmerritt.com/2019/02/23/the-importance-of-the-trinity-and-the-error-of-modalism/


 

 

3 
 

the Godhead.4 Both approaches illustrate the challenges of applying human arithmetic to 

divine mystery. 

To address these shortcomings, this paper introduces the Theological Unity 

Equation: 1a+Σ(T) = 1c. This formulation provides a more accurate representation of 

Trinitarian unity and distinction. It emphasizes shared divine attributes (1a), 

acknowledges the distinct roles and relational properties of each person of the Trinity 

Σ(T), and upholds the oneness of the divine essence (1c).5 By presenting this model, the 

paper aims to offer a coherent framework that upholds the richness of Trinitarian 

theology, maintaining the balance between unity and diversity without falling into the 

traps of modalism or tritheism. This approach not only addresses logical critiques but also 

enriches our understanding of the relational dynamics within the Godhead, deepening the 

appreciation of this essential Christian doctrine.6 

II. THE ARITHMETIC CRITIQUE OF THE TRINITY 

Critiques Based on Arithmetic 

One of the most frequently employed critiques against the doctrine of the Trinity 

centers on a simplistic arithmetic analogy: 1+1+1=3. Critics argue that the assertion of 

 
4 Reeves, Michael. Delighting in the Trinity: An Introduction to the Christian Faith. Downers 

Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2012. 

5 Swain, Scott R. “The Trinity and the Bible: On Theological Interpretation.” Modern 

Reformation. Accessed November 1, 2024. https://www.modernreformation.org/resources/book-reviews/-

the-trinity-and-the-bible-on-theological-interpretation-by-scott-r-swain. 

6 Masonheimer, Phylicia. “The Trinity: Modalism, ESS & Essential Doctrine.” Phylicia 

Masonheimer. Accessed November 1, 2024. https://phyliciamasonheimer.com/trinity-modalism-ess-

doctrine/. 

https://www.modernreformation.org/resources/book-reviews/-the-trinity-and-the-bible-on-theological-interpretation-by-scott-r-swain
https://www.modernreformation.org/resources/book-reviews/-the-trinity-and-the-bible-on-theological-interpretation-by-scott-r-swain
https://phyliciamasonheimer.com/trinity-modalism-ess-doctrine/
https://phyliciamasonheimer.com/trinity-modalism-ess-doctrine/
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one God in three persons violates basic principles of mathematics and logic.7 By this 

reasoning, they claim that if the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit are truly distinct 

persons, adding them together would result in three separate gods, not one unified God.8 

This critique operates under a strictly numerical framework, treating each person of the 

Trinity as a separate and independent entity, akin to how individual numbers are treated 

in basic arithmetic. The underlying assumption is that the divine persons can be 

quantified and added as discrete, separate units, a perspective that significantly 

oversimplifies and misrepresents the theological complexity of Trinitarian belief. 

This arithmetic critique reveals a category error in which the nature of divine 

personhood is equated with discrete objects or entities. By treating the Father, the Son, 

and the Holy Spirit as separate beings that can be arithmetically summed, the argument 

fails to account for the theological assertion that the three persons share one divine 

essence.9 The critique reduces the divine mystery to a mathematical formula that is 

inadequate for capturing the relational and ontological unity within the Godhead. Thus, 

this argument neglects the fundamental Christian teaching that God is one in essence but 

three in person, a unity that transcends human arithmetic and logical categories.10 

 

 

 
7 Fred Sanders, The Triune God (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2016), 45. 

8 Stephen R. Holmes, The Quest for the Trinity: The Doctrine of God in Scripture, History and 

Modernity (Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2012), 89. 

9 Keith Ferrin, “A Simple Way to Explain the Trinity,” Keith Ferrin, accessed November 1, 2024, 

https://www.keithferrin.com/blog/simple_explain_trinity. 

10 Matt O’Reilly, “The Trinity: 3 Bad Analogies and 1 (Really) Good One,” Theology Project, 

YouTube video, 10:15, published March 15, 2021, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=V8Y62bGemfo. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=V8Y62bGemfo
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The Inadequacy of Multiplication (1×1×1=1) 

In response to the arithmetic critique, some theologians have turned to an 

alternative mathematical analogy: 1×1×1=1. This formulation seeks to emphasize the 

unity of the Godhead while acknowledging the existence of three distinct persons. By 

using multiplication rather than addition, the analogy preserves the idea that the Father, 

the Son, and the Holy Spirit are one in essence, since multiplying ones together results in 

one.11 At first glance, this seems to offer a more coherent explanation of the Trinity, 

emphasizing the oneness of God while still recognizing the distinct personhood of each 

member. 

However, this multiplication analogy also presents significant theological 

limitations. One major issue is that it risks undermining the distinctiveness of the divine 

persons. By using multiplication, the analogy may imply that the persons of the Trinity 

are indistinguishable or that they are merely different modes or manifestations of the 

same divine being. This implication borders on the heresy of modalism, which teaches 

that the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit are not distinct persons but simply different 

expressions or modes of a single divine person.12 Modalism contradicts the orthodox 

Christian understanding of the Trinity, which maintains that while God is one in essence, 

the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit are distinct and relationally interdependent. 

Furthermore, the multiplication analogy fails to capture the richness of Trinitarian 

relationships, and the economic distinctions observed in Scripture. The Father, for 

 
11 Michael Reeves, Delighting in the Trinity An Introduction to the Christian Faith (Downers 

Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2012), 27. 

12 Scott R. Swain, “Thinking About the Trinity: One What and Three Whos,” Reasons to Believe, 

accessed November 1, 2024, https://reasons.org/explore/publications/articles/thinking-about-the-trinity-

one-what-and-three-whos. 
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instance, is not the same as the Son, and the Holy Spirit has a unique role in applying 

salvation to believers. These relational and economic distinctions are essential to a proper 

understanding of the Trinity, and reducing the Godhead to a multiplication problem 

oversimplifies these aspects.13 In essence, both the arithmetic and multiplication 

analogies fall short because they attempt to fit the divine mystery into human 

mathematical constructs, which are inherently limited in capturing the fullness of God’s 

triune nature. 

III. ADDRESSING CATEGORY ERRORS AND EQUIVOCATION 

Category Error Explanation 

A category error occurs when things belonging to different logical or conceptual 

categories are treated as if they belong to the same category. In the context of the 

arithmetic critique against the Trinity, a category error emerges when critics treat the 

divine persons of the Trinity as separate, quantifiable entities that can be summed or 

multiplied like physical objects or numerical values.14 This approach mistakenly applies 

mathematical principles meant for discrete objects to the relational and ontological nature 

of the Godhead, which is fundamentally different from simple arithmetic.15 

To illustrate, when critics argue that 1+1+1=3 disproves the Trinity, they are 

applying a framework appropriate for counting independent, separate items, such as 

 
13 William David Spencer, Three in One: Analogies for the Trinity (Eugene, OR: Wipf and Stock, 

2020), 15. 

14 J. Scott Horrell, “Toward a Biblical Model of the Social Trinity: Avoiding Equivocation of 

Nature and Order,” Journal of the Evangelical Theological Society 47, no. 3 (September 2004): 399–421, 

https://www.galaxie.com/article/jets47-3-03. 

15 “Category Errors and Other Problems,” Byzantine Dream (blog), January 12, 2013, 

https://byzantinedream.wordpress.com/2013/01/12/category-errors-and-other-problems/. 

https://www.galaxie.com/article/jets47-3-03
https://byzantinedream.wordpress.com/2013/01/12/category-errors-and-other-problems/
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apples or chairs. However, the persons of the Trinity—Father, Son, and Holy Spirit—are 

not separate entities in the sense that each could be counted as a distinct being. Rather, 

they are three distinct persons who share the same divine essence. The unity of essence in 

Trinitarian theology cannot be reduced to a numerical sum. This category error 

demonstrates a fundamental misunderstanding of the nature of God as described in 

Christian theology.16 

Another significant problem with these critiques is the issue of equivocation. 

Equivocation occurs when a term is used with different meanings within the same 

argument, leading to confusion or a false conclusion.17 In the case of the Trinity, the term 

“one” shifts in meaning from a numerical value to a metaphoric or relational concept of 

unity. For example, the arithmetic critique uses “one” to refer to the numerical value of 

individual persons, while Trinitarian theology uses “one” to signify the unity of essence 

among the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. This shift in meaning creates a breakdown in 

logical consistency, as the critique treats relational unity as if it were a simple arithmetic 

problem.18 

By conflating numerical identity with relational unity, critics commit both a 

category error and an equivocation, failing to grasp the theological nuance required to 

understand the doctrine of the Trinity.19 

 
16 “Logical Fallacies Employed in Trinitarian Theology,” Biblical Unitarian, accessed November 

1, 2024, https://www.biblicalunitarian.com/articles/logic/logical-fallacies-employed-in-trinitarian-theology. 

17 “Errors About the Trinity: A Classical Defense,” The Particular Baptist (blog), May 9, 2020, 

https://theparticularbaptist.net/2020/05/09/errors-about-the-trinity-a-classical-defense/. 

18 “Trinitarian Heresies,” Ligonier Ministries, accessed November 1, 2024, 

https://www.ligonier.org/learn/devotionals/trinitarian-heresies. 

19 “What Are Some Common Misconceptions about the Trinity?” Blue Letter Bible, accessed 

November 1, 2024, https://www.blueletterbible.org/faq/don_stewart/don_stewart_321.cfm. 

https://www.biblicalunitarian.com/articles/logic/logical-fallacies-employed-in-trinitarian-theology
https://theparticularbaptist.net/2020/05/09/errors-about-the-trinity-a-classical-defense/
https://www.ligonier.org/learn/devotionals/trinitarian-heresies
https://www.blueletterbible.org/faq/don_stewart/don_stewart_321.cfm
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The Need for a Predication Statement 

Given the inadequacies of using identity statements such as 1+1=2 or 1×1=1 to 

describe the Trinity, it becomes necessary to adopt a different approach.20 Identity 

statements imply that things being equated are the same in every respect, which does not 

accurately represent the Trinitarian relationship. In the arithmetic critique, for instance, 

saying that the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit are three separate entities added together 

(1+1+1=3) implies numerical separateness, while saying they are multiplied to make one 

(1×1×1=1) risks modalism, implying they are indistinguishable. 

To more accurately capture the essence of the Trinity, a predication statement is 

needed. A predication statement describes how certain attributes or properties apply to 

subjects in a way that preserves both unity and distinction. In the case of the Trinity, a 

predication statement would affirm that the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit are each fully 

and equally God, sharing one divine essence, yet are distinct persons with relational and 

economic roles.21 

For example, we can say that the Father is God, the Son is God, and the Holy 

Spirit is God, yet there is only one God. This statement acknowledges that each person of 

the Trinity is fully divine while upholding the unity of the Godhead. A predication 

framework allows us to maintain the distinct personhood and relational dynamics within 

 
20 “The Doctrine of the Trinity and Subordination,” CBE International, accessed November 1, 

2024, https://www.cbeinternational.org/resource/doctrine-trinity-and-subordination/. 

21 “The Trinity and God the Creator,” EWTN, accessed November 1, 2024, 

https://www.ewtn.com/catholicism/library/trinity-and-god-the-creator-10197. 

https://www.cbeinternational.org/resource/doctrine-trinity-and-subordination/
https://www.ewtn.com/catholicism/library/trinity-and-god-the-creator-10197
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the Trinity, emphasizing that their unity is not numerical but metaphysical and 

relational.22 

In this way, the use of a predication statement avoids category errors and 

equivocation, providing a more coherent and theologically sound explanation of the 

Trinity. It affirms that while human mathematical constructs are inadequate to fully 

capture the divine mystery, a carefully articulated theological approach can better reflect 

the relational unity and diversity within the Godhead.23 

IV. INTRODUCING THE THEOLOGICAL UNITY EQUATION 

Defining the Formula: 1a + Σ(T) = 1c 

To better articulate the complex theological concept of the Trinity, we introduce 

the Theological Unity Equation: 1a + Σ(T) = 1c. This formula is designed to encapsulate 

the balance between unity and distinction within the Godhead, providing a structured way 

to address the objections that often arise from mathematical misunderstandings.24 

• 1a: Shared Divine Attributes 

o Explanation: The term 1a represents the shared divine attributes that are 

essential to the nature of God and are possessed equally by the Father, the Son, and the 

Holy Spirit. These attributes include omniscience, omnipotence, omnipresence, and an 

unchanging divine will and essence. This term emphasizes that, despite being three 

 
22 “Five Major Problems with the Trinity,” Restitutio (blog), January 19, 2019, 

https://restitutio.org/2019/01/19/five-major-problems-with-the-trinity/. 

23 “Understanding the Trinity,” DTS Voice, accessed November 1, 2024, 

https://voice.dts.edu/tablepodcast/understanding-trinity/. 

24 CARM.org, “The Ontological and Economic Trinity,” accessed November 1, 2024, 

https://carm.org/doctrine-and-theology/the-ontological-and-economic-trinity/. 

https://restitutio.org/2019/01/19/five-major-problems-with-the-trinity/
https://voice.dts.edu/tablepodcast/understanding-trinity/
https://carm.org/doctrine-and-theology/the-ontological-and-economic-trinity/


 

 

10 
 

distinct persons, the Godhead is united in these divine characteristics, forming a singular, 

undivided essence.25 

o Significance: The oneness of essence in the Trinity is a foundational 

concept in Christian theology. The Father, Son, and Holy Spirit do not have three 

separate divine wills or natures but share one divine essence that binds them together in 

perfect unity. Thus, 1a captures the ontological unity of God.26 

• Σ(T): Distinct Economic Roles 

o Explanation: The symbol Σ (Greek letter sigma) denotes summation, 

representing the distinct economic roles and relational properties of each person within 

the Trinity. The Father, Son, and Holy Spirit each have unique roles in redemptive 

history: the Father as the sender, the Son as the redeemer, and the Holy Spirit as the 

applier of salvation. These distinctions are not differences in essence but rather in how 

each person relates to creation and each other within the framework of God’s salvific 

work.27 

o Significance: Acknowledging the economic roles of the Trinity preserves 

the relational distinctiveness among the persons without implying inequality or 

 
25 Ligonier Ministries, “What’s the Difference between the Ontological and the Economic 

Trinity?” accessed November 1, 2024, https://www.ligonier.org/learn/articles/whats-difference-between-

ontological-and-economic-trinity. 

26 GotQuestions.org, “How can there be subordination/hierarchy in the Trinity?” accessed 

November 1, 2024, https://www.gotquestions.org/subordination-Trinity.html. 

27 RealFaith, “What do Christians believe about the Trinity?” accessed November 1, 2024, 

https://realfaith.com/what-christians-believe/christians-believe-trinity/. 

https://www.ligonier.org/learn/articles/whats-difference-between-ontological-and-economic-trinity
https://www.ligonier.org/learn/articles/whats-difference-between-ontological-and-economic-trinity
https://www.gotquestions.org/subordination-Trinity.html
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separation. The summation (Σ) highlights the different ways each person of the Trinity 

operates, while still contributing to the unified purpose and will of God.28 

• 1c: The Unified Godhead 

o Explanation: The term 1c represents the complete and unified Godhead, 

where 1c symbolizes the singular divine nature that encompasses the distinct persons. 

This term affirms that, despite the relational and economic distinctions among the Father, 

Son, and Holy Spirit, they collectively form one God. It captures the idea that the divine 

essence remains indivisible and unified.29 

o Significance: The concept of 1c emphasizes that the unity of God is not 

merely a metaphorical or abstract idea but a fundamental aspect of divine nature. The 

three persons, while distinct, are inseparably united in their being and purpose.30 

By framing the Trinity as 1a + Σ(T) = 1c, the formula underscores that while there 

are distinct roles within the Godhead, these distinctions do not undermine the essential 

unity of God. The divine attributes (1a) are common to all three persons, and the 

economic roles Σ(T) reflect how each person operates uniquely in relation to creation. 

Together, they form the unified Godhead (1c), a single, cohesive divine essence.31 

 

 

 
28 Blue Letter Bible, “How Do the Different Members of the Trinity Work with Each Other?” 

accessed November 1, 2024, https://www.blueletterbible.org/faq/don_stewart/don_stewart_333.cfm. 

29 Wikipedia, “Attributes of God in Christianity,” accessed November 1, 2024, 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Attributes_of_God_in_Christianity. 

30 From the Fray, “Defining the Economic and Immanent Trinity,” accessed November 1, 2024, 

https://www.fromthefray.com/defining-the-economic-and-immanent-trinity/. 

31 The .BIBLE Registry, “The Economy of the Trinity,” accessed November 1, 2024, 

https://study.bible/lesson/760. 

https://www.blueletterbible.org/faq/don_stewart/don_stewart_333.cfm
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Attributes_of_God_in_Christianity
https://www.fromthefray.com/defining-the-economic-and-immanent-trinity/
https://study.bible/lesson/760
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Biblical and Theological Basis 

The Theological Unity Equation is deeply rooted in Scripture and longstanding 

Christian theology, which emphasize both the unity of God and the distinct persons of the 

Trinity.32 

• Scriptural Foundation for Unity and Distinction 

o Unity: Deuteronomy 6:4 declares, “Hear, O Israel: The Lord our God, the 

Lord is one.” This verse is foundational to the doctrine of monotheism, affirming that 

God is a singular divine being. Additionally, passages such as John 10:30, where Jesus 

says, “I and the Father are one,” reinforce the essential unity of God. The shared divine 

attributes, represented by 1a, align with these scriptural affirmations of God’s oneness.33 

o Distinction: Matthew 28:19 provides a clear example of Trinitarian 

distinction: “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.” Here, the Father, Son, and Holy 

Spirit are identified as distinct persons, yet they are presented together in a unified 

mission. Similarly, passages such as John 14:26 and John 15:26 describe the unique roles 

of each person in God’s redemptive plan, supporting the concept of Σ(T) .34 

 

 

 
32 Ligonier Ministries, “How the Trinity Works Together in Salvation,” accessed November 1, 

2024, https://www.ligonier.org/learn/articles/trinity-works-together-salvation. 

33 Ligonier Ministries. “What’s the Difference between the Ontological and the Economic 

Trinity?” Accessed November 1, 2024. https://www.ligonier.org/learn/articles/whats-difference-between-

ontological-and-economic-trinity. 

34 Christianity.com, “The Roles of the Trinity: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit,” accessed November 

1, 2024, https://www.christianity.com/wiki/god/the-roles-of-the-trinity.html. 

https://www.ligonier.org/learn/articles/trinity-works-together-salvation
https://www.ligonier.org/learn/articles/whats-difference-between-ontological-and-economic-trinity
https://www.ligonier.org/learn/articles/whats-difference-between-ontological-and-economic-trinity
https://www.christianity.com/wiki/god/the-roles-of-the-trinity.html
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• Emphasizing Oneness and Threeness 

o The Theological Unity Equation reflects the complex yet coherent nature 

of the Trinity. It emphasizes the oneness of God (1c) in essence and being, while also 

affirming the threeness of persons, each with distinct roles and relational properties Σ(T). 

The formula shows that these two aspects—unity and distinction—are not contradictory 

but are essential to understanding the nature of God.35 

o Theological Significance: This approach aligns with the creedal 

affirmations of historic Christianity, such as the Nicene Creed, which states that the Son 

is “of the same essence as the Father.” It also resonates with theological discussions on 

perichoresis, the interpenetration and mutual indwelling of the three persons, which 

preserves both the unity and the relational distinctiveness of the Godhead.36 

By employing this equation, the doctrine of the Trinity is presented in a way that 

upholds both biblical and theological integrity. It acknowledges the limitations of human 

language and mathematical constructs while offering a framework that provides clarity 

and coherence to this central mystery of the Christian faith.37 

 

 

 

 
35 The Cambridge Companion to Christian Philosophical Theology, “Omnipotence, Omniscience, 

and Omnipresence,” accessed November 1, 2024, https://www.cambridge.org/core/books/cambridge-

companion-to-christian-philosophical-theology/omnipotence-omniscience-and-

omnipresence/E495D8E8B9780A90C5D5DAC07242ED78. 

36 Apostolic Theology, “The Trinity and the Divine Attributes: Athanasius on Omnipresence,” 

accessed November 1, 2024, https://www.apostolictheology.org/2014/06/the-trinity-and-divine-

attributes.html. 

37 PhilArchive, “A Case for Bijection of the Trinity and the Tri-omni,” accessed November 1, 

2024, https://philarchive.org/archive/PHAACF-2. 

https://www.cambridge.org/core/books/cambridge-companion-to-christian-philosophical-theology/omnipotence-omniscience-and-omnipresence/E495D8E8B9780A90C5D5DAC07242ED78
https://www.cambridge.org/core/books/cambridge-companion-to-christian-philosophical-theology/omnipotence-omniscience-and-omnipresence/E495D8E8B9780A90C5D5DAC07242ED78
https://www.cambridge.org/core/books/cambridge-companion-to-christian-philosophical-theology/omnipotence-omniscience-and-omnipresence/E495D8E8B9780A90C5D5DAC07242ED78
https://www.apostolictheology.org/2014/06/the-trinity-and-divine-attributes.html
https://www.apostolictheology.org/2014/06/the-trinity-and-divine-attributes.html
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V. THEOLOGICAL IMPLICATIONS OF THE UNITY EQUATION 

Avoiding Modalism and Tritheism 

The Theological Unity Equation—1a + Σ(T)  = 1c—addresses and safeguards 

against two significant theological errors that have historically challenged the doctrine of 

the Trinity: modalism and tritheism.38 

• Preserving Distinct Identities 

o Explanation: Modalism, also known as Sabellianism, is the heretical 

belief that the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit are not distinct persons but rather different 

modes or manifestations of the same divine person.39 According to modalism, God 

appears in different forms at different times, undermining the relational distinctions 

within the Godhead. The equation 1a + Σ(T)  = 1c preserves the distinct identities of the 

Father, Son, and Holy Spirit by emphasizing Σ(T) , which represents the distinct 

economic roles and relational properties of each person. This summation indicates that 

the three persons are genuinely distinct, not merely different expressions or forms of a 

single person.40 

o Avoiding Tritheism: Tritheism is the belief that the Father, Son, and Holy 

Spirit are three separate gods, which contradicts the monotheistic foundation of Christian 

theology. The equation maintains the unity of the divine essence (1c), emphasizing that 

 
38 Wayne Grudem, Systematic Theology: An Introduction to Biblical Doctrine (Grand Rapids, MI: 

Zondervan, 1994), 112. 

39 Millard J. Erickson, God in Three Persons: A Contemporary Interpretation of the Trinity (Grand 

Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 1995), 101. 

40 Robert Letham, The Holy Trinity: In Scripture, History, Theology, and Worship (Phillipsburg, 

NJ: P&R Publishing, 2004), 213. 
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the three persons share one and the same divine nature.41 The term 1a encapsulates the 

shared divine attributes, such as omniscience, omnipotence, and divine will, affirming 

that while the persons are distinct, they are not separate beings. In this way, the formula 

upholds the indivisibility of God, avoiding the error of tritheism and reinforcing the 

concept of one God in three persons.42 

By balancing the relational distinctions Σ(T) and the shared essence (1a), the 

Theological Unity Equation effectively preserves both the oneness and the threeness of 

God. This balance is crucial to maintaining orthodox Trinitarian theology, as it provides a 

framework that acknowledges the complexity of the Godhead without falling into 

heretical simplifications.43 

Preserving Relational and Economic Distinctions 

A key aspect of Trinitarian theology is the understanding of the economic Trinity, 

which refers to the roles and relationships each person of the Godhead assumes in 

redemptive history.44 The Theological Unity Equation allows for a clear articulation of 

these roles while emphasizing the unity of purpose and essence. 

• Roles in Redemptive History 

o The Father as Sender: The Father is depicted in Scripture as the one who 

initiates the plan of salvation. He sends the Son into the world to redeem humanity (John 

 
41 Gerald Bray, The Doctrine of God (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1993), 143. 

42 Louis Berkhof, Systematic Theology (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1938), 87. 

43 Fred Sanders, The Deep Things of God: How the Trinity Changes Everything (Wheaton, IL: 

Crossway, 2010), 193. 

44 John M. Frame, The Doctrine of God (Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R Publishing, 2002), 601. 
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3:16-17).45 This role emphasizes the Father’s authority and position as the originator of 

divine action, but it does not imply a hierarchical or ontological superiority over the Son 

or the Holy Spirit. 

o The Son as Redeemer: The Son, Jesus Christ, is the one who 

accomplishes salvation through His incarnation, death, and resurrection. He willingly 

submits to the Father’s will and takes on human nature to redeem humanity (Philippians 

2:6-8).46 The Son’s role highlights His unique function in the economy of salvation while 

affirming His equality with the Father in divine essence. 

o The Holy Spirit as Applier: The Holy Spirit’s role is to apply the work of 

Christ to believers. He regenerates, sanctifies, and empowers the Church, making the 

benefits of Christ’s redemptive work effective in the lives of believers (John 14:26, 

Romans 8:11).47 The Spirit’s role emphasizes His active presence in the world and His 

relationship with the Father and the Son.48 

• Unity Without Inequality 

o Relational Unity: While each person of the Trinity has a distinct role in 

the redemptive plan, these roles are carried out in perfect harmony and unity of purpose. 

The equation Σ(T)  reflects the economic distinctions without implying inequality among 

the persons. The Father, Son, and Holy Spirit are co-equal and co-eternal, each fully and 

 
45 Bruce A. Ware, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit: Relationships, Roles, and Relevance (Wheaton, 

IL: Crossway, 2005), 71. 

46 Donald Macleod, Christ Crucified: Understanding the Atonement (Downers Grove, IL: 

InterVarsity Press, 2014), 210. 

47 Sinclair B. Ferguson, The Holy Spirit (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1996), 97. 

48 Michael Reeves, Delighting in the Trinity, 44. 
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completely God. Their unity is not hierarchical but relational, rooted in their shared 

divine nature (1a).49 

o Ontological Equality: The economic distinctions do not affect the 

ontological equality of the persons. The Father, Son, and Holy Spirit share the same 

essence, as represented by 1c. This theological truth is essential to understanding the 

balance between unity and distinction. Just as the Son’s submission to the Father’s will 

does not imply inferiority but rather a functional role within the divine economy, so too 

do the roles of each person maintain the unity and equality of the Godhead.50 

By articulating these economic roles within the framework of the Theological 

Unity Equation, we gain a deeper appreciation for how the Trinity functions in harmony 

and unity. The equation ensures that the relational distinctions among the Father, Son, 

and Holy Spirit are upheld without compromising the oneness of God. It provides a 

coherent and comprehensive model that reflects both the complexity and the beauty of 

the triune God, deepening our understanding of the divine mystery and enriching our 

theological discourse.51 

 

 

 
49 Cornelius Plantinga Jr., Engaging God’s World: A Christian Vision of Faith, Learning, and 

Living (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2002), 49. 

50 Scott R. Swain, The God of the Gospel: Robert Jenson’s Trinitarian Theology (Downers Grove, 

IL: InterVarsity Press, 2013), 58. 

51 John Stott, The Cross of Christ (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1986), 93. 
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VI. THE RICHNESS OF TRINITARIAN THEOLOGY 

Unity and Diversity in the Godhead 

The Theological Unity Equation, 1a + Σ(T) = 1c, provides a profound and 

structured way to appreciate the depth of Trinitarian theology by encapsulating both the 

unity and diversity within the Godhead.52 

• Capturing Relational Unity and Economic Distinctions 

o Relational Unity: The formula 1a + Σ(T) = 1c expresses how the Father, 

Son, and Holy Spirit share a single divine essence (1a), highlighting the relational unity 

of the Godhead. Despite the distinct persons, there is no division or separation in the 

nature of God. This unified essence signifies a perfect, indivisible divine will and 

attributes that are equally possessed by all three persons. The unity is ontological, 

meaning that God’s being is one and undivided, while also being personal, characterized 

by an eternal relationship of love and mutual indwelling.53 

o Economic Distinctions: The summation symbol Σ(T) acknowledges the 

distinct economic roles within the Trinity. Each person has a unique function within 

God’s redemptive work, yet these functions are complementary and interdependent. The 

Father is not the Son, and the Son is not the Holy Spirit, yet each person participates fully 

in the divine mission. This model allows believers to grasp the balance between the 

persons’ distinctiveness and their indivisible divine essence, emphasizing the theological 

richness of understanding God as one essence in three persons.54 

 
52 Fred Sanders, The Deep Things of God, 205. 

53 Wayne Grudem, Systematic Theology, 191. 

54 Robert Letham, The Holy Trinity, 287. 
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• Theological Richness 

o The doctrine of the Trinity invites believers into a deeper understanding of 

God’s nature, revealing a complexity that reflects the boundless richness of divine love 

and relationship. The relational dynamic within the Godhead is a model of perfect unity 

and diversity, which can be seen as a reflection of the divine intention for creation and 

the human community. The mutual love and interrelationship among the Father, Son, and 

Holy Spirit form the basis for understanding God’s self-giving love, a love that is 

extended to humanity through creation, redemption, and sanctification. Thus, the Trinity 

is not merely a doctrine to be affirmed but a mystery to be worshiped and marveled at.55 

Practical Implications for Worship and Doctrine 

Understanding the Trinity through the lens of the Theological Unity Equation has 

significant practical implications for Christian worship and theology, as well as for how 

believers relate to God and understand His work in the world.56 

• Shaping Christian Worship and Theology 

o Trinitarian Worship: Recognizing the unity and diversity of the 

Godhead transforms Christian worship into a holistic experience that acknowledges and 

honors each person of the Trinity. Worship directed to the Father, through the Son, and in 

the Holy Spirit reflects the biblical model of engaging with the triune God. This 

understanding encourages believers to appreciate and worship God in His fullness, 

acknowledging the distinct roles each person plays in their salvation and spiritual life. For 

 
55 Millard J. Erickson, God in Three Persons, 98. 

56 Gerald Bray, The Doctrine of God, 137. 
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example, prayers of thanksgiving can be offered to the Father for His love, to the Son for 

His redemptive work, and to the Holy Spirit for His sanctifying presence.57 

o Doctrinal Clarity: A robust understanding of the Trinity helps avoid 

theological errors, such as modalism or tritheism, that distort the Christian faith. The 

formula provides a framework for articulating the coherence of Trinitarian belief, 

ensuring that discussions about God’s nature remain faithful to Scripture and tradition. It 

also enriches theological reflection, providing a deeper foundation for doctrines like the 

Incarnation, the Atonement, and the role of the Holy Spirit in the Church.58 

• Implications for Understanding Divine Mystery 

o Embracing the Mystery: The Trinity remains a divine mystery that 

transcends human understanding, but this does not mean it is irrational or incoherent. The 

Theological Unity Equation invites believers to embrace this mystery with awe and 

reverence, recognizing that God’s nature is beyond full comprehension but is nonetheless 

revealed in ways that can be meaningfully engaged. It reminds believers that while God’s 

essence is ultimately inscrutable, His relational nature is made known through His self-

revelation in Scripture and through the person of Jesus Christ.59 

o Relationship Between God and Humanity: The relational unity of the 

Trinity also has profound implications for how believers understand their relationship 

with God and each other. Just as the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit exist in perfect, self-

giving love, Christians are called to reflect this unity and love in their relationships. The 

 
57 Michael Reeves, Delighting in the Trinity, 41. 

58 Bruce A. Ware, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit: Relationships, Roles, and Relevance, 87. 

59 Cornelius Plantinga Jr., Engaging God’s World, 72. 
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communal nature of the Godhead becomes a model for human relationships, emphasizing 

the importance of community, mutual respect, and sacrificial love. Furthermore, 

understanding the distinct roles of the Trinity can deepen believers’ appreciation of how 

God works in their lives—knowing the Father’s sovereign love, the Son’s sacrificial 

grace, and the Spirit’s empowering presence.60 

In conclusion, the Theological Unity Equation provides a means to articulate the 

richness of Trinitarian theology, emphasizing both the unity and the diversity within the 

Godhead. It enriches Christian worship and doctrine, while also offering a framework to 

approach the divine mystery with both reverence and joy. This understanding fosters a 

deeper relationship with God and a greater appreciation of His self-revelation and work 

in the world, inspiring believers to live in unity and love, reflecting the perfect 

relationship of the triune God.61 

VII. CONCLUSION 

The Theological Unity Equation—1a + Σ(T) = 1c—offers a more coherent and 

theologically accurate way to articulate the doctrine of the Trinity. By representing the 

unity of God’s essence (1a), the economic and relational distinctions among the Father, 

Son, and Holy Spirit Σ(T) , and the indivisible divine nature of the Godhead (1c), this 

formula addresses longstanding challenges that arise from simplistic mathematical 

analogies.62 The equation effectively captures both the unity and diversity within the 

 
60 John M. Frame, The Doctrine of God, 617. 

61 Sinclair B. Ferguson, The Holy Spirit, 124. 

62 Fred Sanders, The Triune God, 201. 
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Trinity, avoiding the pitfalls of modalism and tritheism and providing a balanced 

framework for understanding the triune God.63 

Throughout this discussion, we have highlighted the importance of avoiding 

category errors that arise when critics apply human arithmetic to the divine mystery of 

the Trinity. We have also emphasized the necessity of using predication statements rather 

than identity statements to describe the relational unity of the Godhead accurately.64 

These theological and philosophical nuances are essential for preserving the integrity of 

Trinitarian doctrine and for engaging with the criticisms leveled against it.65 

Ultimately, while the Theological Unity Equation provides a structured way to 

approach the concept of the Trinity, it also underscores the enduring mystery and beauty 

of God’s nature. The Trinity transcends human arithmetic and logical constructs, 

reminding us that God’s essence is far beyond our full comprehension. Yet, through His 

self-revelation in Scripture and through the Incarnation, God invites us into a relationship 

where we can engage with this profound mystery, worshiping Him in His fullness and 

marveling at the relational love that defines the very essence of the divine.66 This 

balanced understanding calls us to live in awe and reverence, reflecting the unity and 

diversity of the Godhead in our lives and relationships.67 

 
63 Robert Letham, The Holy Trinity, 377. 

64 Wayne Grudem, Systematic Theology, 231. 

65 Millard J. Erickson, God in Three Persons, 101. 

66 Michael Reeves, Delighting in the Trinity, 38. 

67 Cornelius Plantinga Jr., Engaging God’s World, 107. 
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APPENDIX A: THE THEOLOGICAL UNITY EQUATION: VISUALIZING THE 

TRINITY 

 

This image illustrates the theological and mathematical framework of the Trinity as expressed in 

the Theological Unity Equation (1a + Σ(T) = 1c). At its center is a triangle within a circle, 

symbolizing the unity and distinction of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Glowing mathematical 

symbols encircle the diagram, representing shared divine attributes (1a), distinct roles within 

redemptive history (Σ(T)), and the unified essence of the Godhead (1c). 

The background radiates divine light, suggesting the mystery and beauty of Trinitarian theology. 

Supporting symbols, including a dove, cross, and open Bible, emphasize the scriptural and 

doctrinal foundation of the equation. The image invites reflection on the harmony and depth of 

the triune God, merging reverence with intellectual engagement. 
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