
TRINITY IN UTERO
The shape of the Christian understanding of God in the Second Century 



Among Christian sources in the second century: 

- Who is Jesus understood to be? 

- In what sense is the conception of God trinitarian? 
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JUSTIN MARTYR, 1 APOLOGY, C. 150 AD

Justin’s baseline “trinitarianism”  

• Baptism in name of “God, the Father and Ruler of 
the universe, and of our savior, Jesus Christ, and of 
the Holy Spirit.” (1 Apol. 61) 

• Similar with Eucharistic liturgy (1 Apol. 65, 67) 

• “…the president takes [the elements] and 
sends up praise and glory to the Father of all 
through the name of his Son and of the Holy 
Spirit, and he makes thanksgiving at length for 
being considered worthy of these things by 
him.” 

• “But, over everything of which we partake, we 
bless the Creator of all through his Son Jesus 
Christ and through the Holy Spirit.” 

• Worshipping Father, Son and Spirit: “We worship 
the Maker of the universe... (and) we rationally 
worship the one who became the teacher of these 
things to us, and who was born for this, Jesus 
Christ... for we have learnt that he is the son of the 
true God, and we hold him in the second place, with 
the prophetic Spirit in the third rank.” (1 Apol. 13)



JUSTIN MARTYR, 1 APOLOGY, C. 150 AD

Worshipping the Father, the Son (and angels) and the 
Holy Spirit: 

• “Hence it is said that we reject the gods. And we do 
admit that we do reject the supposed gods as these, 
but not the God who is most true and the Father of 
justice and temperance and the other virtues and 
who is unalloyed with evil. This God do we venerate 
and worship, and also the Son who came from him 
and taught us these things, and the company of 
other good angels who follow him and are like him, 
and also the prophetic Spirit. We honour them with 
reason and in truth, and hand on ungrudgingly to 
everyone who wishes to learn exactly what we were 
taught.” (1 Apol. 6) 

Conflation of Spirit and Son?: 

• “Therefore the Spirit and the Power that is from 
God should be understood according to custom as 
nothing other than the Word (who is also the First-
begotten of God) ... this one [the Word/Power/
Spirit], when it came upon the virgin and 
overshadowed her, caused her to conceive not by 
intercourse, but by power…” (1 Apol. 33)



JUSTIN MARTYR, 1 APOLOGY, C. 150 AD

The divine Word speaking through the 
prophets:  

• “But when you hear the sayings of the 
prophets spoken as if from a person 
(prosopon), you should not believe they 
are spoken from the inspired persons 
themselves, but from the divine Word 
who moves them. For sometimes He 
speaks as one announcing future things 
that are to be; sometimes He speaks as 
if from the person of God the Father 
and Master of all; sometimes as if from 
the person of Christ; sometimes as if 
from the person of the people answering 
the Lord and His Father.” (1 Apol. 36) 

• Not accurate to say Justin is a 
binitarian, but the distinction between 
persons and roles is not always clear 
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JUSTIN MARTYR, DIALOGUE WITH 
TRYPHO, C. 135-160 AD 

Trypho: “...show us that the Spirit of prophecy admits 
another (heteros) God besides the Maker of all 
things.” (Dial. 55) 

Justin: “...I shall attempt to prove my assertion, namely, 
that there exists and is mentioned in Scripture another 
(heteros) God and Lord under the Creator of all things, 
who is also called an Angel, because he proclaims to man 
whatever the Creator of the world—above whom there is 
no other God— wishes to reveal to them.” 

“...I shall try to convince you that he who is said to have 
appeared to Abraham, Jacob, and Moses, and is called 
God, is distinct from God, the Creator; distinct, that is, in 
number, but not in mind. For I state that he never did or 
said anything other than what the Creator—above whom 
there is no other God—desired that he do or say.” (Dial. 
56)  

• Cites the story of Abraham’s visitors at Mamre, Ps. 
110 (cf. Matt 22, etc.)



JUSTIN MARTYR, DIALOGUE WITH 
TRYPHO, C. 135-160 AD 

Justin cites examples of theophanies where the 
character is referred to as both “the Lord” and 
something else:  

• “…no one with even the slightest intelligence would 
dare to assert that the Creator of all things left his 
super-celestial realms to make himself visible in a 
little spot on earth.” (Dial. 60) 

• On the burning bush: “Trypho… I now wish to prove 
to you that in the apparition under discussion, only 
one person, who is termed an angel and is God, was 
seen by and conversed with Moses. Here is the word 
of Scripture: An angel of the Lord appeared to him in a 
flame of fire from the midst of a bush; and he saw that the 
bush was on fire and not burnt. And Moses said: I will go 
and see this great sight, why the bush is not burnt. And when 
the Lord saw that he went forward to see, he called to him 
from the midst of the bush (Ex. 3:2-4).” (Dial. 60) 



JUSTIN MARTYR, DIALOGUE WITH 
TRYPHO, C. 135-160 AD 

• “Now, in the way that Scripture refers to him 
who appeared to Jacob in a dream as an angel, 
and then states that the same angel said to 
Jacob in his sleep, I am the God who appeared to 
you when you fled from the face of your brother Esau, 
and as Scripture also affirms that, in the 
judgment of the people of Sodom in the days 
of Abraham, the Lord executed the will of the 
Lord who is in heaven; so, when the Scripture 
here states that an angel of the Lord appeared to 
Moses, and then announces that he is Lord and 
God, it refers to the same person who is 
identified in many of our earlier quotations as 
the minister to God, who is above the world, 
and above whom there is no other God.” (Dial. 
60) 



JUSTIN MARTYR, DIALOGUE WITH 
TRYPHO, C. 135-160 AD 

• “So, my friends,” I said, “I shall now show from the 
Scriptures that God has begotten of himself a certain 
rational power as a beginning before all creatures. The 
Holy Spirit indicates this power by various titles, 
sometimes the Glory of the Lord, at other times Son, or 
Wisdom, or Angel, or God, or Lord, or Word. He even called 
himself Commander-in-chief when he appeared in human 
guise to Joshua, the son of Nun. Indeed, he can justly lay 
claim to all these titles from the fact both that he performs 
the Father’s will and that he was begotten by an act of the 
Father’s will.”  

• “But, does not something similar happen also with us 
humans? When we utter a word, it can be said that we 
beget the word, but not by cutting it off, in the sense that 
our power of uttering words would thereby be diminished. 
We can observe a similar example in nature when one fire 
kindles another without losing anything, but remaining 
the same; yet the enkindled fire seems to exist of itself and 
to shine without lessening the brilliancy of the first 
fire.” (Dial. 61, followed by Prov. 8)



JUSTIN MARTYR, DIALOGUE WITH 
TRYPHO, C. 135-160 AD 

Justin: “‘I don’t know,’ I said, ‘how you can 
accuse others of admiring strife, when you 
yourself so often seem to do just that, for your 
frequently contradict what you had previously 
conceded.’”  

Trypho: “‘Because,’ replied Trypho, ‘you are 
attempting to prove what is incredible and 
practically impossible, namely, that God signed 
to be born and to become man.’” (Dial. 67-68)
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5. “Thus then there is shown forth One God, the 
Father, not made, invisible, creator of all things; 
above whom there is no other God, and after whom 
there is no other God. And, since God is rational, 
therefore by (the) Word He created the things that 
were made; and God is Spirit, and by (the) Spirit He 
adorned all things: as also the prophet says: By the 
word of the Lord were the heavens established, and by his 
spirit all their power. Since then the Word establishes, 
that is to say, gives body and grants the reality of 
being, and the Spirit gives order and form to the 
diversity of the powers; rightly and fittingly is the 
Word called the Son, and the Spirit the Wisdom of 
God. Well also does Paul His apostle say: One God, the 
Father, who is over all and through all and in its all. For over 
all is the Father; and through all is the Son, for through 
Him all things were made by the Father; and in us all 
is the Spirit, who cries Abba Father, and fashions man 
into the likeness of God. Now the Spirit shows forth 
the Word, and therefore the prophets announced the 
Son of God; and the Word utters the Spirit, and 
therefore is Himself the announcer of the prophets, 
and leads and draws man to the Father.”



IRENAEUS, DEMONSTRATION OF THE APOSTOLIC 
PREACHING, C. 180 AD

6. “This then is the order of the rule of our faith, 
and the foundation of the building, and the 
stability of our conversation: God, the Father, not 
made, not material, invisible; one God, the 
creator of all things: this is the first point of our 
faith. The second point is: The Word of God, Son 
of God, Christ Jesus our Lord, who was 
manifested to the prophets according to the form 
of their prophesying and according to the method 
of the dispensation of the Father: through whom 
all things were made; who also at the end of the 
times, to complete and gather up all things, was 
made man among men, visible and tangible, in 
order to abolish death and show forth life and 
produce a community of union between God and 
man. And the third point is: The Holy Spirit, 
through whom the prophets prophesied, and the 
fathers learned the things of God, and the 
righteous were led forth into the way of 
righteousness; and who in the end of the times 
was poured out in a new way upon mankind in all 
the earth, renewing man unto God.”



IRENAEUS, DEMONSTRATION OF THE APOSTOLIC 
PREACHING, C. 180 AD

7. “And for this reason the baptism of our 
regeneration proceeds through these three 
points: God the Father bestowing on us 
regeneration through His Son by the Holy 
Spirit. For as many as carry (in them) the 
Spirit of God are led to the Word, that is 
to the Son; and the Son brings them to 
the Father; and the Father causes them to 
possess incorruption. Without the Spirit it 
is not possible to behold the Word of God, 
nor without the Son can any draw near to 
the Father for the knowledge of the Father 
is the Son, and the knowledge of the Son 
of God is through the Holy Spirit; and, 
according to the good pleasure of the 
Father, the Son ministers and dispenses 
the Spirit to whomsoever the Father wills 
and as He wills.”



IRENAEUS, DEMONSTRATION OF THE APOSTOLIC 
PREACHING, C. 180 AD

10. “Now this God is glorified by His 
Word who is His Son continually, and by 
the Holy Spirit who is the Wisdom of the 
Father of all: and the power(s) of these, 
(namely) of the Word and Wisdom, which 
are called Cherubim and Seraphim, with 
unceasing voices glorify God; and every 
created thing that is in the heavens offers 
glory to God the Father of all.” 



CONCLUSIONS

• Both friends are right in a sense; nobody is saying 
“Trinity,” for example, and not every detail matches 
precisely with later articulations of trinitarian orthodoxy 

• However, the substance of trinitarian theology is present: 
the identification of Christ as God, a clear performance 
of the actions of the faith in the name of the three 
members, a worship of all three 

• In fact, at points the presence of these elements is such 
that they appear almost disproportionate; e.g. Justin 
nearly sacrificing monotheism with Jesus as “another 
God”! 

• Witnesses such as these are essential as a step in the 
development towards later definitions; without the early 
explorers, the later (standardized) map never gets made  

• (From a traditionalist standpoint), when read in light of 
these later definitions, still useful as ways for trying to 
find words for the shape of the Trinitarian God 



CONCLUSIONS

• Where the analogy breaks down: California is a 
place like any other place, just one for which we 
had less information and experience; though it is 
very nice, human language does not break in 
describing it, and it can fit within the same two-
dimensional map like any other location. God’s 
incarnation in Christ breaks human language; it is 
the entry of a three-dimensional figure into a two-
dimensional world. Our problem is not simply 
insufficient experience or information; all the 
experience and information in the world will still 
leave us grasping at how to describe what, from our 
two-dimensional vantage point, cannot be fully 
comprehended   

• Seen from this standpoint, figures such as Justin 
merit even more grace for any exaggerated features 
in their theological maps, and their work is all the 
more impressive
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