SESSION 4 - CHURCH HISTORY SEMINAR WITH DR. GEORGE BEBAWI


George brought a 45-page handout “The Roots of the Divine Unity of the Godhead in Christian Tradition - The One and the Many” for us to read prior to next week’s class.

THE DOCTRINE OF THE TRINITY

St. Augustine saw a boy digging a hole in the sand at the beach.  He then began filling it with water from a bucket.  When St. Augustine asked him what he was doing, the boy said he wanted to put the whole sea in the hole.  If he can’t do that, how can we contain the whole doctrine of the divinity?  But we can know God within limits and we must recognize that we have these limits, some of which are:

1.
All of our concepts are inadequate.

2.
All our images are short of something.  We can’t apply an image of the father 
continually and capture all His uniqueness.
WHAT DOES THE BIBLE TELL US ABOUT GOD’S UNIQUENESS?
1.
The Bible is the story of a relationship between God and Israel, and then 
between Christ and believers.

2.
There are lots of metaphors and images used in the Bible to try to convey images 
of God, e.g. light, shepherd, father, rock, etc.

3.
The relationship is one of fellowship, of drawing us to commune with Him.  The 
Greek word is koininea.
(Editor’s Note:  Fellowship - Part Of Speech: Noun - Strong's Number: <G2842>
Original Word: κοινωνία, koinōnia

Usage Notes: (a) "communion, fellowship, sharing in common" (from koinos, "common"), is translated "communion" in 1 Cor. 10:16; Philem. 1:6, RV, "fellowship," for AV, "communication;" it is most frequently translated "fellowship;" (b) "that which is the outcome of fellowship, a contribution," e.g., Rom. 15:26; 2 Cor. 8:4.  

—Vine's Expository Dictionary of Old and New Testament Words )
 WHAT CAN WE SAY ABOUT GOD WITHIN OUR LIMITS?
God enters into  a relationship with us through images.  God in the incarnation is a revision of everything in the Old Testament.  It was necessary to coin a new vocabulary to talk about God in the New Testament.
What comes out of the incarnation is the pure doctrine of God.  What comes out of the Holy Trinity is unity and diversity--two basic principles that can be seen in creation.  The elements are combined and become unity and diversity, much like the fabric composing a garment.  We humans fail on maintaining our unity and maintaining diversity.   For example, an alloy is a third element created from combing two other elements, e.g. bronze is copper and tin. 
Story:  A Christian man in Egypt applied for divorce and said his wife must melt and become on with him.  The woman couldn’t do it, of course.  This man will never understand the trinity.  He has an obstacle that is in him and can’t accept the differences between his wife and himself.  

Marriage is an attempt at unity by keeping diversity.  Another example is the Republican and Democratic parties--the cultural challenge is to grasp the model of the trinity.  Another is the church dividing over minor issues and forming denominations.  We have failed to grasp the concept of the trinity.   Sabellius regarded the trinity as a play:  Father, Son, and Spirit, but three manifestations of one entity.  He destroyed the model of true love and denied the dialogue between Father and Son.  If Christ were talking to God and they were one, he’d be talking to himself.  
Arias (Editor’s note:  Arius (AD 256 - 336, of Alexandria) was an early Christian theologian, who taught that the Son of God was not eternal, and was subordinate to God the Father (a view known generally as Arianism). Although he attracted considerable support at the time (and since), Arius's views were declared heretical at the Council of Nicaea, leading to the formation of the Nicene Creed. Arius is also known as Arius of Alexandria.) spoke of “subordination.”  God had many mediators, including the Son and the Holy Spirit, between him and the cosmos.  

Is it possible for the greater to submit to the lesser?  Yes, but not in our society.  
(Editor’s note:  Servant - Part Of Speech: Noun - Strong's Number: <G1401>
Original Word: δοῦλος, doulos

Usage Notes: an adjective, signifying "in bondage," Rom. 6:19 (neuter plural, agreeing with mele, "members"), is used as a noun, and as the most common and general word for "servant," frequently indicating subjection without the idea of bondage; it is used (a) of natural conditions, e.g., Matt. 8:9; 1 Cor. 7:21, 22 (1st part); Eph. 6:5; Col. 4:1; 1 Tim. 6:1; frequently in the four Gospels; (b) metaphorically of spiritual, moral and ethical conditions: "servants" (1) of God, e.g., Acts 16:17; Titus 1:1; 1 Pet. 2:16; Rev. 7:3; Rev. 15:3; the perfect example being Christ Himself, Phil. 2:7; (2) of Christ, e.g., Rom. 1:1; 1 Cor. 7:22 (2nd part); Gal. 1:10; Eph. 6:6; Phil. 1:1; Col. 4:12; Jas. 1:1; 2 Pet. 1:1; Jude 1:1; (3) of sin, John 8:34 (RV, "bondservants"); Rom. 6:17, 20; (4) of corruption, 2 Pet. 2:19 (RV, "bondservants"); cp. the verb douloō (see B). See BONDMAN.

 

—Vine's Expository Dictionary of Old and New Testament Words 
A slave who chose to be a slave is the connotation of doulos.  In the Roman system, the emperor claimed divinity, but not the senators.  You cannot rule an empire full of people equal to God!

Athanasius (one of George’s favorites) when he was Bishop of the Church in Egypt was chased by a son of Constantine.  He fled to a brothel and ran the church from there.   

(Editor’s note:  Athanasius of Alexandria [also spelled "Athanasios"]  c.298 – May 2, 373, was a Christian bishop, the Patriarch of Alexandria, in the fourth century. He is revered as a saint by both the Roman Catholic Church and the Eastern Orthodox Church, and regarded as a great leader of the Church by Protestants. Roman Catholics have declared him one of 33 Doctors of the Church, and he is counted as one of the four Great Doctors of the Eastern Church.  George loves him because he is so shrewd.  

WHY THE DEBATE ON THE GODHEAD?  WHY BELIEVE IN THE TRINITY?

Better to ask, what will happen if I don’t believe in the trinity?  What would happen if I had no trinity?  

1. 
I’d have one God and no form of any communion in God for myself because 
communion is between entities.

2.
If we don’t have a trinity, we lose the revelation of divine love because Father 
loves the Son and Son loves the Father and there is union in love with the Holy 
Spirit.  The lover and the beloved and the loved.

3.
If we don’t have the trinity, our prayers will be reshaped around an abstract 
understanding of God.  A mental process directs prayers around abstract 
concepts.  It’s like a man seeing a beautiful woman and described her, but it 
isn’t a relationship.  Islam has descriptions of God but no relationship.  Many of 
our prayers revolve around describing the attributes of God, but what does that 
do?  We need the relationship.
4.
We need a God who reveals to us something in himself that invites us into a 
relationship with him:  fellowship, dialogue, participation, prayer, etc.

5.
If there is no trinity, there is no revelation of redemption because redemption 
opens up the relationship and invites us into the relationship.

A single God can’t be the sacrifice for sin.  He needs to offer something in a love relationship to show the love.  Marriage is a dyad, but you break apart the dyad of marriage to make it a trinity by what is given.  In a marriage, it takes more than just being married, it takes giving something more, whether it’s having children together or doing significant work together, etc.  Monotheism would be horrible.  We are IN Christ and we become equal with Christ.
We referenced page 28 of George’s handout, particularly items 6 through 10.

Three Downfalls of Monotheism

1.
The word “one” means anonymous.  One of those with Jesus took out his sword 
and cut off the slaves ear.  Who?  He’s anonymous.  God cannot be anonymous.

2.
One has been used always in a negative sense:  one God totally different than 
other gods is a negative.  No other gods before me.  The word “one” does not 
reveal anything about God.  It’s used as a negative to eliminate other 
possibilities.  
3.
Any description of God that does not include a relationship with God is futile.  
God never said I AM ONE.  He said I AM.  

WHY DID GOD SAY I AM WHAT I AM?
If your knowledge of God is not superior to your knowledge of your wife, your relationship is shallow.  I am one is not a love relationship.  Examples of relationship, not “one.”
Adam and God.  Eve was created to be a helpmeet.  

At the Oaks of Mamre - three men (angels) was an early revelation of God the trinity.  This is not a pre-incarnation of Christ.  Christ is not a name.  It means “God’s anointed one.”  It’s an office.

MONOTHEISM

Story:  In 1972 George went to pray with a senior minister in Cairo.  He told George that George had a mistress, which took George aback and when he asked what was meant by that, the answer was that the cathedral was George’s mistress.  He said that George’s mother had come to him and told him George hadn’t seen her in three months.  He said a mistress inflates your ego; and when it’s the cathedral its easy to boast about the hours spent there.  So, George went to see his mother and told her what was said and asked forgiveness.  

Monotheism allows us to create a God.  E fit our god into our political and social systems.  The Islamic people don’t see God as a relationship.  He is everywhere BUT not in the heart.  Islam is actually a kind of deism.  God is very high up and humanity is way down below him.  

The Shema, from Nelson’s New Illustrated Bible Dictionary.
“The Jewish confession of faith that begins, ‘Hear, O Israel:  The Lord our God, the LORD is one!’ (Deut. 6:4).  The complete Shema is found in three passages from the Old Testament:  Numbers 15:37-41, Deuteronomy 6:4-9 and 11:13-21.  The first of these passages stresses the unity of God and the importance of loving Him and valuing His commands.  The second passage promises blessing or punishment according to a person’s obedience of God’s will.  The third passage commands that a fringe be worn on the edge of one’s garments as a continual reminder of God’s laws.  These verses make up one of the most ancient features of worship among the Jewish people.  Jesus quoted from the Shema during a dispute with the scribes (Mark 12:28-30).”

In the same source, the definition of monotheism is:

“Worship of one supreme God, an important characteristic of the worship system of the Hebrew people.  One of the central teachings in the Old Testament is Deuteronomy 6:4: ‘Hear O Israel:  The LORD our God, the LORD is one!’  Against the idolatry of surrounding nations with their many gods (olytheism), God revealed this essential aspect of His nature to Israel in the Old Testament period.“ 
“In the New Testament God further revealed that He is One in Three and that His essential being is triune.  God is the triune family of Father, Son and Holy Spirit, united in will, purpose, holiness and love.  Accordingly, Christianity is both monotheistic and Trinitarian.  Jesus’ oneness with the Father is explicitly claimed in the fourth Gospel: ‘In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God’ (John 1:11).  Jesus Himself consciously laid claim to His oneness with the Father (John 5:17-24).  This angered His opponents so much that they sought to kill Him (John 6:18).  The absolute unity of  Father, Son, and Holy Spirit is expressed throughout the New Testament (Matt. 28:19; John 14:16; 16:13-15; 2 Cor. 13:14).”

George is fine with this definition, with the understanding that “one” fits the description of a unity.  The word “one” alone lacks the meaning “union.”  
Illustration.  Take a piece of paper and fold it.  Did it change?  No, the shape only changed.  Fold it again.  Same answer--it’s still the same piece of paper.   You changed the paper because you had a use for it.  Change the shape for another use.  The trinity is like that.   

NEXT WEEK - WHAT IS THE ESSENCE OF CHRISTIAN THEOLOGY?  WHY DID WE SPEAK OF THREE PERSONS?  Read the 45-page handout.

QUESTIONS TO CONSIDER:

1.
What is the difference between a person and an object?

2.
When you deal with an object, you have to limit your freedom and subject yourself to the nature of the object.  When you deal with a person, you cannot deal with him/her correctly except on the ground of freedom.  So what is the difference between God as an object and God as a person?  Sarte’s question.

In what way can Christ (a person) become an object?

How are we treated in a worship service--as a person or as an object?

Philemon saw George lighting a candle and asked him why he was lighting it.  George said, “It’s a custom.”  If you worship God according to a custom, he’s not God anymore.  If you subject yourself to custom, you are not a worshipper of God anymore.  God becomes an object.  

If you think god gets angry at you and is reacting to your behavior, He’s not a person to you any more, but a nature.

Think about those things for next week!

Articles from Wickipedia about Arias and about Athanasius (with disclaimers about accuracy) are being sent separately with document names of:

Artarius.doc

Artathanasius.doc
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