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HISTORICAL AND THEOLOGICAL STUDIES
A LINGUISTIC PERSPECTIVE ON DIVINE PERSONS

Pierce Taylor Hibbs

This article offers a linguistic perspective on how we define divine persons.
A divine person is one who speaks bearing a divine incommunicable property.
After presenting this definition in relation to Tertullian and a figure of
Reformed Orthodoxy (Charles Hodge), the author surveys selected pas
sages in the Old and New Testaments, showing that God is often presented
as the divine, authoritative, three-in-one speaker. In light of this, defining
divine persons from a linguistic perspective aligns with the biblical witness.
The author ends by addressing potential objections.
here are no truly simple questions in theology, but there are many that
appear to be. The “simple” question that has preoccupied me for some
years is this: What is a divineperson'fYoY any informed theological reader
in our time, a panoply of responses inundates the mind: “subsisting relation,99’
M.
real relation,” “mode of being,” “mode of subsisting,” “center of relationship,99’
(4
oppositional relation,” and so on? The surge of trinitarian theology over the
last few decades reminds us that there is no lexical shortage. Undoubtedly, the
global church has deepened its awareness of the divine persons and is ever
working to defend and further articulate how the three persons constitute one
God.2 Yet, even in the midst of all of the debates—quandaries over the nature
of analogical language, skirmishes among social and classical trinitarians—it
Pierce Taylor Hibbs is Associate Directorfor Theological Curriculum and Instruction in the Theological English
Department at Westminster Theological Seminary.
1 A helpful resource for background on the church’s understanding of “person” throughout its
history can be found in Douglas Kelly, The God Who Is: The Holy Trinity, vol. I of Systematic Theology:
Grounded in Holy Scripture and Understood in Light of the Church (Ross-shire, Scotland: Mentor, 2008),
493-518.
2 We do well to remember that “Scripture itself does not use technical terms for God’s oneness
and threeness, and ... it is not always concerned with terminological precision in describing the
relations of the three persons” (John M. Frame, Systematic Theology: An Introduction to Christian Belief
[Phillipsburg, NJ: Presbyterian & Reformed, 2013], 481). The historical terms that the church uses
to reference God’s oneness (essence, substance) and God’s threeness (persons, relations, modes
of subsistence) are helpful in guarding against heresies such as Sabellianism and tritheism, but the
terms themselves are on a lower level of the authoritative hierarchy from that of Scripture.
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can be easy to behave as if our understanding has reached its climax at certain
points of dogmatics.^ But, as John Murray wrote many years ago, “However
epochal have been the advances made at certain periods and however great
the contributions of particular men, we may not suppose that theological
construction ever reaches definitive finality.”^ In this spirit, I ask two questions,
the first intellectual and the second practical: (1) Has our understanding of
divine persons adequately accounted for the way in which God is portrayed
in Scripture as the three-in-one divine speaker? (2) Does the terminology we
currently employ in our definitions of divine personhood help us to better
worship and commune with the Trinity?
Perhaps we could answer these questions afresh if we take up a linguistic
perspective on divine personhood, one that is rooted in Scripture. That is what I
aim to do here. A linguistic perspective does not exclude other historical perspec
tives on divine personhood; it merely helps us to see more of the truth about
who God is. In response to the simple question, “What is a divine person?” I
would like to offer an equally simple answer: a divine person is one who speaks
bearing a divine incommunicable property.^ Thus, the triune God is the three-in-one
divine speaker who is everywhere and always addressing his creatures in general
and special revelation. Any novelty in this answer is illusory, for the speech of
God has long been recognized as a distinguishing mark of his being.In fact, I
will begin by taking up the thought of the very church father who coined the
term “person” with reference to the Trinity: Tertullian.
In what follows, after interacting with Tertullian and a modern figure of
Reformed orthodoxy (Charles Hodge), I survey a few passages of Scripture
from the Old and New Testaments, arguing that speech can be seen as an
important means by which God is revealed as both one and three. In other
words, speech seems to be essential to our understanding of God as one being
in three persons.^ I end by responding to potential objections and suggest the
benefits that this perspective may have in relation to our communion with and
worship of the triune God.

3 An example of one of these “skirmishes” is captured in Wesley Hill, “Divine Persons and Their
‘Reduction’ to Relations: A Plea for Conceptual Clarity,” InternationalJournal of Systematic Theology
14 (2012): 148-60.
4 Collected Writings ofJohn Murray (Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 1982), 4:7-8.
5 This is related to a comment made by Eugen Rosenstock-Huessy, who once wrote that the
name “God” means “he who speaketh; he who enthuses man so that man speaketh” (Eugen
Rosenstock-Huessy, The Origin ofSpeech [Norwich, VT: Argo Books, 1981], 5).
6 See, for instance, William M. Schweitzer, God Is a Communicative Being: Divine Communicative
ness and Harmony in the Theology ofJonathan Edwards, T&T Clark Studies in Systematic Theology 14
(London: T&T Clark, 2012).
On speech as an essential attribute of God, see Frame, Systematic Theology, 519-24.
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Before I begin, let me be clear from the outset: this article is not intended
to supplant traditional trinitarian language as found in the historic creeds and
confessions. It is meant to complement that language and help us to appreciate
better the communicative nature of the Trinity in our concrete experience.

1. The Nature of Definitions

Before revisiting Tertullian, it is important to say a few words about the nature
of definitions and how they function in human language. It is very easy to
assume unknowingly a univocal approach to definitions. A univocal approach
is one that seeks to reduce the meaning of a phrase or term so that our under
standing of it is allegedly exhaustive and mirrors God’s own understanding.
We know, on the surface, that this is impossible. Our understanding cannot
perfectly match God’s understanding, for that would make us divine. We are
limited. That simple statement needs to affect the way in which we approach
language in general and definitions in particular.
I suggest that instead of viewing definitions only as static particles ■that is,
as encoded and analogically related information units, capable of being fully
enveloped by the minds of finite creatures—^we view them also as waves, pro
gressively instantiated throughout human history and thus acquiring additional
nuances of meaning, and as fields, webs of lexical and conceptual associations
that expand with time and help us better relate to God and to one another?8
A definition, in short, can be viewed as a particle (a relatively static semantic
u.
thing”), as a wave (acquiring nuances of meaning as the word or concept con
tinues to be used by God’s creatures), and as a field (expanding its associations
with other words and concepts as history progresses). We cannot master any of
these components of a definition, though we can certainly know something
about them and use them in discourse.
The point of all this is to suggest that we must think of definitions being used
by persons, not existing in some sort of isolatable semantic space? By thinking
in this way, we can avoid univocism in our approach to definitions and focus
instead on how God is using definitions to help us know and serve him more
faithfully. So, when I offer a linguistic perspective on a definition for divine
persons, I have a truly analogical approach in mind: one that recognizes our
finitude from the outset and sees this not as a threat to academic inquiry but as
a means to inquire felicitously within our creaturely limitations.

8 My approach is modeled on the linguistic theory of Kenneth L. Pike. I am specifically drawing
on his particle, wave, and field observer perspectives. See Kenneth L. Pike, Linguistic Concepts: An
Introduction to Tagmemics (Lincoln, NE: University of Nebraska Press, 1982).
This, again, is rooted in Pike’s language theory, where he makes the biblical point that all
observation and understanding begins with persons, not with things.
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IL Tertullianus Passing Comment
Let us start with Tertullian. In his famous treatise Against Praxeas, Tertullian
makes a passing gibe at his debate partner. As he discusses the divine persons
referenced in John’s Gospel, he writes, “How many Persons do you think there
are, self-opinionated Praxeas, if not as many as there are voices?It is easy to
gloss over this comment, and some scholars would advise us against reading
too much into it.^^ But the fact that Tertullian often references God’s speech in
this treatise as a behavior that marks the divine persons suggests that we should
take it more seriously.
Tertullian makes a connection between voices and persons. Three distinct
voices (Latin voces) indicates three distinct persons. This should not be too sur
prising to us, given the fact that the church has long understood rationality to
be a mark of divine personhood, and speech certainly presupposes rationality.^^
Though I agree with Colin Gunton that rationality should not be the primary
means of identifying divine personhood, one cannot sideline rationality either. 14
And herein lies part of the value in defining a divine person as “one who speaks
bearing a divine incommunicable property”: rationality can and must be bound
up with relationality. We are not forced to choose one over the other, and thus
we can join the emphases of recent classical and social trinitarians, the former
focusing on an Augustinian sense of the person as a rational being, and the latter
focusing on the Cappadocian sense of the person as a concrete relational entity.
If we follow Tertullian’s lead and associate the divine persons with their respec
tive voices, this might shed light on another notion recurring in trinitarian
debates: the consciousness of God. Traditionally, orthodox theologians have
been quick to defend the claim that God is a uni-conscious being. The divine
persons, in the words of Charles Hodge, “are one God, and therefore have

10 Prax. 23.4.
11 For instance, David Brown, “Trinitarian Personhood and Individuality,” in Trinity, Incarnation,
and Atonement: Philosophical and Theological Essays, ed. Ronald J. Feenstra and Cornelius Plantinga
Jr. (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 1989), 54. Brown cautions us against reading
the patristic fathers out of context. Here, however, I believe we are not skewing Tertullian’s message,
since he discusses the concept of speech with reference to the Trinity throughout Against Praxeas.
To say that divine persons have voices is thus not truly a passing comment; it adds to what he has
already said about the Son being the Word of the Father.
12 See Prax. chs. 5, 11,12, 21, 23, and the end of 28.
1^ For a brief and selected history of the use of “person” in trinitarian theology, see Angel
Cordovilla Pérez, “The Trinitarian Concept of Person,” in Rethinking Trinitarian Theology: Disputed
Questions and Contemporary Issues in Trinitarian Theology, ed. RobertJ. Wozniak and Giulio Maspero
(London: T&T Clark, 2012), 105-45.
1^ Colin E. Gunton, The Promise of Trinitarian Theology, 2nd ed. (London: T&T Clark, 1997),
83-99. Gunton argues against the primacy of rationality in defining persons, pushing instead for
relationality. In this article, I hope to combine both features of personhood, since the concept of
speech combines rationality and relationality.
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one mind and will.”^^ Hodge, however, ties this unity of consciousness to the
doctrine of perichoresis, the interpenetration of the three distinct persons. As
Lane G. Tipton notes, “In the diversity of intratrinitarian life, Hodge takes
perichoresis to entail a single will and mind in the Triune God. Perichoresis
leaves the tripersonality of God intact, yet he affirms that the three persons
nonetheless have on^mind.”^^ The three divine persons, therefore, seem to
have a kind of self-consciousness that is wholly interdependent)^ In other words,
while we can and must affirm that there is only one will in God, and thus one
consciousness, we must be equally vigilant in affirming the interdependent
self-consciousness of each divine person, such that the will of God remains
unified.So, there is a sense in which the Trinity is both a uni-conscious being
and a tri-conscious being.^^ This, again, should not be surprising, since a divine
speaker would have to be self-conscious in some sense. The Father must know
that it is he, and not another, who is speaking to the Son (Matt 3:17), and the
Son must know that it is he, and not another, who is speaking to the Father
(John 17). Likewise, the Spirit must know that it is he, not the Father or the
Son, who is speaking to the disciples ofjesus (Luke 12:12;John 16:14). Speakers
by nature are self-conscious; the very production of speech requires it. But the
divine speakers are dependently so. In other words, when the Father is speaking to
the Son, the Son and Spirit are indwelling the Father and thus have pure access
to the Father’s self-consciousness, such that the Father’s self-consciousness is
not exclusive of the other divine persons. When the Son speaks to the Father,
the Father and the Spirit indwell him, and so they too have pure access to
the Son’s self-consciousness. The same goes for the Holy Spirit. That is to say,
self-consciousness with the divine persons does not imply individualism
(exclusivity), but it does imply individuation, what we might call an individua
tion of openness.^^ By this, I simply mean that the divine persons are distinct but
are also self-consciously and exhaustively open to one another.
In this light, it is fascinating to see how Charles Hodge describes the divine
persons as speakers, for it accords with what we have been discussing.
The Scriptural facts are, (a.) The Father says I; the Son says I; and the Spirit says L
(b.) The Father says Thou to the Son, and the Son says Thou to the Father; and in
like manner the Father and the Son use the pronouns He and Him in reference to
the Spirit, (c.) The Father, Son, and Spirit are severally subject and object. They act
Charles Hodge, Systematic Theology, 3 vols. (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 2013), 1:461.
Lane G. Tipton, “The Function of Perichoresis and the Divine Incomprehensibility,” W7y64
(2002): 292.
This is critical to maintain, since three independent centers of self-consciousness would repre
sent the heresy of tritheism.
Tipton, “Function of Perichoresis,” 295, 305.
Cornelius Van Til, Introduction to Systematic Theology: Prolegomena and the Doctrines ofRevelation,
Scripture, and God, ed. William Edgar, 2nd ed. (Phillipsburg, NJ: Presbyterian & Reformed, 2007),
348.
Brown, “Trinitarian Personhood and Individuality,” 49.

22

WESTMINSTER THEOLOGICAL JOURNAL

and are acted upon, or are the objects of action. Nothing is added to these facts
when it is said that the Father, Son, and Spirit are distinct persons; for a person is
an intelligent subject who can say I, who can be addressed as Thou, and who can
act and can be the object of action. The summation of the above facts is expressed
in the proposition, The one divine Being subsists in three persons, Father, Son,
and Spirit. 21

Notice here that Hodge affirms the creedal language of three persons “subsist
ing in one essence,” and yet he also offers evidence for the distinctiveness of
persons according to their communicative abilities, to say “I” and refer to the
other divine persons as “Thou” or “He.99’
Drawing together Tertullian and Hodge, we can begin by saying that a divine
person is one who speaks, and this is perfectly consistent with the historical
teaching that the divine persons are rational agents who share the one divine
essence. However, this does not mean that the divine persons are three repeti
tions of one speaker, since each speaker is distinguished from the others by
an incommunicable property (unbegottenness, begottenness, and spiration).^^
Thus, the Father is one who speaks as the eternally unbegotten, the Son is one
who speaks as the eternally begotten, and the Spirit is one who speaks as the
one eternally proceeding from the Father and the Son. That much must be
kept in place.The persons are distinct speakers with distinct incommunicable
properties, so our definition of divine persons must be nuanced: a divine person
is one who speaks hearing a divine incommunicable property, a property which does
not in any way threaten the essential unity of God.
While this definition does not in any way require the abandonment of tradi
tional terminology, a linguistic perspective on divine persons does add a new
dimension to trinitarian dialogue, for we must now relate this view of divine
persons to the unity of God, as every orthodox theologian is enjoined to do. In
the following section, we will see that God in his unity is also one who speaks,
albeit in a different sense. This is problematic only if we are not willing to affirm
the equal ultimacy of the oneness and threeness in God.^^
As the next section will affirm, perhaps one of the greatest benefits of this
definition for divine persons is that it is drawn directly from Scripture.^^ Let us
Hodge, Systematic Theology, 1:444.
22 Kelly, God Who Is: The Holy Trinity, 494-97.
2^ In other words, this linguistic perspective on divine persons (speech) should flow from the
distinctness of each person in terms of what we might call the divine manner oi their speech. The
Father speaks as the unbegotten. The Son speaks as the eternally begotten, and so forth. It is, admittedly,
quite difficult to say what this means precisely. How does the Father speak in an unbegotten
manner? We are reaching the boundary of our reasoning here. I would nevertheless claim that it
is necessary to make this point in order to guard against modalism, which would suggest that the
three persons do not have distinct voices and are merely varied instantiations of one voice.
24 This point was championed by Cornelius Van Til and frequently referenced throughout his
corpus.
2^ “The gospels assign speaking parts to each of the three divine persons” (Kevin J. Vanhoozer,
Remythologizing Theology: Divine Action, Passion, and Authorship [New York: Cambridge University
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now look to selected passages in Scripture that have given rise to this definition,
first noting that God in his unity is one who speaks.

III. The Speaking God of Scripture: One and Three
From the very outset of Scripture, God is identified through his speech and
is marked as a unified speaker. It is clear that God’s first actions with regards to
creation are utterances and that humanity is first addressed by God himself.^^
This divine-human dialogue runs throughout the OT and comes to striking
manifestation in the NT The one speaking God from the OT is more clearly
revealed as the three-in-one speaking God with the coming of Christ and the Holy
Spirit. The passages below highlight this progressive revelation. In what follows,
I have been very selective. Much more could be said about each passage, and
many other passages could be referenced. For the sake of brevity, I will focus
only on the element of divine speech in each passage and how that speech
serves to identify God for his people, first as one and then later as three.
1. Genesis 1-2

Creation is linguistic, grounded in divine speech. God brings the world into
being with jussives: let there be
The inception of creation is thus marked
from the outset by speech, and this speech comes from a unified being, signaled
by the singular subject of the verb form HON*!, “and God said.” However, it is
also well known that the writer uses the first-person plural
with refer
ence to God at the creation of Adam.^^ I still believe that the most natural
Press, 2010], 246). The Father speaks (Matt 3:17; 17:5; Mark 1:11); the Son speaks throughout the
NT; and the Spirit speaks through believers (Matt 10:20). The Son also hears (John 12:49-50), as
does the Spirit (John 16:13).
I will not develop anything in this article with regards to speech-act theory. That work has been
done by others, such as Nicholas Wolterstorff, Divine Discourse: Philosophical Rejections on the Claim
That God Speaks (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1995); and Kevin J. Vanhoozer, Is There
a Meaning in This Text^ The Bible, the Reader, and the Morality of Literary Knowledge (Grand Rapids:
Zondervan, 1998). In my opinion, speech-act theory is limited in its application to divine speech,
and it tends to oversimplify communicative behavior. See Vem S. Poythress, “Canon and Speech
Act: Limitations in Speech-Act Theory, with Implications for a Putative Theory of Canonical Speech
Acts,” WTJIO (2008): 337-54.
Waltke outlines the six options we have for interpretation: (1) the plural is a remnant of
ANE myth in which God is addressing other gods. This is untenable given that the Pentateuch
opposes polytheism at every corner. (2) The plural is directed towards a host of previously made
creatures (this still ends up relying on polytheistic tendencies that do not comport with the Genesis
account). (3) The plural is honorific, like the form D'*n5K, but Waltke notes that this form is
elsewhere attested by nouns, not pronoims. (4) The plural is, in Gesenius’s language, “a plural of
self-deliberation^' though no other instance supports this view. (5) The plural is a reference to the
Trinity. This view would be supported by later NT texts, even though Waltke argues that this violates
the boundaries of grammatico-historical interpretation. (6) The plural refers to the heavenly court
that surrounds God’s throne. See Bruce K Waltke, An Old Testament Theology: A Canonical and
Thematic Approach (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2007), 212-13.
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reading of this usage, based on the rest of the canon, is as a foreshadowing of
trinitarian revelation, that is, that God is three persons who commune with one
another. So, at the dawn of creation in general, we have one divine speaker.
As the psalmist writes, “By the word of the Lord the heavens were made, and
by the breath of his mouth all their host” (Ps 33:6). Yet, at the creation of man
we are also introduced to a plurality of speakers capable of taking self-counsel,
which aligns with later NT revelation.
God’s creation isjuxtaposed with Adam’s first divine encounter, an encounter
mediated through speech:
And God blessed them. And God said to them, “Be fruitful and multiply and fill the
earth and subdue it, and have dominion over the fish of the sea and over the birds
of the heavens and over every living thing that moves on the earth.” And God said.
Behold, I have given you every plant yielding seed that is on the face of all the
earth, and every tree with seed in its fruit. You shall have them for food. And to every
beast of the earth and to every bird of the heavens and to everything that creeps on
the earth, everything that has the breath of life, I have given every green plant for
food.” And it was so. (Gen 1:28-30; emphasis added)

Adam meets God through the latter’s condescension in language.^^ It is God’s
speech that establishes a relationship with humanity and serves as a means by
which his creatures come to know him and his commands.^^^ In the primeval
quietude of Adam’s existence, divine-human dialogue enabled him to know his
maker as the divine speaker. God was, for Adam, “he who speaketh; he who enthuses man so that man speaketh.”’ 31 This is especially critical for Adam because
for a time God was his only conversation partner. Adam’s knowledge of God was
bound up with his knowledge of himself as an imaging speaker.
Adam subsequently used his abilities as an imaging speaker to carry out the
task of naming the animals, following God’s command in Gen 2:19-20, and
then he speaks in deep gratitude for the gift of his wife (2:23), taken from his
own body. From one speaker comes another speaker.
In Gen 1-2, it is beyond debate that God is marked by his speech and then, in
his relationship with creatures, is presented as the divine, authoritative speaker.

I have elsewhere referred to this as the consciousness model of the Trinity: the Father speaking
to the Son (the eternal Word) in the power of the Holy Spirit. See Pierce Taylor Hibbs, “Language
and the Trinity: A Meeting Place for the Global Church,” in Redeeming the Life of the Mind: Essays
in Honor of Vem Poythress, ed. John M. Frame, Wayne Grudem, and John J. Hughes (Wheaton, IL:
Crossway, 2017), 190.
2^ For a philosophical treatment of “Son-Condescension,” see Nathan D. Shannon, “Son-Con
descension and the Logic of Theology,” Neue Zeitschrifi für Systematische Theologe und Religionsphilosophie^^ (2017): 245-64.
God’s establishing a relationship with Adam through speech is a manifestation of how the
Father establishes and then redeems his relationship with humanity through the Word, the second
person of the Trinity.
Rosenstock-Huessy, Origin of Speech, 5, as referenced above in n. 5.
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God is, for Adam and Eve, one who speaks with divine authority. The serpent, of
course, is also one who speaks, which perhaps makes him the craftiest creature
in the garden (Gen 3:1), but he does not speak with divine authority. Quite the
opposite: he speaks with creaturely, rebellious authority, which is no authority
at all. His speech is a counterfeit of truth, meant to deceive and destroy.

2. The Patriarchs (Gen 12, 26, 28)
After the Fall, God continues to present himself and to be known by the
patriarchs as the one who speaks. The calling of Abram begins with the same
verb form that we encounter in the creation account, nOK”).
Now the Lord said to Abram, “Go from your country and your kindred and your
father’s house to the land that I will show you. And I will make of you a great nation,
and I will bless you and make your name great, so that you will be a blessing. I will
bless those who bless you, and him who dishonors you I will curse, and in you all the
families of the earth shall be blessed.” (Gen 12:1-3; emphasis added)

Abram has communion with God through speech. Yahweh reveals himself
verbally, making himself known as the one who speaks with divine wisdom,
truth, and authority. Abram’s subsequent action is then based on his trust in
verbal communication with this divine speaker.
It is the same for Abram’s promised offspring, Isaac.
And the Lord appeared to him and said, “Do not go down to Egypt; dwell in the
land of which I shall tell you. Sojourn in this land, and I will be with you and
will bless you, for to you and to your offspring I will give all these lands, and I will
establish the oath that I swore to Abraham your father.” (Gen 26:2-3; emphasis
added)

Here, Yahweh not only directs Isaac through speech but also reminds him of
the speech he delivered to his father. As was the case for Abraham, Isaac’s action
in heeding the speech of Yahweh is based on his trust in verbal communica
tion from the divine speaker. Thus, Isaac acts in accordance with God’s speech
precisely because God has revealed himself verbally as the one who speaks with
supernatural authority. Theologians often call attention to God’s covenantal
relationship in these passages, and that is certainly necessary, but we tend to
overlook the significance of the fact that the covenant was mediated through
speech, by a divine speaker.
The pattern with Abraham and Isaac holds true for Jacob in his vision of the
great ladder stretching from earth to heaven. Yahweh stands above that ladder
and once more presents himself through speech.

On Satan as a counterfeit, see Vem S. Poythress, God-Centered Biblical Interpretation (Phillipsburg,
NJ: Presbyterian & Reformed, 1999), 167-75.
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I am the Lord, the God of Abraham your father and the God of Isaac. The land on
which you lie I will give to you and to your offspring. Your offspring shall be like the
dust of the earth, and you shall spread abroad to the west and to the east and to the
north and to the south, and in you and your offspring shall all the families of the
earth be blessed. Behold, I am with you and will keep you wherever you go, and will
bring you back to this land. For I will not leave you until I have done what I have
promised you.” (Gen 28:13-15)

These passages suggest what may seem to be obvious to us: for the patriarchs,
God was presented through speech as the divine, covenant-making, authorita
tive speaker. God’s repeated verbal revelation is what enables the patriarchs to
have a personal relationship with him?^
3. Exodus 33:18-19

Later in the unfolding narrative of Israel, God has a very special encounter
with Moses, the one with whom he had developed a longstanding relationship
through speech (particularly Exod 3:4-6; 5-11; 16:4-8; 19:1-9). After interced
ing for the people because of their heinous idolatry, Moses lays down a bold
request. “Moses said, ‘Please show me your glory.’ And he said, ‘I will make
all my goodness pass before you and will proclaim before you my name “The
Lord.” And I will be gracious to whom I will be gracious, and will show mercy
on whom I will show mercy’” (Exod 33:18-19). Notice here the very same
elements we have seen in the creation account and in God’s encounters with
the patriarchs: God is presented as the divine speaker bearing the highest
authority. This is complemented by God’s promise to proclaim not his power
and greatness, but his name. Certainly, God reveals his power and greatness
to Moses through this encounter, but God is not concerned that Moses see
something. In fact, God plainly tells Moses that no man can see his face (Exod
33:23). Rather, he is concerned that Moses hear something: his name, the
unique marker of his divine speech.
God’s revelation of his name is a profound act. Herman Bavinck writes, “A
name is a sign of the person bearing it, a designation referring to some characteristic in which a person reveals himself or herself and becomes knowable.”’ 34
God becomes knowable through his name, through his self-given, divinely
authoritative verbal title. Once again, we see that God is revealed to his people
through speech. He becomes knowable through his name, that is, through
the verbal mark by which he is addressed and by which he reveals himself as
divine speaker.

Note also that according to Rom 1 God’s general revelation also establishes a relationship
between mankind and God, for creation everywhere reveals him. This relationship, however, is one
of covenantal condemnation, not personal communion.
Herman Bavinck, God and Creation, vol. 2 of Reformed Dogmatics, ed. John Bolt, trans. John
Vriend (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2004), 97.

A LINGUISTIC PERSPECTIVE ON DIVINE PERSONS

27

4. The Prophets: ''Thus says the Lord
Though the formula “Thus says the Lord” occurs early in Scripture, espe
cially in the book of Exodus, it is most often associated with the prophets, those
who were tasked with delivering the message of the divine speaker to a people
hard of hearing.
One example should serve to illustrate the point I wish to make. Injer 23, the
prophet is grieving over the moral corruption of the people. After promising
to judge Judah and make Jerusalem a heap of ruins (9:11), God delivers an
exhortation through the mouth of the prophet: “Thus says the Lord: ‘Let not
the wise man boast in his wisdom, let not the mighty man boast in his might, let
not the rich man boast in his riches, but let him who boasts boast in this, that
he understands and knows me, that 1 am the Lord who practices steadfast love,
justice, and righteousness in the earth. For in these things I delight, declares the
Lord’” (9:23-24). The expression “Thus says the Lord” always serves to remind
the reader of the source of the communication. The one who speaks is not the
prophet himself but the divine, authoritative speaker, whom we met on the first
page of Scripture. That divine, authoritative speaker is telling his people the
only thing worth boasting about is understanding and knowing him. Recall that
Bavinck declared that God is only knowable through his name. In other words,
God is only knowable through verbal address, through dialogue—a dialogue
initiated by God himself. The only thing that is worthy of a boast is the true
testament to a verbal relationship with the divine speaker.
The passages we have noted above treat God in his unity as a divine speaker.
But there are texts throughout the OT that also indicate plurality in God.^^ In
fact, later NT revelation compels us to conclude that the one divine speaker
from the OT is really the Father speaking through the Son in the power of the
Holy Spirit.The divine speaker of the OT is, in his essence, triune. As Camden
Bucey has put it, “God is just as much essentially one as he is essentially three,
and vice versa.”^^ Theologians are often tempted to prioritize God’s unity or
his trinity, but both must be held as irreducibly fundamental. What we have in
redemptive history is a panorama of God’s self-revelation that shifts emphases
as we move from the OT to the NT. God has always been and will always be
essentially three-in-one, but the emphasis in the OT is on God’s unity while the
emphasis in the NT is on God’s trinity. That is where we turn next.
Of course, as every Reformed theologian who has written on the Trinity points out, there
are many OT foreshadowings of the Trinity. See, for instance, Robert Letham, The Holy Trinity: In
Scripture, History, Theology, and Worship (Phillipsburg, NJ: Presbyterian & Reformed, 2004), 17-33.
What is in the background for the OT comes to the foreground in the NT.
36 Pqj.
overview of how this applies to Gen 1, see Vern S. Poythress, “God and Language,”
in Did God Really Sayl Affirming the Truthfulness and Trustworthiness of Scripture, ed. David B. Garner
(Phillipsburg, NJ: Presbyterian Sc Reformed, 2012).
Camden M. Bucey, “The Trinity and Monotheism: Christianity and Islam in the Theology of
Cornelius Van Til,” in Redeeming the Life of the Mind, 176.
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In the NT, the focus on the unity of the divine, authoritative speaker from
the OT is exchanged for a focus on trinitarian communication and agency
that includes differentiation of persons. Of course, there are also a number of
references in the NT that present God as one speaker, carrying on the usage of
the OT. But in the NT, this OT usage is complemented by the equally important
portrayal of God as three speakers.
5. Matthew: A Clear Distinction of Speakers

When we come to the Gospel of Matthew, we find in more explicit terms
not one divine speaker, but three. This is a profound but organic development
in God’s self-revelation. In place of the many references to a singular divine
speaker, we have a focus on the Father, the incarnate Son, and the Holy Spirit
as distinct speakers. This is clear in passages such as Matt 3:16-17: “And when
Jesus was baptized, immediately he went up from the water, and behold, the
heavens were opened to him, and he saw the Spirit of God descending like a
dove and coming to rest on him; and behold, a voice from heaven said, ‘This
is my beloved Son, with whom I am well pleased.”’ ’38
The incarnate Son is already obviously a speaker from the outset of Matthew’s
Gospel, but we might overlook the fact that the heavenly Father is carrying on
discourse not just with the human nature of Christ, but with his person. The
person of Christ includes both his human and divine natures, and it would
be arbitrary to distinguish when God the Father is addressing Christ’s human
nature and when he is addressing his divine nature. Natures do not speak to
each other; persons do. So, the discourse at Christ’s baptism is not simply a
discussion between God and the incarnate Son; it is not simply discourse from
divine to human, as we might assume. Upon closer dogmatic inspection, it
is also divine-divine discourse: the eternal Father speaking in history to the
eternal Son. This makes perfect sense in light of the fact that in Matthew’s
Gospel (and in the others) “we find Jesus speaking of God as Father with un
paralleled intimacy.”^^ The unparalleled intimacy is rooted in the eternal divine
relationship between the Father and the Son. That relationship is not put on
hold during the incarnation.
The Holy Spirit, who descended from the heavens in the form of a dove as
Jesus emerged from the Jordan River, is also marked as a divine speaker. In
the very next chapter in Matthew, the Holy Spirit is said to have “led” Jesus
into the wilderness. Our understanding of language is typically narrower than

Elsewhere in the Gospel of Matthew, especially with the “fulfillment formulas,” God is refer
enced as one divine speaker.
Brandon D. Crowe, “The Trinity and the Gospel of Matthew,” in The Essential Trinity: New
Testament Foundations and Practical Relevance, ed. Brandon D. Crowe and Carl R. Trueman (London:
Apollos, 2016), 26.
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it should
Though lexically there is nothing here that says the Spirit
speaks, conceptually it is difficult to conclude otherwise. The concept of lead
ing requires some sense of communication between the Spirit and Jesus, and
this conceptual affirmation of communication between the persons of the Son
and Spirit is confirmed at the end of the Gospel, where, interestingly, baptism
is the context once again. “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” (28:19). The Holy Spirit is given a distinct name, and a distinct name
implies a distinct speaker (just as earlier we saw that a distinct voice implies
a distinct speaker). This assumption is validated in Luke’s Gospel, where the
Spirit is said to communicate with believers. “And when they bring you before
the synagogues and the rulers and the authorities, do not be anxious about how
you should defend yourself or what you should say, for the Holy Spirit will teach
you in that very hour what you ought to say” (Luke 12:11-12). The Spirit, as
teacher, will communicate (i.e., “speak”) to believers in a manner analogous to
the way in which he communicated with the Son. The Spirit, then, is recognized
with the Father and Son as a distinct divine speaker, one who holds the same
supernatural authority in his speech.
6. John 16 and 17

In John 16, the writer opens with Jesus addressing the disciples, telling them
about the persecution they will face from those who “have not known the
Father” (16:3). Jesus then promises to send the Holy Spirit (16:7). We might
pause here and recognize that only a distinct person can be known or acted
upon. Bringing together what we earlier saw in Charles Hodge and later noted
from Herman Bavinck, we can say that a speaker becomes knowable through his
name, and can be addressed and acted upon by other communicative agents.
In Vos’s words, the three divine persons “assume objective relations toward
each other, address each other, love each other, and can interact with each
other.”That is what we see here. The Spirit is being distinctly recognized as a
divine speaker who will be sent by the Son and will subsequently communicate
with Jesus’ disciples, convicting the world concerning sin, righteousness, and
judgment (16:8-10).
A few verses later, we find out something else about the Spirit: “When the
Spirit of truth comes, he will guide you into all the truth, for he will not speak
on his own authority, but whatever he hears he will speak, and he will declare

I have always followed Kenneth Pike’s understanding of language as an “aspect of human
behavior” that is structurally integrated with the rest of what we do as humans. See Kenneth L.
Pike, Language in Relation to a Unified Theory of the Structure ofHuman Behavior, 2nd ed. (The Hague:
Mouton, 1967); and Pike, Linguistic Concepts.
Geerhardus Vos, Theology Proper, vol. 1 of Reformed Dogmatics, ed. and trans. Richard B. Gaffin
Jr. (Bellingham, WA: Lexham Press, 2014), 43.
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to you the things that are to come” (16:13). The Holy Spirit is both divine
addressor and addressee.^^ y^e Spirit takes what he hears, presumably from the
Father, and communicates it to the followers of Christ in an instance of what
Kostenberger refers to as “trinitarian collaboration.”'*'’ This both distinguishes
the Spirit as divine speaker and reassures us that this distinction does not
threaten the unity of God. As Carson puts it.
Just as Jesus never spoke or acted on his own initiative, but said and did exactly
what the Father gave him to say and do ... so also the Spirit speaks only what he hears
—a point elucidated in w. 14-15. As Jesus’ absolute but exhaustive obedience to
his Father ensures that he is not to be taken as either a mere mortal or as a competing
deity, but as the very revelation of God himself, so also the Spirit, by this utter depen
dence, ensures the unity of God and of the revelation God graciously grants."^^

These verses from ch. 16, then, clearly mark the Holy Spirit as a divine speaker
on par with the Father and the Son.
Chapter 17 then brings into focus the communication between the Father
and the Son. In v. 5, we read that the Son has been glorified in eternity with
the Father, before the world began.^^ Then in v. 8, we read that Christ has given
his disciples “the words” of the Father. Carson writes, “Here words renders the
Greek rhêmata, neitherJesus’ teaching as a whole nor his itemized precepts, but
his actual ‘words’ or ‘utterances.’”"^® This again highlights both the Father and
the incarnate Son as divine speakers who, as we saw earlier, enjoy a relationship
of unparalleled intimacy.
Though the survey and treatment of NT texts above is embarrassingly brief,
it nevertheless points out that each distinct person of the Godhead is presented
as a divine speaker, and, what is more, a divine hearer. The Father hears the
Son, the Son hears the Father, the Spirit hears the Father and the Son. This
trinitarian communication is an important behavior that serves to carry forth
the plan of salvation, the pactum salutis, which was forged by these same divine
persons in eternity past.

'*2 This is to be understood in accordance with his title as paracletos. “Whatever the precise
meaning of paracletos, it is undoubtedly a human personal image. Evidently, Jesus himself is a
paracleWs, and the Spirit, in this role, another such (14:16). The Paraclete teaches, reminds, testifies,
convicts, guides, speaks, declares (14:26; 15:26; 16:8,13-15)” (Richard Baukham, “The Trinity and
the Gospel of John,” in Essential Trinity, 104-5). Notice here the verbal elements of each of the
actions Baukham lists.
Andreas J. Kostenberger, A Theology ofJohn’s Gospel and Letters, Biblical Theology of the New
Testament (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2009), 245.
D. A. Carson, The Gospel According toJohn, Pillar New Testament Commentary (Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans, 1991), 540.
I consider the eternal exchange of love and glory among the divine persons to be a kind
of speech, though certainly in a sense that is very different from our common understandings of
verbal behavior.
Carson, Gospel According toJohn, 560.
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Our survey of selected OT and NT texts leads us to conclude that God’s
speech is both uni-personal and tri-personal. God speaks in his unity: the Father
speaking the eternal Word in the power of the Spirit to both create and redeem.
God also speaks in his trinity: the Father speaking to the Son and Spirit, the
Son speaking to the Father, the Spirit hearing from the Father and Son and
speaking to the followers of Christ. There is, in other words, equal ultimacy of
unity and trinity in God in terms of speech. We cannot reduce God either to
bare unity or to bare trinity. God is the three-in-one speaker.
Defining a divine person as “one who speaks bearing a divine incommuni
cable attribute” thus accords with biblical revelation. As one speaker, God is the
Father speaking through the Son in the power of the Spirit. As three speakers,
the divine persons are Father, Son, and Spirit speaking and listening to one
another in what we might term an I-thou-he communion. This communion is
possible because of the eternal distinctness each person maintains by his divine
incommunicable attribute.
IV. Potential Objections

There are, of course, various objections one might raise to my definition of
divine persons. Though I do not believe anything I can say in this article will
preclude strong reactions of discontent, I will offer brief responses to three
potential objections.
1. The definition is too broad and does not clearly distinguish the persons from the essence.

Part of the appeal of traditional dogmatic language for divine persons
(subsisting relation, mode of subsistence, etc.) is their perceived precision of
meaning. (However, recall what we noted earlier about the nature of defini
tions.) This precision has served the church in combatting heresies of various
stripes. However, the fine lines of a precise definition are not so fine under
closer scrutiny. A cursory glance at the word “subsist” in the Oxford English
Dictionary reveals that, semantically, the word does not even come close to the
hairline specificity that some would like to claim for it. In other words, it is not
the clear-cut semantic “particle” that theologians treat it as. At best, it seems to
indicate something close to “exist,” but that meaning is somewhat “fuzzy,” for
lack of a better term.
A similar issue can be raised with the word “subsistence.” These words, like
all words, have a core meaning that is generally understood (particle), but
they also have fuzzy semantic boundaries in their continued usage (wave) and
a network of associative relationships with other words throughout history
(field), each of which colors their meaning.^^ This is not a threat to their value
Again, I am following Kenneth Pike’s triad of particle, wave, and field perspectives on lexical
semantics.
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or semantic stability, but merely accents the truth that we cannot be masters of
language in any God-like sense. We should instead focus on how definitions
can be useful to us in our relationship with God and with others. Given that
fact, if “one who speaks bearing a divine incommunicable property” is too
broad, the same critique might be turned against nearly every other defini
tion of divine personhood. All definitions in human language simply cannot
have a scientific precision that perfectly parallels God’s exhaustive knowledge
of himself and the world that he has made. There is mystery in definitions,
just as there is mystery in God. No amount of analytical rigor will alter that
fundamental biblical affirmation, for it is, in essence, an affirmation of the
Creator-creature distinction.
I am sure, of course, that some theologians hold fast to the alleged clarity in
distinction between person and essence that the older dogmatic views of divine
personhood seem to suggest. But here I bring up once more the fact that
Ui
Scripture itself does not use technical terms for God’s oneness and threeness,
and ... it is not always concerned with terminological precision in describing
the relations of the three persons.”’ 48 In light of this, we should be wary of those
who cling to the language of historical theology, and even to the language of
the creeds themselves, with a penchant to treat them as supremely authoritative
or inerrant. Creedal language is very important in articulating what Scripture
teaches and has served a high purpose of unifying the church around a core
of articulated beliefs. But creedal language must not be treated on the same
level of the authoritative hierarchy as Scripture. There is only one inerrant,
supremely authoritative book, and the creeds were written to serve the truth
of that book, not to be taken as theological perfections. This is not meant to
perpetuate the “no creed but the Bible” mentality. We all have a creed of one
kind or another, and the historic creeds are vitally important to the church
and our theological heritage.^^ Nevertheless, we cannot equate the creeds with
Scripture in terms of their authority. In this article, I have tried to account
for the distinction between unity and plurality in God by noting the way in
which the Trinity can be viewed as one speaker and as three speakers in distinct
senses, thus preserving the relationship between unity and plurality that the
language of historical theology also aims to preserve. But even beyond all this,
we must continue to affirm that our creatureliness precludes our exhaustive
understanding of aZZlanguage. Any claim to have a perfectly precise, exhaustive
understanding of language is a claim to be God.
2. The definition cannot adequately be related to the orthodox system of trinitarian dogma.
It might be argued that the perspective I have offered on divine persons
causes problems for other areas of trinitarian dogma. If we perceive the divine
Frame, Systematic Theology, 481.
See Carl R. Trueman, The CreedalImperative (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2012).
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persons as speakers, do we not run the risk of tritheism, at worst, or embrace
social trinitarianism, at best? We then face a host of dogmatic dilemmas dealing
with the will of God, his real and essential unity, and even the redemptive work
of the Son and Spirit on behalf of the Father. Understanding a divine person as
‘one who speaks bearing an incommunicable property” seems to avoid these
problems. I have tried in this article to explain how the divine persons are
dependendy self-conscious agents who share the same divine essence. As such,
the divine will is one, and yet the three persons distinctly serve that one will.
They are distinguished from one another not essentially, but by an incommuni
cable property. This guards against the critique that a linguistic perspective on
divine persons threatens the essential unity of God. It also assures that there is
no warring of wills in the Godhead, since the persons share the same will. There
is nothing that the Father wills that the Son and the Spirit do not also will. In
sum, this definition does not pose any significant problems to our orthodox
theological system of trinitarian dogma. Instead, it provides another way of
understanding divine persons, one that accords with what is taught in Scripture
and helps us discern how we might better commune with the triune God, which
I will touch on in the conclusion.
3. The definition does not guard against univocity in understanding the term ''person”
as applied to God and man.

Theologians are rightly circumspect when using language in reference to
God and to man. Words and concepts do not apply to God in the same way that
they apply to man, and yet there is correspondence on some level. If a divine
person is one who speaks bearing a divine incommunicable property, then a
human person is one who speaks bearing a created incommunicable property.
Now, let me explain this a bit. Each human person is unique. That is what I
mean when I say that we each have some “incommunicable property.” I will
forever be distinct from my brother, my wife, my pastor, my colleagues, and so
on. Where does that inviolable personal distinction come from? It must come
from God or else there would be no grounds for it. We do not have the personal
properties that belong to the divine persons (unbegottenness, begottenness,
and spiration), for they are rfwzn^and share the same essence. Yet, we find an
analogous distinctness in human persons as creatures who communicate in
a manner all their own. Each human person speaks distinctly from that God
given identity that only he or she bears. The analogy between human persons
and divine persons, as I have argued, comes to glorious manifestation in the
concept of speech.
V. Conclusion

Recall from earlier in the article how the nature of definitions (from a
particle/wave/field perspective) pushes us to see our limitations as finite
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creatures. Rather than trying to master definitions with utter precision (which
is something only God can do anyway), we should instead focus on how we can
use our limited grasp of definitions to grow closer to God and better conform
to the image of Christ. A linguistic perspective on divine persons helps us to
do that. It tells us simultaneously how God is three persons and how we are
finite persons. God is three persons as three speakers, each bearing a divine
incommunicable property. We are persons as created speakers, each bearing a
unique created identity that is given voice through our use of language. Thus,
we are brought to see speech as a fundamental means of communing with God
(through prayer) and with other people, who are made in God’s speaking
image. We can readily use a linguistic perspective on divine personhood in our
relationships, both with God and with others.
This approach to defining divine persons, in my opinion, avoids the problem
of univocity, since we are not positing the same thing about God as we are about
man. God is the three-in-one speaker with divine, supernatural authority. God’s
eternal language with himself is, surely, on a different plane than that of human
language. Yet, God is essentially one who speaks, one who holds discourse with
himself. And so humans, as image bearers, are those who hold discourse with
God. We are human persons as we receive and interpret communication from
the Trinity, both in general and special revelation. As Carl Trueman once put
it, “To be human is to be one who is addressed by God.”’ 50
Let us return to the questions posed at the outset: (1) Has our understanding
of divine persons adequately accounted for the way in which God is portrayed
in Scripture as the three-in-one divine speaker? (2) Does the language we
currently employ in our definitions of divine persons help us to better worship
and commune with the Trinity? Defining a divine person as “one who speaks
bearing a divine incommunicable property” answers the first question.
The second question can be answered quite readily, for we use speech to
worship and commune with God through prayer.^If we approach the divine
persons as speakers, and the entire Godhead as a speaker in a different sense,
then we are in a perfect place to communicate with the God of Scripture. That
is no small thing. Communing with God is the purpose and end of the Christian
life. If we can biblically define divine persons in a way that helps us to worship
and communicate with God more effectively, why not make the attempt to do
so? This article serves as my attempt.

Trueman, Creedal Imperative, 62.
Carl R. Trueman, “The Trinity and Prayer,” in Essential Trinity, 199-214.
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