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There is only one God. Yet, within the one God, there are distinctions: God is also somehow three. To refer to the threeness of God, we use the word “Trinity.”[footnoteRef:1] How do we know that God is also three? The apostles affirmed it. (See the scripture references at the end of this article.) [1:  “Trinity” is not in the New Testament. The Church Father Tertullian was first to use Latin trini (threefold) for God (in De pudicitia § 21, c. AD 210-20). The parallel in English between “unity” and “Trinity” is especially helpful.] 


The traditional explanation for the Trinity is that the three persons differ only in their relations to one another. God the Father is unoriginate (without origin). God the Son is eternally begotten by the Father. God the Spirit proceeds from the Father and the Son. (“Begotten” and “proceeds” refer to the same process, a constant arising. But to distinguish the Son’s constant arising from the Spirit’s constant arising, “begotten” is used for the Son, and “proceeds” for the Spirit.)

In the traditional understanding, the only distinction between Father, Son, and Spirit is their manner of origin. “Origin” here does not mean coming into existence from nonexistence: God is eternal and unchangeable. To emphasize God’s eternity and immutability, we add the adjective “eternally” to “begotten.” (I think we should also say “eternally proceeds.”)



A triangle is a traditional illustration of the Trinity:

	Father	Son
▽
Spirit

Since English speakers read texts from left to right and top to bottom, we put the Father at the upper left: he is unoriginate. The Son is to the right of the Father so that we can indicate that the Spirit proceeds from both (diagonal lines progress from both).[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Eastern Orthodox Christians (Greek Orthodox, Russian Orthodox, etc.) say that the Spirit does not proceed from the Father and the Son, but only from the Father. Their graph might show the Father with two diagonal arrows under him, one to the left pointing to the Son, and one to the right pointing to the Spirit. Catholics and Protestants object that, if the only distinctions between the persons of the Trinity are their manner of origin, and the constant arising of both the Son and the Spirit are the same (from the Father alone), then Son and Spirit are not distinct, and the Trinity collapses into a Binity.] 


One person of the Trinity, the Son, became incarnate 2000 years ago.[footnoteRef:3] That means Jesus is both God and man. (But Jesus’ divine nature is not the Trinity: his divine nature is one person of the Trinity, the Son.) Jesus is not 50% divine and 50% human: he has a complete divine nature and a complete human nature, so he is 100% divine (meaning all of divine nature is in him) and 100% human (meaning all of human nature is in him: mind, will, body, ethnicity, gender, sensations, thoughts, emotions, etc.).[footnoteRef:4] We can use a graph to represent the relation of his two natures: [3:  “Incarnate” is from Latin caro, “flesh” (compare “chili con carne”). See John 1:14, “the Word became flesh . . .”]  [4:  Christianity, as the Council of Chalcedon (AD 451) affirmed, says the two natures are inseparable but unmixed.] 
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	divine nature	human nature



In his article, “Did God Die on the Cross?”[footnoteRef:5] Brandon D. Smith condemns a heresy in the ancient Church called modalism.[footnoteRef:6] He says, “modalists . . . taught the heresy of patripassianism—that the Father . . . suffered on the cross . . .”[footnoteRef:7] [5:  Smith, Brandon D. “Did God Die on the Cross?: The Trinity and the Crucifixion.” CenterforBaptistRenewal.com. 16 Dec. 2019. 17 Jan. 2022. Web. <centerforbaptistrenewal.com/blog/2019/12/14/did-god-die-on-the-cross-the-trini ty-and-the-crucifixion>.]  [6:  Modalists so emphasized the unity of God and deemphasized the trinity of God that they said that the names “Father,” “Son,” and “Spirit” only refer to three “modes” in which the one God acts. Thus they would say that all of God is incarnate in Jesus, whereas trinitarians say that only one person, the Son, is incarnate in Jesus.]  [7:  “Patripassianism” is from Latin pater, “father,” and passio, “suffering.”] 


In answer to the question he raises in the title of his article (did God die on the cross?), however, he responds unequivocally: “The short answer is yes.”

Smith does not realize that he is guilty of a heresy similar to patripassianism. Call it logopassianism (from Logos, Word)—the Son suffered on the cross.

How does Smith justify the idea that the Son died?

(1)	He says, “God the Son died in the person of Jesus Christ.” It is certainly true that Christ’s divine nature and his human nature were present at his death. Also, for Christ to have died in any sense, his human nature has to have died. (“Died” here means “transitioned to the supernatural realm,” not “ceased to exist altogether.”) But just because Christ’s divine nature—the Son—was present at his human nature’s death, it does not follow that his divine nature also died.

Smith equivocates on the word “die.” Sometimes he uses it to mean the transition from the natural realm to the supernatural realm. For example: “As with any human death, his body was separated from his soul/spirit, but his soul/spirit did not cease to exist.” But sometimes he uses “die” to mean “cease to exist,” not just from the realm of the living, but from all creation (creation consisting of both the natural and supernatural realms). For example: “the human soul/spirit of Jesus remained alive (thus, his nature did not die) . . .”

In fact, it is impossible that Jesus’ divine nature, the Son, died. (a) Jesus’ divine nature cannot die in the first sense (passing from the realm of the living to the realm of the dead). For one thing, God is transcendent from creation. For another, being omnipresent, he is present at every point in both the natural and the supernatural realms. He can’t “transition” from one to the other.

(b) But Jesus’ divine nature also cannot die in the second sense (ceasing to exist). Smith explicitly says, “His divine nature did not die or cease to exist.” Since God is sustaining everything in existence right now, if God were to cease to exist, then all creation would wink out of existence with him. And it could never come back. If God did not exist, he could not bring himself into existence (pulling himself up by his bootstraps, so to speak), because you can’t get something from nothing. And, since God could never exist, he could not bring creation back into existence either.

But if the Son did not die in the sense of passing from the living to the dead, and if the Son did not die in the sense of ceasing to exist, then in what sense can Smith claim that “God the Son died in the person of Jesus Christ”?

(2)	Smith also justifies himself by saying, “. . . Jesus is both God and man; and Jesus died.” Here Smith equivocates on the meaning of the word “Jesus.” In the first instance of “Jesus” in the sentence (“Jesus is both God and man”), “Jesus” means both the divine nature and the human nature. But in the second instance (“Jesus died”), “Jesus” means only the human nature. Hence, despite Smith’s sentence, the death of Jesus’ human nature does not entail the death of Jesus’ divine nature.



Smith is also careless in some of his other statements.

(1)	“God the Son in his divine nature continued to exist . . .” That is incorrectly said: Jesus can be in his divine nature (or in his human nature), but God the Son cannot be “in” his divine nature: he is the divine nature.

(2)	“God the Son died according to his human nature but did not cease to exist.” That is incorrectly said: God the Son does not have a human nature. Not the Son, but Jesus died according to his human nature.

(3)	“. . . the human body of God the Son died . . .” That is incorrectly said: God the Son does not have a human body, Jesus does.[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Smith’s misstatements are not limited to those that confuse the Son and Jesus. For example: “God the Son substituted himself for us. He didn’t send a mere messenger.” That’s incorrectly said: it was not God the Son who sent the Son at the incarnation, but the Trinity.] 


In all three of these misstatements, Smith speaks of “God the Son” when he should instead speak of “Jesus.” It is probably this misidentification which is at the root of Smith’s logopassianism (belief that the Son suffered). Remember the second graphic from above:
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	|	|
	divine nature	human nature

The Son is the divine nature (lower left), and only the divine nature. The Son is not Jesus, whether “Jesus” refers to both natures (top) or to the human nature (lower right). (The latter usage is unfortunate because careless, but it is a frequent colloquialism.) Instead of saying that the Son died on the cross, Smith should say (colloquially) that Jesus died on the cross, or, even better (because more precise), Jesus’ human nature died on the cross.

