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The Trinity in John’s Gospel: John 5:17–30 as Grand Central Station 
 

Introduction  

• The problem(s) of the Trinity: math? logic? exegesis? 

• John 5:17–30 as the Grand Central Station of the Bible’s witness to the Trinity 

• Main goal in this lecture: read the passage. How? By honing a toolkit of eight rules that emerge from 

the substance and manner of Scripture’s teaching on the Trinity.  

• Rules imposed from without, like a speed limit? No. Rules that emerge from within, like the breathing 

of a living human being, or the grammar of a language.   

• Source of lecture: last chapter of R. B. Jamieson and Tyler Wittman, Biblical Reasoning: Seeing Christ 

and the Trinity in Scripture (Baker Academic, forthcoming 2022, Lord willing).  

 

Rule 1: The Christian Distinction 

• Genesis 1:1, “In the beginning, God created the heavens and the earth.” All things depend on God, and 

God depends on nothing. All things owe their existence to God, whereas God is self-existent. 

• Robert Sokolowski, “In Christian belief we understand the world as that which might not have been, 

and correlatively we understand God as capable of existing, in undiminished goodness and greatness, 

even if the world had not been.” Henk Schoot, “God is not different from creatures the way in which 

creatures mutually differ. God differs differently.” 

• The Creator-creature distinction: central to the conflict that permeates our passage. OT sabbath 

command (Gen 2:2-3; Exod 20:11; 33:17).  

• In John 5:17, Jesus invokes a rationale for his action that holds only for the Creator of all. 

 

Rule 2: The Principle of God-fittingness 

• When Scripture uses language befitting creatures to refer to God, we should interpret that language in 

a manner suited to, a manner consistent with, God’s categorically unique being as Creator. In other 

words, the principle of God-fittingness teaches us to recognize that throughout Scripture, God 

accommodates his revelation of himself to fit our understanding.  

• Numbers 23:19, “God is not man, that he should lie, or a son of man, that he should change his mind. 

Has he said, and will he not do it? Or has he spoken, and will he not fulfill it?” Cf. Gen. 6:6.  

• Blasphemy is an utterance that affronts God by denigrating or impinging on his transcendent 

uniqueness. The Bible’s prohibition of blasphemy rests on and mirrors the principle of God-fittingness 

(Exod 22:28; Lev 24:16).  

• The principle of God-fittingness is a necessary linguistic implication of the Creator-creature 

distinction. It is a verbal reflex of God’s transcendent being. 

 

Rule 3: The Inseparable Operation of the Trinity 

• All the external acts of the Trinity are inseparable. Lewis Ayres: “In every action of one of the divine 

three the other two are also to be found at work.” Why? “Because the divine three are inseparable; they 

are not divided spatially or temporally, and there is only one divine will and nature even as Father, 
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Son, and Spirit are each the fullness of that will and nature.” 

• John 5:19–20, “Truly, truly, I say to you, the Son can do nothing of his own accord, but only what he 

sees the Father doing. For whatever the Father does, that the Son does likewise.” 

 

Rule 4: The Unity and Equality of the Divine Persons 

• The three divine persons are united and equal. They exist in essential, ineffable unity. And all that it 

means for God to be God is equally true of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. See Philippians 2:6.  

• Six assertions that ascribe a unique divine perfection or prerogative to Christ: 

o (1) Jesus calls God his own Father, implying that, like the Father, he “works” to sustain creation 

on the Sabbath. (v. 17)  

o (2) Jesus does all that the Father does. Insofar as the second half of verse 19 attests the Son and 

the Father’s inseparable action, it thereby attests the Son’s divine unity and equality with the 

Father. Hilary of Poitiers, “He to whose nature it belongs to do all the same things possesses 

the same nature.” (v. 19) 

o (3) Jesus asserts that he has the uniquely divine power to raise the dead. (vv. 21, 25, 28–29) 

o (4) Jesus grounds his claim to give resurrection life in the assertion that he possesses the 

unique divine life, life in himself. (v. 26) 

o (5) Christ claims the divine prerogative of executing final judgement. (v. 22; cf. v. 27) 

o (6) Jesus receives worship. (v. 23) 

 

Rule 5: Appropriation 

• Appropriation is the practice, in both Scripture and in our reflection on Scripture, “in which a feature 

belonging to the nature of God, common to all three persons, is specially ascribed to one of the divine 

persons” (Gilles Emery). See, e.g., 2 Cor 13:14. Here consider John 5:22.  

 

Rule 6: “The Christ Is One” Rule and the Communication of Idioms 

• “The Christ is one” rule perceives that Scripture everywhere speaks of Christ as a single acting subject, 

a single agent. There is only one “who” in Christ, in whom the two “whats” of divinity and humanity 

personally unite. Therefore, Scripture names Christ according to either nature and ascribes to him 

what belongs to the other nature. That is a pattern of attribution or predication called the 

communication of idioms, or properties. Here see John 5:22. 

 

Rule 7: The “Form of a Servant Rule,” or Partitive Exegesis 

• The “form of a servant” rule, which patristic scholar John Behr has called “partitive exegesis,” 

recognizes that Scripture speaks of the one Christ in a twofold manner. Scripture says some things of 

Christ with reference to and on the basis of his human nature, and other things with reference to and 

on the basis of his divine nature. See vv. 20, 27.  

• Augustine on v. 27, “So it is the Son of man who is going to judge, not though by his human authority 

but by his authority as Son of God. And again it is the Son of God who is going to judge, though he will 

not be manifested in the form by which he is equal to the Father, but in that by which he is the Son of 

man.” 
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Rule 8: The “From-another” Rule 

• The “from-another” rule discovers that some passages teach that the Son is eternally from the Father, 

and the Spirit is eternally from the Father and the Son. See vv. 17, 19–20.  

• Augustine: “This then is the rule which governs many scriptural texts, intended to show not that one 

person is less than the other, but only that one is from the other.”   

• “My teaching is not mine, but his who sent me.” (7:16; cf. 7:18)  

• “The words that I say to you I do not speak on my own authority, but the Father who dwells in me does 

his works.” (14:10; cf. 14:24) 

 

Conclusion 

• These eight rules for reading Scripture’s witness to the Triune God are harmonious, coherent, and, to a 

significant degree, mutually entailing. Many of these rules imply, or derive from, the others. 

• Theology is exegesis, and good exegesis is inescapably theological.  

• Proper dogmatic reasoning does not moves not away from Scripture to theological construction. 

Instead, rightly ruled dogmatic reasoning stays within Scripture, moves within Scripture, and delves 

deeper into the inexhaustible riches of the mysteries declared in Scripture. 

• Rightly reading Scripture demands that we purify our minds, purging our conceptions of God from all 

intellectual idolatry, however unintentional. These rules for rightly reading Scripture stretch our 

minds in order to strengthen our souls. 

• Augustine on John 5:19–20, “How he twists us around and juggles with our minds, leading them hither 

and thither! He will not let them stay in any single place favored by the flesh, but he twists them about 

to exercise them, exercises them to clean them up, cleans them up to make them spacious, makes 

them spacious so as to fill them.” 


