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Introduction 

At the beginning of this year I was interested at looking into how Karl Barth and Jürgen Moltmann 

approached the doctrine of the Trinity. Specifically, I was interested in how they imagined divine 

freedom (and necessity) in this context. Early on, however, my supervisor recommended that I focus 

my attention on Barth for the meantime. I am glad that I did. After spending some time with Barth via 

his Church Dogmatics I began to come to terms with the wealth of trinitarian insights in just under two 

hundred pages. As such, I decided to focus my attention here, in five sections in the first volume. 

Barth’s intention in these sections is summed up in his question, “Who is God in His revelation?”1 

Because the trinitarian God can only be known insofar as he reveals himself, to ask who God is cannot 

be separated from asking who he is in his revelation. Nonetheless, just how God reveals himself in 

revelation is not always straightforward. For Barth, the trinitarian God is the one God who reveals 

himself as Father, Son, and Spirit, yet Barth has also opened the way for those who come after him to 

review his doctrine of the Trinity in light of this central insight and develop it in accordance with this. 

In the first five chapters I provide an exposition of CD I/1, §§8-12. Here I follow the main 

contours of Barth’s theology as it relates to revelation and the doctrine of the Trinity, restating in my 

own words what I understand that he is saying. In the first two chapters I present Barth’s concept of 

revelation and his doctrine of the Trinity. Here Barth’s signature movement from who God is in his 

revelation to who God is antecedently in himself is clearly seen. Revelation is not a mere appearance 

of God, nor an act that can be separated from his being. Rather, God the Father is truly revealed in 

the Son, who becomes revelation for specific human beings in the work of the Spirit. Moreover, this 

one revelation in threefold form reveals that this is what God is like in himself. Father, Son, and Spirit 

eternally subsist as modes of being of the one divine essence. 

In chapters three to five I follow Barth in detailing who God the Father, God the Son, and God 

the Holy Spirit are both in revelation and in themselves. God reveals himself as Father in that he is the 

origin of Christ’s lordship. As he works in creation, so he begets the Son eternally. God reveals himself 

as Son in that Christ has his origin in God the Father. As his work of reconciliation presupposes 

creation, so he is begotten of the Father eternally. God reveals himself as Spirit in that the Spirit brings 

specific human beings to know Jesus as Lord. As such, God is also the Spirit of the Father and the Son 

antecedently in himself. 

                                                           
1 Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics I/1, edited and translated by Geoffrey W. Bromiley and Thomas F. 

Torrance (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1975), 297. All subsequent citations to this work in this paper have been 
abbreviated to CD I/1. 



2 
 

In chapter six I revisit Barth’s concept of revelation, which he explicitly details in §8, and 

examine some of his main emphases such as the dialectical unity and distinction between God and his 

revelation, and the trinitarian content and form of this revelation. I then demonstrate that Barth 

differentiates between the concept and event of revelation, addressing critiques that accuse Barth of 

reducing revelation to a merely epistemological phenomenon. Finally, I examine how Barth’s concept 

of revelation informs his understanding of the relationship between the economic Trinity and the 

immanent Trinity. It is the economic Trinity that grounds the immanent Trinity epistemologically, 

whereas the immanent Trinity grounds the economic Trinity ontologically. 

In chapter seven I examine the charge of modalism sometimes made against Barth. I begin with 

Barth’s efforts at every point to oppose modalistic tendencies in trinitarian theology, and then go on 

to assess the implications of his replacement of the term person with Seinsweise and his 

unipersonalism. 

In chapter eight I explore Barth’s pneumatology. Many of Barth’s readers have found his 

pneumatology dissatisfactory to the extent that it is eclipsed by his christology. I explore this critique 

in relation to Barth’s emphasis on the Spirit’s work in salvation rather than creation, his adoption of 

the Augustinian vinculum amoris or bond of love to denote the Spirit as the intra-trinitarian relation 

between the Father and the Son, and his doctrine of the filioque. 
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A Note on Gender 

Both Barth and the English translation of Church Dogmatics employ masculine pronouns in reference 

to human beings. I have maintained the original words when quoting Barth but in my own discussion 

I have replaced man with human being(s) or humanity, depending on the context, and he/his/him with 

they/their/them even when the referent is singular. 

I have maintained masculine pronouns to refer to God, as fatherhood and sonship are central 

to Barth’s doctrine of the Trinity. At certain places in this paper I employ Spirit and God 

interchangeably. Because God in this context denotes the movement between a distinct mode of 

being, the Spirit, and the one God in three modes of being of Father, Son, and Spirit, I have thus also 

used masculine pronouns to refer to both the Spirit and God. While I have made this decision to avoid 

confusing my readers, I encourage them to look beyond the gendered assumptions in something as 

seemingly insignificant as pronouns and explore the ways in which theology can challenge these 

assumptions and make itself more welcome to and inclusive of all genders.  
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1. 

§8 God in His Revelation 

Barth opens this section writing, “God's Word is God Himself in His revelation.”2 This is one of the 

major unifying themes throughout this section and the rest of CD I/1. Revelation reveals who God is 

in himself. As such, in both its form and content revelation is trinitarian. God the Father, Son, and 

Spirit reveals himself as Revealer, Revelation, and Revealedness. 

The Place of the Doctrine of the Trinity in Dogmatics 

The Church and theology must always return to Scripture as the witness to revelation. Lest the 

uniqueness of revelation and its subject, God, be undermined, Scripture also determines the shape of 

the problems addressed and the questions asked. Scripture points its readers to three questions: Who 

is revealed? What is the act of this revelation? And what is its effect? Yet these three questions are 

inseparable. They are a response to the one, threefold revelation: “God reveals Himself. He reveals 

Himself through Himself. He reveals Himself.”3 

Although the first question regarding who God is in revelation is logically primary, none of the 

questions can be answered apart from each other. Thus God is revealed in such names as Elohim, 

Yahweh, Lord, or Father, but these make little sense apart from his acts which accompany them. In 

the Old Testament God represents himself through the persons and acts of the prophets and the angel 

of the Lord. In the New Testament he is present in the acts and person of Christ. Finally, these acts are 

only acts of God for humanity insofar as the Spirit brings specific human beings to participate in them. 

As such, God is God as the subject, act, and effect of revelation. Yet in this one revelation he is both 

one God, and distinct in each aspect of it. For example, “The angel of Yahweh in the Old Testament is 

obviously both identical and not identical with Yahweh Himself.”4 Scripture does not take the final 

step of synthesising these three aspects into a fourth “true reality” but presents them in their unity 

and distinction.5 As such, Scripture shows that the shape of revelation is trinitarian. Because God in 

his triunity makes revelation possible, Barth places the doctrine of the Trinity in the prolegomena. 

Historically, this move sets Barth’s dogmatics apart from most previous dogmatics. Protestant 

dogmatics typically begin with the doctrine of Scripture. Moreover, dogmaticians often treat God’s 

                                                           
2 CD I/1, 295. 
3 CD I/1, 296. Barth refers to these aspects in a number of ways depending on the context, each time 

implying an appropriation to the work of the Father, Son, or Spirit. Some of his more frequently employed sets 
of terms include Revelation, Revealer, Revealedness; subject, object, predicate; and subject, act, effect. 

4 CD I/1, 299. 
5 CD I/1, 299. 
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attributes as a separate subject from God himself. Yet Barth argues that without the doctrine of the 

Trinity to determine the nature of Scripture and God these can only be speculative constructions. The 

Trinity should be expounded from the start where it “gains its momentum” and gives shape to the 

whole of the dogmatics.6 As Alan Torrance notes, for Barth “the triune God requires to be affirmed 

not only as the central Subject-matter of theological discourse, but as the essential condition of its 

actuality and possibility.”7  

The Root of the Doctrine of the Trinity 

Revelation in its threefold form consists in Scripture and preaching which attest to God in his 

revelation. These have no revelatory value in themselves but are brought into revelation by God. 

Revelation is true in itself and does not require validation from that which is outside of it. Thus human 

beings can only respond to revelation and not exercise any control over it. This is to say that in 

revelation “God reveals Himself as the Lord.”8 As such, God differs absolutely from his creation. His 

revelation is self-grounded, always new, and completely dependent upon his freedom. It is thus that 

this statement is “the root of the doctrine of the Trinity.”9 Barth thus differentiates the doctrine of the 

Trinity from revelation itself. It is necessary for the Church to interpret revelation throughout the 

centuries but this interpretation should never be confused with its root, revelation.10 

Although the subject of revelation has logical priority as that from which the structure of 

revelation derives, it is the object of revelation which has priority as the actual content of that 

revelation. In the doctrine of the Trinity, “the theme is primarily the second person of the Trinity, God 

the Son.”11 Nonetheless, all three aspects of revelation are necessary to constitute revelation.12 This 

objective aspect of revelation consists in the veiled God unveiling himself to human beings, in which 

God is both himself and distinct from himself. It is the consistent pattern in both the Old and New 

Testaments. God becomes manifest to his people in a way that is both identical with and distinct from 

                                                           
6 CD I/1, 301. 
7 Alan Torrance, “The Trinity,” in The Cambridge Companion to Karl Barth, ed. John Webster, 72-91 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 74. 
8 CD I/1, 306. 
9 CD I/1, 307.  
10 Barth is here noting the derivative nature of theology, emphasising that it arises as an interpretation 

of revelation and thus must be open to ongoing revision. He is not denying that the doctrine of the Trinity is a 
dogma: “[W]e regard the dogma … as a necessary and relevant analysis of revelation, and we thus think that 
revelation itself is correctly interpreted by the dogma” (CD I/1, 310). Moreover, Barth is careful not to say that 
the Trinity arises from revelation. This would be modalism. Rather, the doctrine of the Trinity, knowledge of who 
God is in himself, arises out of revelation as its interpretation. 

11 CD I/1, 315. 
12 George Bromiley writes, “even Christ’s centrality is meant to point to (and not away from) the centrality 

of the triune God.” See George Bromiley, An Introduction to the Theology of Karl Barth (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
1979), xi, cited in Robert Letham, “Karl Barth,” in idem., The Holy Trinity: In Scripture, History, Theology, and 
Worship, 271-290 (Phillipsburg, NJ: P & R, 2004), 272. 



6 
 

God himself, reaching a climax in the person of Jesus, “the self-disclosure of this Father in which He is 

not the Father but the Son.”13 In receiving the object of revelation, human beings are led to its 

presupposed subject. He is truly revealed yet remains inscrutable in the Son: “God the Father is God 

who always, even in taking form in the Son, does not take form.”14 Finally, revelation requires 

participation for it to be complete. The Spirit is essential to revelation so God can “become God to 

specific men.”15 

Vestigium Trinitatis 

Before exploring the doctrine of the Trinity proper, Barth presents an excursus on the vestigium 

trinitatis, i.e., a trace of the Trinity in phenomena outside of God in his revelation.16 Christ is the true 

vestigium trinitatis, but historically this concept has been employed more broadly. Yet when taken 

beyond Christ it threatens to construct an alternative root for the doctrine of the Trinity and compete 

with what is given in biblical revelation. 

Barth lists a broad range of vestigia which he categorises under nature, culture, history, religion, 

and the human soul. For example, in nature Anselm compares the Trinity to a spring, stream, and lake 

in which each is the river individually and as a whole. In their original contexts, the vestigia were not 

presented as proofs for the Trinity but as illustrations for those who already accepted it as truth. 

Moreover, the term trinitatis is itself a vestigium trinitatis and “the analogies adduced by the Fathers 

are in the long run only further expositions and multiplications of the biblical terms Father, Son, and 

Spirit, which are already analogical.”17 Theologians were attempting to explain the world by the Trinity 

and not vice versa. 

Yet despite this history, Barth judges the vestigia as having said too much of God in human 

words. There may indeed be vestigia trinitatis but these do not point to the trinitarian God of 

Scripture. Unlike dogmatics, the vestigia have moved beyond interpretation to illustration: 

“Interpretation means saying the same thing in other words. Illustration means saying the same 

thing in other words,” so “we no longer trust revelation in respect of its self-evidential force.”18 The 

only vestigium can be God’s revelation. 

                                                           
13 CD I/1, 318. 
14 CD I/1, 324. 
15 CD I/1, 331. 
16 For a critical engagement with Barth’s rejection of the vestigium trinitatis, see Nicola Hoggard-Creegan, 

“Vestiges of Trinity,” in Princeton Theological Monograph Series: Trinitarian Theology after Barth, ed. Myk 
Habets and Phillip Tolliday, 377-392 (Eugene, OR: Wipf and Stock, 2011). 

17 CD I/1, 339. 
18 CD I/1, 345. 
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2. 

§9 The Triunity of God 

After exploring God in his revelation as presented in Scripture, Barth moves on to look at the doctrine 

of the Trinity derived from this revelation where God is revealed as unity in trinity and trinity in unity. 

Unity in Trinity 

God is one. His triunity does not undermine this but it is rather “the final and decisive confirmation” 

of it.19 Barth expresses this mainly in negative terms. There are not three gods, personalities, objects 

of faith, or essences. To affirm any of these would be tritheistic. As such God’s unity is not collective 

but numerical. The persons of the Trinity cannot be divided or individuated, only distinguished. Yet 

they must be distinguished because God’s essence is threefold. An essence apart from this 

threefoldedness would not be the essence of God. 

In contending for God’s unity and trinity, Barth notes that it is incorrect to read the history of 

the doctrine of the Trinity as the Church’s concern to reconcile two opposing truths. This is anti-

trinitarian as it reduces revelation to human concerns. Rather, the doctrine of the Trinity interprets 

revelation in which God reveals himself in threefold unity. 

Trinity in Unity 

After affirming the unity of God in revelation, Barth turns his attention to the nature of this unity. It is 

a special kind of unity: “[T]he doctrine of the Trinity confirms the knowledge of the unity of God, but 

not any knowledge of any unity of any God.”20 Thus even God’s numerical unity is analogical: “[T]he 

number 1 implies the negation of all plurality of or in God. All further deductions from the use of the 

concept of number are to be rejected as irrelevant.”21 Similarly, the number 3 is a negation of all 

unities other than the unity in which the essence of God consists. 

Barth now introduces what is “without exception … the most difficult section in the 

investigation,” namely, identifying that which is common to and that which distinguishes the three 

modes of being.22 This difficulty is further intensified by the historical term person employed to 

distinguish Father, Son, and Spirit. Barth rejects the term because the earliest theologians who applied 

it did not adequately clarify its meaning, nor did later definitions satisfy this need, nor can it be 

                                                           
19 CD I/1, 348. 
20 CD I/1, 353. 
21 CD I/1, 354. 
22 CD I/1, 355. 
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employed today without confusing it with the modern concept of personality. He relegates personality 

to the doctrine of God proper and opts instead for “mode (or way) of being” (Seinsweise), expressing 

that “the one Lord, the one personal God, is what He is not just in one mode but … in the mode of the 

Father, in the mode of the Son, and in the mode of the Holy Ghost.”23 

These modes of being are distinct and thus unexchangeable. Although these distinctions are 

clear in revelation in that particular attributes and acts are appropriated to particular modes of being, 

these appropriations are not the basis for intra-trinitarian distinctions. This would be tritheism 

because the one God would not share all things in all of his modes of being. Thus, in continuity with 

theological tradition, Barth affirms that the modes of being are distinguished by their relations of 

origin. Father and Son differ in their relations of begetting and being begotten, and the Spirit differs 

in proceeding from both. 

Barth ends this subsection noting that although mode of being is a better term for distinguishing 

relations than person, ultimately no terms are adequate if the Trinity is to remain a mystery: “When 

we have said what that is [i.e. the Trinity]: Father, Son and Spirit, we must then go on to say that we 

have said nothing.”24 

Triunity 

To say either “unity in trinity” or “trinity in unity” is in either case to put a slight over-emphasis on 

God’s unity or trinity.25 Barth thus suggests triunity as a term which indicates the continual movement 

between God’s unity in trinity and trinity in unity. The doctrine of perichoresis illustrates this. The 

three modes of being participate completely in each other so that when one mode is present then all 

modes are present. But this, pertaining to the essence of God, is incomprehensible. God can only be 

known in his acts, which reveal his essence. Here, too, the modes of being are distinguished, but by 

appropriation. Distinct attributes and acts are appropriated to particular modes of being because they 

are in accordance with their intra-trinitarian distinctions by relation of origin. But because these 

appropriations are related to the relations of origin, which are exclusive, so too are some of the 

appropriations exclusive. For example, it is improper to say that the Father was crucified. Nonetheless, 

God’s triunity necessitates that the Father is somehow present in the crucifixion.26 

The Meaning of the Doctrine of the Trinity 

                                                           
23 CD I/1, 359. 
24 CD I/1, 367. 
25 CD I/1, 368. 
26 CD I/1, 397. 
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Barth closes with a short note on the meaning of the doctrine of the Trinity. The doctrine was not 

arbitrarily developed in Church history. It is easy to dismiss earlier ages as heretical or sinful, but the 

same can be said of the present age. Rather, the doctrine arose out of reading Scripture and 

theological meditation on Jesus. It answers the question of “who it is that reveals Himself” with “God is 

the One who reveals Himself” and “God is the One who reveals Himself.”27 

  

                                                           
27 CD I/1, 380. 
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3. 

§10 God the Father 

God as Creator 

Theology of God the Father arises out of interpreting revelation. Christ is Lord in the midst of human 

history, yet this lordship is not derived from his humanity. It points to a source beyond the sphere of 

human history, God the Father: “[T]he lordship of Jesus as the Son of God is obviously only a 

manifestation, exercise and application of the lordship of God the Father.”28 

In Christ, the “manward will” of the Father for humanity is revealed, “not … primarily in the 

direction of a genial affirmation, preservation and insurance of human existence but rather in that of 

a radical questioning and indeed abrogation of it.”29 So it is that Christ’s life is oriented towards death 

on a cross. Yet the Father wills death for all humanity that they might find life in resurrection. As such, 

he is Lord over humanity in both life and death. He is Creator is both a positive and a negative sense. 

Nonetheless, God’s fatherhood remains analogical. The lordship of a human father is only a metaphor 

for the lordship of God the Father, whose true fatherhood is demonstrated in his relationship to the 

Son. 

The Eternal Father 

God the Father is only known as Father through revelation. Discerning his fatherhood through any 

other means leads not to the Father of Jesus Christ but an idol. Moreover, Christ reveals him as Creator 

of all, and Father through adoption, which presupposes that he is the Father of the Son antecedently 

in himself. His necessary relationship to the Son in se is the ground for his free relationship to creation. 

God’s eternal fatherhood means that he is without origin. The Son and the Spirit find their origin 

in him. However, this does not mean that they are subordinate to him. Indeed, the eternal Father-Son 

relationship is necessary to God’s being as God: 

God is the eternal Father inasmuch as from eternity and in eternity He is the Father of the Son 

who from eternity and in eternity participates in the same essence with Him. In this relation and 

not in any other way God is God.30 

                                                           
28 CD I/1, 386. This is not to say that Christ is any less than the Father. It is only to affirm the Father as the 

ground of the Son’s deity and lordship. 
29 CD I/1, 386. 
30 CD I/1, 394. 
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Moreover, that the act of creation belongs to God the Father is an appropriation in accordance 

with his eternal fatherhood. It must also be said that God is one in the opera ad extra so that, although 

he is the appropriate subject of creation, this act is also the work of the Son and the Spirit. Conversely, 

the Father acts in reconciliation and redemption. Nonetheless, the appropriation of creation to the 

Father “is not just permitted; it is also commanded.”31 The unity of God in the opera ad extra does not 

dissolve the distinctions between the divine modes of being which are discernible in these works. The 

relationship between perichoresis and appropriation is dialectical so that the knowledge of a particular 

mode of being through appropriation leads to the knowledge of God’s unity and vice versa: “Only 

when it is taken seriously in its particularity does it lead to that awareness [of the unity of God], and 

the very awareness will lead us constantly to take it seriously in its particularity too.”32 

  

                                                           
31 CD I/1, 396. 
32 CD I/1, 398. 
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4. 

§11 God the Son 

God as Reconciler 

Whereas in §10 Barth addressed the relation of the Father to the Son, he now addresses the relation 

of the Son to the Father. The New Testament reveals his deity in the name Kyrios, “Lord,” as well as 

his words and acts which reveal the authority with which he speaks. To say, “Jesus is Lord,” is not only 

to proclaim the Father but also the deity of Jesus himself. Yet Jesus’ deity can be obscured in two ways. 

Firstly, in Ebionism Jesus is a human who attains to divinity over the course of his life. Secondly, in 

Docetism Jesus is merely a symbol of deity. But these both ignore that God is qualitatively and not 

quantitatively different from his creation. In revelation, Jesus already has true deity which he shares 

with the Father. As such and only as such can he reveal the Father and thus himself also as Lord. 

Because of humanity’s finitude and sinfulness it is impossible for God to come to humanity. Yet 

in the Son he miraculously overcomes this impossibility. He restores humanity’s lost fellowship with 

God so that revelation is also reconciliation. This reconciliation presupposes creation but as a 

genuinely new work it does not follow necessarily from it. As such, it implies the intra-trinitarian 

distinction of the Son from the Father and also illustrates the distinctiveness of the Son’s work. 

Creation and reconciliation “are completely different from one another in their significance for us and 

yet are also completely related to one another in their origin.”33 Although creation is logically prior, 

both acts are equally miraculous and divine, as the Father and Son are equally the one God. 

The Eternal Son 

Jesus’ sonship is eternal. Revelation is only possible because God is the Son in himself. He does not 

become the Son in revelation. This insight arises from an understanding that reconciliation is as equally 

divine as creation. It is a knowledge which cannot be proven because it can only be gained through 

faith: 

Jesus Christ is the Son because He is (not because He makes this impression on us, not because 

He does what we think is to be expected of a God, but because He is). With this presupposition 

all thinking about Jesus, which means at once all thinking about God, must begin and end.34 

                                                           
33 CD I/1, 412. 
34 CD I/1, 415. 



13 
 

From this knowledge arises the dogma of the eternal deity of the Son. It is not explicitly stated 

in Scripture, but it is “a good and relevant interpretation.”35 

Nonetheless, the dogma has met opposition in Modernist Protestantism, which variously 

subordinated Christ’s eternal deity to his benefits, even dismissing the former altogether as 

speculative.  But Barth argues that it is just such a theology of Christ antecedently in himself which 

prevents speculation on the meaning of Christ for us. The eternal deity of the Son prevents his being 

for us from becoming necessary to his essence and thus undermining his freedom in reconciliation. 

Moreover, knowledge through faith would be knowledge of a merely human phenomenon and human 

beings would be the criterion for judging the value of the beneficia Christi. 

Barth goes on to provide a close exegesis of the lines pertaining to the person of Jesus in the 

Niceno-Constantinopolitan Creed. The first line, “We believe in the one Lord Jesus Christ,” shows 

Jesus’ lordship. He is Lord over humanity yet his lordship is prior to this relationship. It is self-grounded 

and absolute, deriving from his lordship antecedently in himself. Nor is this lordship apart from his 

deity. To say that the Son is Lord is to say also that he is God, sharing in the Father’s deity. 

The second line, “the only-begotten Son of God,” shows that there is no Son other than Jesus. 

In Jesus, God comes to humanity in the one revelation and reconciliation. Anything beyond this cannot 

reveal God or reconcile human beings to him. This corresponds to the uniqueness of the Son in his 

intra-trinitarian relationship to the Father, and moreover demonstrates the uniqueness of God in 

relation to creation. Jesus is “the Son of the Father, beside whom there can no more be a second Son 

of the Father than there can be a second God alongside the one God.”36 

The third line, “begotten of the Father before all time,” affirms the Son’s pre-existence. This 

statement is an interpretation of God’s revelation in history. The statement cannot transcend created 

time and history but it presupposes that from which these come: “This One, the Son of God who exists 

for us, is the Pre-existent. But only this One, the pre-existent Son of God, is the One who exists for 

us.”37 As such, the Son does not come into being in the incarnation but derives his being from before 

time, in that which is absolutely distinct from time itself. 

The fourth line, “God from God, Light from Light, very God from very God, begotten not made,” 

shows the unity and distinction of the Son with the Father. The Son is God, one with the Father in 

revelation. So he is antecedently in himself. The Son is distinct from the Father in revelation. So he is 

antecedently in himself. But “God from God” reveals the limits of language. To emphasise “from” is to 

                                                           
35 CD I/1, 415. 
36 CD I/1, 425. 
37 CD I/1, 426.  



14 
 

imply distinct beings (rather than modes of being) but to emphasise “God” is to dissolve all distinctions 

into unity. The movement between the two must be dialectical. Even then, however, it is only a limited 

interpretation of who God is in himself. “Light from Light” also demonstrates this limit, yet Barth is 

less fond of this statement. Its referent is a creaturely reality, the sun and its sunlight, as a metaphor 

for the Son’s relationship to the Father. It is unsuitable for communicating homoousia. 

The last statement in this line, “begotten not made,” affirms negatively that the Son’s being is 

not like any creaturely being. Positively, it affirms that the concept of begetting as an analogy actually 

communicates something of the Son’s origin from the Father, despite differing absolutely from 

creaturely begetting: “[T]here is a similar twoness and oneness of the same being.”38 Creaturely 

begetting is derived from the only true begetting which takes place in God alone. Although the creed 

does not explicitly address the biblical designation of Jesus as the Word, Barth points out that it 

communicates the same truth of the unity and distinction of the Son with the Father (the Word with 

the Speaker), and shares the same limits as the analogical terms discussed above. 

The fifth line, “of one substance with the Father,” explicitly affirms the dogma of the Son’s 

homoousia with the Father. Historically this concept has been problematic, with connotations of 

Sabellianism or even tritheism. Nonetheless, it was instrumental in overcoming Arianism and remains 

important in communicating the Son’s relationship to the Father. Homoousia has been interpreted 

variously as equality or identity of essence. Although the former emphasises the distinction between 

the Father and the Son, the latter emphasises the Son’s unity with the Father, guarding against such 

heresies as polytheism, Arianism, subordinationism, Ebionism, and Docetism. It is also broader and 

thus includes equality of essence, whereas equality of essence is too narrow to include identity of 

essence. Like other theological terms, homoousia can never properly communicate the nature of God. 

Here as well, however, it is appropriate to interpret revelation and communicate what must be said 

of the Son’s relationship to the Father. 

The final line, “through Whom all things were made,” appears to refer to the Son’s work ad 

extra, but Barth contends that it also indirectly communicates his homoousia with the Father. The 

biblical testament to the Son’s action in creation reveals that he shares the Father’s essence. If he did 

not then he could not create. Moreover, it emphasises the link between creation and reconciliation: 

“We cannot hear the Word of justification and sanctification without being reminded that it is through 

this Word, in no other way and from no other source, that we who are justified and sanctified by this 

Word even exist.”39 In reconciliation, the Son claims that which is his own because it has its source 

                                                           
38 CD I/1, 431. 
39 CD I/1, 444. 
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through him. Conversely, the Son’s work in creation is only known in his act of reconciliation. As 

reconciliation is one with and distinct from creation in revelation, so is the Son one with and distinct 

from the Father. 
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5. 

§12 God the Holy Spirit 

God as Redeemer 

In this final section, Barth investigates how people come to confess, “Jesus is Lord.” It is the Spirit who 

allows the participation of the human subject in revelation. Without the Spirit, God’s revelation in 

Christ remains objective and cannot be grasped subjectively. It is only the divine Spirit who can lead 

God’s creation into communion with him. 

The Spirit is both Lord and God, yet distinct from the Son. This distinction is evident in the New 

Testament’s emphasis on the Spirit’s coming after Jesus’ death and resurrection in Pentecost. Despite 

this distinction, the Spirit is not independent of the Son. His work is characterised by its “instruction, 

illumination and stimulation of man through the Word and for the Word.”40 This consists in acts that 

human beings cannot effect themselves: participation in revelation, guidance into truth, and granting 

the possibility of human speech of Christ. It is this third action that is the “decisive” work of the Spirit 

to which the other two point, taking place not just in the individual but the communal context of the 

church’s witness.41 

In the entirety of his work, the Spirit remains Lord of humanity, distinct from the human subjects 

within whom he works. There is an absolute asymmetry in divine and human agency: 

[T]he Spirit is obviously not so much the reality in which God makes us sure of Him as the reality 

in which He makes Himself sure of us, in which He establishes and executes His claim to lordship 

over us by His immediate presence.42 

Barth summarises the Spirit’s nature and work in two statements which allude to scripture: “He 

is ‘the Lord who sets us free’ and ‘by receiving Him we become the children of God’.”43 Negatively, the 

Spirit sets human beings free in loosing them from bondage to the law. Positively, the Spirit sets 

human beings free to hear and respond to God’s revelation. In the second statement, the human 

subject receives the Spirit because they are a child of God, and vice versa. There is a dialectic between 

their being and becoming children of God. 

                                                           
40 CD I/1, 453. 
41 CD I/1, 456. 
42 CD I/1, 454. 
43 CD I/1, 456. 
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The Spirit is coequal with God the Father and God the Son. He is God. As such, he is also distinct 

from the Father and the Son. Scripture implies the Spirit’s deity. While this is less obvious in the names 

and titles ascribed to him,44 it is evident in his work. He would not be able to lead human beings into 

faith in the Son of God unless he were God himself. Only God the Holy Spirit and no created spirit can 

bring creatures into communion with him. However, this does not dissolve the distinction between 

God and his creation. Revelation and the hope of redemption is given in faith, and, though an 

assurance in faith, it is not a knowledge which is certain by creaturely standards. As Spirit, God is 

always located eschatologically in relation to humanity. Human beings are distinguished from him in 

having faith and hope in their redemption, whereas God possesses this as knowledge. Thus there is 

no dissolution of the Spirit into the human subject. There is no “guarantee of the guarantee” anchored 

in the human subject.45 God alone brings the assurance of faith and justification by his Spirit, whom 

human beings must depend on completely, having nothing in themselves. 

The Eternal Spirit 

The Spirit’s work ad extra presupposes his unity with and distinction from the Father and Son 

antecedently in himself. Historically, this was a slow development in the theology of the Church, which 

early on tended towards subordinationist or modalist pneumatologies. While interpreters of 

revelation can distinguish God the Revealer from themselves, and, perhaps with a little more difficulty, 

God the Revelation from themselves, it is with the greatest difficulty that they have had to distinguish 

from themselves God the Revealedness who imparts revelation by working within them. 

Barth again goes on to read the Niceno-Constantinopolitan Creed, this time looking at its 

pneumatology. The first line, “We believe in the Holy Spirit, the Lord,” shows that the Spirit shares the 

same lordship as the Father and the Son. However, Barth argues that the Spirit’s distinction from the 

Father and Son is also implied in the Greek. Κύριον, “Lord,” here is adjectival and πνεῦμα, “Spirit,” is 

neuter, implying that the Spirit is neutral in relation to the Father and Son, distinct from their 

reciprocal relation as well as related in that “This togetherness or communion of the Father and the 

Son is the Holy Spirit.”46 The Spirit is distinct as that which is common to both. As such, he is also 

divine. There is no higher unity in which the Father and Son find themselves. 

The second line, “the giver of life,” shows the Spirit’s work in creation, an expression of his deity. 

He is subject of creation with the Father and the Son, “in so far as God as Creator creates life as well 

                                                           
44 Although, see the statements, “The Lord is Spirit” (2 Cor 3:17) and “God is Spirit” (John 4:24). 
45 CD I/1, 465. 
46 CD I/1, 469. 
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as existence.”47 However, this conclusion cannot be arrived at through natural theology. It is only 

through the Son as the content of revelation that God, here the Spirit, is revealed as Creator. 

The third line, “who proceeds from the Father and the Son,” shows that the Spirit is not a 

creature. Creation is distinct from God, created out of nothing. The Spirit, however, is God in 

proceeding from God. Moreover, in proceeding rather than being begotten or spoken, the Spirit is 

distinct from the Son and also the Father. Yet in exactly what way proceeding differs from being 

begotten or spoken is unknowable. As analogies given in revelation they are both more appropriate 

to their subject matter than analogies outside of revelation as well as limited in presenting that which 

remains mystery.  

Barth goes on to provide a lengthy defence of the filioque clause (“and the Son”) added to the 

creed in the West. The creed did not exclude the filioque because it was wrong but possibly only 

because it was a claim made by the Arians who applied it to the Spirit in the sense of a creaturely 

procession. Nonetheless, Barth sees “no necessary reason” for its exclusion from the creed, noting 

Greek writers who presented similar statements in their writings before the filioque controversy 

arose.48 

Barth’s primary reason for the inclusion of the filioque in the creed is that, as the Spirit proceeds 

from the Son in revelation, in keeping with Barth’s understanding of revelation, “to all eternity—no 

limit or reservation is possible here—He is none other than the Spirit of both the Father and the Son.”49 

Barth thus rejects the Eastern view that the Spirit proceeds from the Father alone as speculative, 

selectively relying on whichever verses suit its doctrine. Nor is this without implication. The filioque 

expresses the communion between the Father and the Son in the Spirit. Without this, the communion 

between God and human beings is “without objective ground or content.”50 The Spirit would relate 

the human subject directly to the Father with no Son as Mediator. Thus there would no longer be any 

revelation and humanity would remain apart from God. The Eastern answer to this difficulty is that 

the Spirit proceeds through the Son. But Barth contends that this means the Spirit proceeds from the 

Father alone and only then through the Son so that the Son is not an origin of the Spirit but rather a 

mediation between the Spirit and the Father. If this is the case then the Son no longer shares all things 

with the Father, nor can they have their common communion in the Spirit. 

                                                           
47 CD I/1, 472. 
48 CD I/1, 477. 
49 CD I/1, 479-480. 
50 CD I/1, 481. 
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Positively, the filioque clause means that in begetting the Son the Father already negates 

isolation and affirms the Son in his otherness. In breathing the Spirit, the Father and Son originate not 

that which is necessary in accordance with any lack in the Godhead but out of what God already is in 

the Father-Son relationship, God again negates isolation and affirms otherness and fellowship in 

breathing the Spirit. This is not to undermine the necessity of the Spirit to the Trinity but to state that 

this necessity is based in the mutual love of the Father and the Son, not in any principle beyond these 

two modes of being. 

Barth goes on to provide two clarifications of his doctrine of the filioque. Firstly, there can be 

no third origin in the Godhead, that of the Son from the Spirit. Some may argue this from the Spirit’s 

begetting believers as children of God, instituting Christ’s sonship at baptism and the resurrection, 

and conceiving Christ in the Virgin Mary. The doctrine of perichoresis also suggests it. However, this 

latter argument “may be dismissed at once” as perichoresis does not apply to relations of origin.51 If it 

did then the relations of origin would be arbitrary, basically disappearing, so that there are no longer 

distinct modes of being. Regarding the Spirit’s work ad extra, revelation here does not show the Spirit 

as an originator from himself but always from another essence. Children of God are brought forth 

from their old humanity, and the human Christ in his conception, baptism, and resurrection “becomes 

the Son of God,” i.e., the Spirit exalts him and joins him to the eternal divine Son.52 Secondly, in Barth’s 

defence of the filioque he rejects a double origin of the Spirit from the Father and Son. Rather, the 

Spirit proceeds from the one God in his two modes of being of Father and Son: “the one Godness of 

the Father and Son is, or the Father and the Son in their one Godness are, the origin of the Spirit.”53 If 

the Spirit had two origins then God would not be one. 

The fourth line of the creed, “who together with the Father and the Son is worshipped and 

glorified,” shows that as the Spirit shares lordship with the Father and Son then so is he to be 

worshipped, but not in such a way that he is worshipped separately from the other two. Despite his 

working within human beings, the Spirit shares full deity with the Father and Son, and is absolutely 

distinct from his creation. 

  

                                                           
51 CD I/1, 485. 
52 CD I/1, 485. 
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6. 

Revelation and the Relationship between the Economic Trinity and the Immanent 

Trinity 

Barth’s concept of revelation is central to his doctrine of the Trinity. He presents God in dialectical 

unity and distinction with his revelation so that God is really revealed in his revelation yet also 

presupposed as apart from it. This revelation is an event centred on the person of Christ, from which 

the concept of revelation arises. Because this is the revelation of the triune God it is trinitarian not 

only in content but also form. Conversely, because revelation is trinitarian, God is Trinity antecedently 

in himself. 

The Event and Concept of Revelation 

Barth consistently affirms that God in his revelation is God himself: “the doctrine of the Trinity states 

that our God, namely, He who makes Himself ours in His revelation, is really God.”54 In revelation, 

“God's essence and work are not twofold but one.”55 Barth does not allow for an understanding of 

revelation in which only a part of God is given. God is absolutely other to his creation and as such 

cannot be divided in a creaturely way in revelation. If it is not his whole self that he gives then it is not 

him at all: “[W]e are not dealing with God as He is but only with a God as He appears to us.”56 Any 

theology that attempts to find God behind his revelation is thus no theology at all but only 

anthropology. Moreover, because God is absolutely other, so too is his revelation in which he is really 

revealed: “Revelation is not made real and true by anything else, whether in itself or for us. Both in 

itself and for us it is real and true through itself.”57 

Revelation as revelation of the triune God is trinitarian in content and form. There can be no 

human access to the content apart from the form in which God reveals himself: “God, the Revealer, is 

identical with His act in revelation and also identical with its effect.”58 Barth appropriates the subject 

of revelation to the Father, the object to the Son, and the predicate to the Spirit. As such, it is through 

                                                           
54 CD I/1, 380. 
55 CD I/1, 371; cf. CD I/1, 428, “We have to take revelation with such utter seriousness that in it as God's 

act we must directly see God's being too.” 
56 CD I/1, 353. 
57 CD I/1, 305. 
58 CD I/1, 296. 
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the Son that knowledge of the Father and Spirit comes: “That He reveals Himself as the Son is what is 

primarily meant when we say that He reveals Himself as the Lord.”59 

Nonetheless, this structure does not elevate the Son above the Father or the Spirit, nor replace 

the Trinity with the Son. Revelation is only revelation as subject, object, and predicate. Indeed, the 

Son “in himself” cannot be known apart from his revelation of the triune God. It is from the Father 

that the Son derives his sonship and deity. Barth introduces §10, “God the Father,” writing, “the 

lordship of Jesus as the Son of God is obviously only a manifestation, exercise and application of the 

lordship of God the Father.”60 The Revelation of God is derived from God the Father, the Revealer, the 

subject in revelation. Yet the Father as the subject of revelation necessitates an object if he is to be 

revealed: “God is unknown as our Father, as the Creator, to the degree that He is not made known by 

Jesus.”61 So, too, Barth introduces §12, “God the Holy Spirit,” writing, “We begin a third time with the 

New Testament witness: Jesus is Lord. But this time we add the query: How do men come to say 

this?”62 The Spirit as Revealedness is the predicate who relates the object both to its subject and to 

the human beings who receive it. The Spirit is essential to revelation because “the possibility of faith 

is not automatically given with the fact that Jesus is present as the revelation of the Father.”63 Without 

the divine work of the Spirit within the human subject, God’s revelation in Christ is objectively limited, 

remaining hidden. 

The grammatical structure which Barth employs to interpret revelation thus closely follows the 

insight that God is really revealed in revelation. As God reveals himself as Trinity in revelation, so is he 

Trinity in himself. The Father as subject is not limited to the absolutely transcendent and inaccessible 

beyond. He is really revealed in the Son. So too, the Son as object is not a mere appearance of God in 

himself. As God is the Son in revelation so is he the Son in himself: 

[R]evelation has eternal content and eternal validity. Down to the very depths of deity, not as 

something penultimate but as the ultimate thing that is to be said about God, God is God the 

Son as He is God the Father.64 

                                                           
59 CD I/1, 320, emphasis added; cf. CD I/1, 380, the doctrine of the Trinity is an answer to “the 

manifestation of Jesus Christ understood as the revelation of the Logos. It is trying to discuss the deity of this 
revealed, incarnate Logos.” 

60 CD I/1, 386. 
61 CD I/1, 390. 
62 CD I/1, 448. Obviously Barth begins §11, “God the Son,” with the Son taking the same role as object of 

revelation. Barth focusses here on what the Son’s relation to the Father reveals not about the Father but about 
the Son: “To the statements about the relation of the Father to the Son to which we referred in the previous 
section there corresponds exactly a series of statements about the relation of the Son to the Father” (CD I/1, 
399). 

63 CD I/1, 449. 
64 CD I/1, 414. 
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The Son as the object of revelation also demonstrates the nature of revelation for Barth. Some 

have critiqued Barth for offering a theology which promises salvation from ignorance rather than from 

sin and evil.65 Others have noted an over-emphasis on revelation in Barth’s doctrine of the Trinity, to 

the detriment of a theology of participation through worship.66 But for Barth, “Revelation in fact does 

not differ from the person of Jesus Christ nor from the reconciliation accomplished in Him. To say 

revelation is to say ‘The Word became flesh.’”67 To characterise his theology as too heavily 

epistemological is to confuse Barth’s concept of revelation with this event or act of revelation from 

which he draws it. Revelation is knowledge of God insofar as it arises out of the revelation and 

reconciliation effected by God in Christ. Thus even Scripture does not establish a theological 

epistemology ex nihilo but witnesses to the particular event of God made known in Christ: 

God in His incomprehensibility and God in the act of His revelation is not the formula of an 

abstract metaphysics of God, the world, or religion which is supposed to obtain at all times and 

in all places. It is rather the record of an event that has taken place once and for all, i.e., in a 

more or less exact and specific time and place.68 

It is this event in which the Spirit as the effect of revelation brings the human subject to 

participate in a way that includes but is not reduced to epistemology. Thus, “even though they cannot 

grasp God in His unveiling and God in His veiling and God in the dialectic of unveiling and veiling, [they] 

can at least follow Him and respond to Him.”69 Only because Barth deals with the doctrine of the Trinity 

in the prolegomena, the purpose of which is the knowledge of God, does his interpretation take a 

predominantly epistemological shape, such as the grammatical terms which he uses to describe the 

                                                           
65 Gustaf Wingren, Theology in Conflict (Edinburgh: Oliver & Boyd, 1958), ch. 6; Alister McGrath, Iustitia 

Dei, vol. 2 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986), 182-184; cited in Trevor Hart, “Revelation,” in The 
Cambridge Companion to Karl Barth, ed. John Webster, 37-56 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000). 

66 Alan Torrance shows preference for a model which incorporates worship over Barth’s model of 
revelation. He writes, 

 

a) It denotes more fully the open and inclusive communion of the Trinity 
b) It interprets the interrelations of the Trinity in more strongly communal (i.e. personal) rather 

than functional terms. 
c) It enables a fuller characterisation of the agency of the Spirit … [avoiding] the interpretation 

of the Spirit as merely a passive or postulated epistemic condition. 
 

See Alan Torrance, Persons in Communion: Trinitarian Description and Human Participation (Edinburgh: 
T. & T. Clark, 1996), 314-315. Torrance qualifies this argument, however, noting that if the theology of CD I was 
read in light of CD IV, “one doubts whether the weaknesses to which I am referring would have been present in 
this form” (314.n16). For a similar critique see George Hunsinger, “Karl Barth’s Doctrine of the Trinity, and Some 
Protestant Doctrines after Barth,” in The Oxford Handbook of the Trinity, ed. Emery, Gilles, O. P. and Matthew 
Levering, 294-313 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), 296. 

67 CD I/1, 119; cf. CD I/1, 409, “[T]o the extent that in the fact of revelation God's enemies already are 
actually His friends, revelation is itself reconciliation.” 

68 CD I/1, 325, emphasis added. 
69 CD I/1, 330, emphasis added. 
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structure of revelation, and his consistent checking back and forth that knowledge of God in himself 

is gained through interpreting his work ad extra.70 As Travis Ables writes, “CD I/1 proffers in highly 

compressed, formal language what CD IV narrates in a material mode as the history of Jesus Christ.”71 

While it is important to distinguish between the concept of revelation and the event from which 

this arises, another critique of Barth’s theology accuses him of effectively replacing this event with the 

concept altogether. Wolfhart Pannenberg writes, “Barth did not develop his doctrine of the Trinity 

primarily from the result of exegesis, for example the historical relationship of Jesus to the Father, but 

he argues from the inner logic of the concept of revelation.”72 Rowan Williams is especially critical 

here. He suggests that rather than starting with the particularity of saving events, Barth has 

“homogenised” them into his concept of revelation.73 Moreover, while Barth’s readers may take issue 

with some details of his doctrine of the Trinity, they will find it difficult to step outside of the less 

obvious structural basis of Barth’s argument and so are “condemned to an uncomfortable and 

potentially unfair expedient of suggesting that somewhere in the background a wrong question is 

being asked.”74 As Dietrich Bonhoeffer, concerning Barth’s “positivist doctrine of revelation,” wrote, 

“virgin birth, Trinity, or anything else; each is an equally significant and necessary part of the whole, 

which must be swallowed whole, or not at all. That isn’t biblical.”75 

Although Barth is consistently committed to presenting God as he comes to humanity in 

revelation, these comments function to remind Barth’s readers of the dangers of replacing God’s 

revelation with any one human interpretation of it, a danger of which Barth himself was no doubt 

                                                           
70 I am in agreement with Alar Laats: “According to [Barth] the function of the prolegomena is to 

understand the epistemological path of dogmatics… Its main question is: how is knowledge of God possible, and 
more specifically, how is theology possible.” Barth presents the Trinity in the context of the prolegomena 
without reducing it to this. See Alar Laats, Doctrines of the Trinity in Eastern and Western Theologies: A Study 
with Special Reference to K. Barth and V. Lossky (Frankfurt am Main: Peter Lang, 1999), 38. 

71 Travis Ables, “The Grammar of Pneumatology in Barth and Rahner: A Reconsideration,” International 
Journal of Systematic Theology 11:2 (April 2009): 208-224 (211). 

72 Wolfhart Pannenberg, Grundfragen Systematischer Theologie, band 2 (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & 
Ruprecht, 1980), 101, cited in Timothy Bradshaw, “Barth on the Trinity: A Family Resemblance,” Scottish Journal 
of Systematic Theology 39:2 (May 1986): 145-164 (157). So, too, Veli-Matti Kärkkäinen writes, “Barth derives his 
doctrine from the formal concept and the analysis of revelation.” See Veli-Matti Kärkkäinen, “Karl Barth: The 
Uniqueness of the Trinitarian God,” in idem., The Trinity: Global Perspectives, 67-75 (Louisville, KY: Westminster 
John Knox, 2007), 74.  

73 Rowan Williams, “Barth on the Triune God,” in Wrestling with Angels: Conversations in Modern 
Theology, ed. idem. and Mike Higton, 106-149 (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2007), 114. 

74 Ibid., 142. 
75 Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Letters and Papers from Prison, enlarged edition (New York: Simon & Schuster, 

1997), 280, cited in Clifford Green, “Trinity and Christology in Bonhoeffer and Barth,” Union Seminary Quarterly 
Review 60:1 (2006): 1-22 (1). At the end of his article, however, Green clarifies that “it was really a defensive 
attitude on the part of the Confessing Church, rather than Barth himself, which was the primary target of the 
notorious remark” (22). 
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aware.76 Barth’s theology has served and continues to serve its purpose in the history of the church. 

To the extent that his concept of revelation obscures the revelation itself, theologians must return ad 

fontes, to Scripture. I will examine some areas where readers of Barth have argued that he detracts 

from revelation in the next two chapters. 

The Relationship between the Economic Trinity and the Immanent Trinity 

The unity and distinction of the economic Trinity and immanent Trinity is an underlying theme for 

Barth throughout CD I/1 and indeed the whole Church Dogmatics. As Fred Sanders writes, “Barth 

expounds every major doctrine in terms of this movement between God’s own life in himself and his 

gracious work in redeeming us.”77 So in §§10-12 Barth moves from the opera ad extra of each mode 

of being to their intra-trinitarian relations in each section. Although Barth prefers to refer to God “in 

revelation” and “antecedently in himself” rather than using the terms “economic” or “immanent,” he 

does employ these occasionally.78 He presents the distinction between God’s work and essence in a 

similar fashion. 

As God is really revealed in his revelation, so does the economic Trinity really reveal the 

immanent Trinity: “God’s triunity is to be found not merely in His revelation but, because in His 

revelation, in God Himself and in Himself too, so that the Trinity is to be understood as ‘immanent’ 

and not just ‘economic’.”79 Towards the end of CD I/1, Barth cites this as a “rule,” a passage which is 

worth quoting in full: 

[W]e have consistently followed the rule, which we regard as basic, that statements about the 

divine modes of being antecedently in themselves cannot be different in content from those 

that are to be made about their reality in revelation. All our statements concerning what is 

called the immanent Trinity have been reached simply as confirmations or underlinings or, 

materially, as the indispensable premises of the economic Trinity.80 

                                                           
76 See, for example, Barth’s citation of Augustine’s prayer at the end of CD I/1: “My one Lord God, Triune 

God, may those who are Yours come to know whatever I have written truly of You in these books; and may both 
You and those who are Yours remain ignorant of what I have written of myself.” See Augustine, De Trinitate, XV, 
28:51, cited in CD I/1, 489. Although Hunsinger rejects the above critiques as misrepresentative of Barth’s 
project, he writes, “Barth could have been clearer about what he was trying to accomplish” (“Doctrine of the 
Trinity,” 295). 

77 Fred Sanders, The Image of the Immanent Trinity: Rahner’s Rule and the Theological Interpretation of 
Scripture (New York: Peter Lang, 2005), 146. 

78 Ben Leslie, “Does God Have a Life?: Barth and LaCugna on the Immanent Trinity,” Perspectives in 
Religious Studies 24 (1997): 377-398 (378). See CD I/1 333, 358, 382, 479, 481, 485. 

79 CD I/1, 333. Barth later writes, “The revelation of God and therefore His being as Father, Son and Spirit 
is not an economy which is foreign to His essence and which is bounded as it were above and within, so that we 
have to ask about the hidden Fourth if we are really to ask about God” (CD I/1, 382). 

80 CD I/1, 479; cf. CD I/1, 485. 
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To designate this as a rule shows the extent to which Barth relied on it for his theological project. 

That the immanent Trinity is epistemologically dependent upon the economic Trinity is not of passing 

theological interest. It is of basic importance to the task of theology. As argued above, if God as he is 

revealed in the economic Trinity differs from God in the immanent Trinity then he has not been 

revealed at all. 

Barth’s rule also points to the other side of this relationship. While the epistemological 

relationship between the economic Trinity and the immanent Trinity shows dependence in one 

direction, the ontological relationship shows dependence in the other direction. Statements 

concerning the immanent Trinity are the “indispensable premises” of the economic Trinity.81 There is 

a logical priority in the structure of revelation. If God is not first in himself and only then in relation to 

creation then this second relationship becomes primary and determinative. Instead of being its 

condition, God becomes a consequence and is thus relativised to creaturely reality. Although this 

seems to be the case in that the doctrine of the immanent Trinity can only come about through 

revelation, faith must in the end say that this economic Trinity in which it participates points to the 

triune God antecedently in himself. Moreover, faith must also say that God himself guarantees that it 

is really him whom the human subject comes to know in revelation, God in the economic Trinity. Thus 

the same circle of dependence is clear here in that the economic Trinity is the epistemological 

condition of the immanent Trinity, and the immanent Trinity the ontological condition of the economic 

Trinity.82 Paul Molnar presents the relationship as such:  

[A]lthough we obviously have no alternative but to understand God in the categories available 

to us in our human experience, it is not anything within our experience or inherent in those 

categories that prescribes who God is in se and ad extra.83 

This is in line with Barth’s theological epistemology, which, as any theological epistemology 

needs to be, is unabashedly circular, finding its ground extra nobis: 

Jesus Christ is the Son because He is (not because He makes this impression on us, not because 

He does what we think is to be expected of a God, but because He is). With this presupposition 

all thinking about Jesus, which means at once all thinking about God, must begin and end.84 

                                                           
81 CD I/1, 479. 
82 As Seung Goo Lee writes, “The economic Trinity is the ground of cognition for the ontological Trinity, 

and the ontological Trinity is the ground of being for the economic Trinity.” See Seung Goo Lee, “The Relationship 
between the Ontological Trinity and the Immanent Trinity,” Journal of Reformed Theology 3 (2009): 90-107 (92). 

83 Paul D. Molnar, Divine Freedom and the Doctrine of the Immanent Trinity: In Dialogue with Karl Barth 
and Contemporary Theology (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 2002), ix. 

84 CD I/1, 415. 
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Without this confession, and thus a theology of the immanent Trinity, revelation is no longer 

revelation. Throughout CD I/1 the immanent Trinity determines the possibility of God’s actions ad 

extra. For example, Barth argues that the immanent filioque is necessary to affirm the Spirit as the 

intra-trinitarian fellowship between the Father and the Son, corresponding to the Spirit’s work ad 

extra in effecting fellowship between human beings and God. Without the filioque, “the fellowship of 

the Spirit between God and man is without objective ground or content… [I]t is a purely temporal 

truth with no eternal basis.”85 All that God works in relation to creation presupposes who God is in 

himself. If any less than this is said then God’s works are not his works. 

Theology which affirms the immanent Trinity also ensures that God is free and distinct from the 

world. Against liberal Protestant theologians who argue for a theology based exclusively on the 

beneficia Christi, God for us and not God in himself, the latter which they renounce as speculative, 

Barth argues that it is in fact a theology of God in himself that prevents a speculative construction of 

God for us. If God is not in himself but only for us then his being for us is necessary: “[T]his destroys 

God's freedom in the act of revelation and reconciliation, i.e., it destroys the gracious character of this 

act.”86 Moreover, God would be bound to the world in such a way that he could not offer it any new 

possibilities beyond itself. The world would remain in its sin. 

It is in this sense that as much as it must be said that God in the economic Trinity is the same 

God in the immanent Trinity, it must also be said that God is here distinct from himself on the two 

sides. Barth argues that this distinction is necessary,  

remembering that this work is grace, a free divine decision, and also remembering that we can 

know about God only because and to the extent that He gives Himself to us to be known… God 

gives Himself entirely to man in His revelation, but not in such a way as to make Himself man's 

prisoner.87 

Indeed, as much as he is God only insofar as he is God in himself, the Son’s divinity also depends 

on the distinction between the economic Trinity and the immanent Trinity: “[T]he begetting of the 

Son is not an act of the divine will to the degree that freedom to will this or that is expressed in the 

concept of will. God has this freedom in respect of creation.”88 The Father’s relationship to the world 

in the act of creation is analogical to his begetting of the Son eternally, yet he does not act in the latter 

as he does in the former. The Son would no longer be necessary to the Godhead and thus would no 
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longer be God. Moreover, the knowledge of God given in the economic Trinity “is a creaturely 

comprehensibility. It is absolutely and not just relatively different from the comprehensibility with 

which it exists for God Himself.”89 God “assumes a form, yet not in such a way that any form will 

compass Him.”90 These are difficult statements to make as they threaten to undermine Barth’s 

continued insistence that God is really revealed in revelation. In the end it must be said that God is 

both revealed completely in revelation but not reduced to it. In trinitarian terms, the Son as the object 

of revelation is both one with and distinct from revelation’s subject, the Father.91 

One difficulty with Barth’s rule is in determining exactly what content of the economic Trinity 

corresponds to the immanent Trinity. As Peter Leithart writes, “if the name ‘Father, Son and Spirit’ is 

only ‘analogous’ to the ‘different relations of origins’ of the ‘truly incomprehensible eternal 

distinctions of God,’ how do we know in what ways they are disanalogous?”92 Indeed, Barth expresses 

this gap of analogy in that there is “something like fatherhood and sonship, and therefore something 

like begetting and being begotten” within the immanent Trinity.93 If fatherhood is taken too literally 

then the Son no longer shares homoousia with the Father; he is a creature. The immanent Trinity is 

collapsed into the economic Trinity. But Barth necessarily rejects this! As such, Barth’s rule cannot be 

the only rule guiding dogmatic theology. It must be exercised with consideration of the other 

implications of specific points of correspondence between the economic Trinity and the immanent 

Trinity.94 Thus, in response to Leithart’s critique, without exploring particular instances of this difficulty 

it is impossible to present an alternative that will cover every instance. However, I will explore one 

such instance in chapter eight regarding Barth’s dismissal of the Spirit’s work ad extra as pointing to a 

co-originating of the Son by the Spirit with the Father. 
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7. 

Up Close and Unipersonal: Is Barth a Modalist? 

Some have labelled Barth’s doctrine of the Trinity in CD I/1 modalist. This is odd concerning both 

Barth’s arguments against modalism and his commitment to upholding God’s triunity. However, his 

adoption of Seinsweisen to denote the trinitarian persons and his relocation of personhood to the 

divine essence suggest that Barth’s theology is in some sense modalist. But Barth communicates these 

in a way that avoids modalism. Nonetheless, a complete rejection of the term person to denote intra-

trinitarian distinctions is difficult to justify on the basis of revelation. 

Barth’s Arguments against Modalism 

Barth’s doctrine of the Trinity has for various reasons been labelled modalist. But Barth explicitly 

resists modalism throughout CD I/1. Indeed, for Barth the chief shortcoming of modalism is that it 

denies that God is revealed in revelation: “If we are dealing with His revelation, we are dealing with 

God Himself and not, as Modalists in all ages have thought, with an entity distinct from Him.”95 

Modalism reduces revelation to an appearance of God: 

[W]e find that [modalists] did indeed assert the substantial equality of the trinitarian ‘persons’ 

but only as manifestations behind which God's one true being is concealed as something other 

and higher, so that one may well ask whether revelation can be believed if in the background 

there is always the thought that we are not dealing with God as He is but only with a God as He 

appears to us.96 

Behind the God given in revelation there is no other God. Modalism either clings to a revelation 

that no longer reveals God so “belief in revelation necessarily becomes idolatry,”97 or attempts to 

install its own god behind revelation so “the divine subjectivity is sucked up into the human 

subjectivity which enquires about a God that does not exist.”98 

Barth is also determined to present an orthodox doctrine of the Trinity which asserts that the 

three modes of being are essential to God. In discussing the indivisible works of the Trinity, he rejects 

“an extinction of the independence of the three modes of being in a neutral, undifferentiated fourth,” 
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which is modalism.99 God’s being as Father, Son, and Spirit is essential to God in such a way that God 

is only God if he is distinctly God in each of these modes of being: 

[T]his one God is God three times in different ways, so different that it is only in this threefold 

difference that He is God, so different that this difference, this being in these three modes of 

being, is absolutely essential to Him, so different, then, that this difference is irremovable. Nor 

can there be any possibility that one of the modes of being might just as well be the other, e.g., 

that the Father might just as well be the Son or the Son the Spirit, nor that two of them or all 

three might coalesce and dissolve into one. In this case the modes of being would not be 

essential to the divine being.100 

Dennis Jowers adds that Barth’s distinction between the economic Trinity and the immanent 

Trinity also counters modalism in affirming that God is not only Father, Son, and Spirit in revelation 

but also antecedently in himself.101 God is not exhausted in the form he takes in revelation, yet this 

form is nonetheless true to its content. As God reveals himself in the economic Trinity so he is in the 

immanent Trinity. 

Despite his arguments against modalism, Barth recognises the difficulties in making any 

trinitarian statement. The charge of modalism will always be present and is ultimately insurmountable 

in the task of dogmatic theology: 

We, too, are unable to say how in this case 3 can really be 1 and 1 can really be 3… We, too, are 

unable to avoid the fact that every step of ours in this field is exposed to danger, whether the 

threat comes from the tritheistic heresy or the modalist heresy… We, too, are unable to take a 

middle course in such a way that every misunderstanding is ruled out and our orthodoxy is 

unequivocally assured.102 

Nonetheless, to avoid approximation to any such modalism, Barth is careful to communicate 

just in what sense God is one. Christian monotheism takes as its starting point revelation rather than 

any a priori concept of monotheism, unity, or God. Thus, “The unity of God confirmed in the doctrine 

of the Trinity is not to be confused with singularity or isolation.”103 Rather, “the number 1 implies the 

negation of all plurality of or in God. All further deductions from the use of the concept of number are 
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to be rejected as irrelevant.”104 But this does not mean that God’s unity is a collective unity. The 

German word is Einheit, which can also be translated as oneness.105 God’s oneness is an analogical 

oneness which corresponds in some way to creaturely oneness, yet is the source from which that 

creaturely oneness is derived and as such cannot be defined exhaustively in terms of creaturely 

oneness. Conversely, “the number 3 here cannot express more than the negation that Father, Son and 

Spirit as such are not 1.”106 That God is one and three can never be the result of following any 

philosophical principle. This would not be the God revealed in Christ. Rather, the doctrine of God’s 

triunity is an interpretation of revelation, demonstrating that only as such God is God: “He is the one 

God only in this repetition, so that His one Godhead stands or falls with the fact that He is God in this 

repetition, but for that very reason He is the one God in each repetition.”107 As Jowers notes, neither 

unity nor distinction has any priority because “Barth’s doctrine of the Trinity logically precedes the 

divine oneness and the divine threeness as confessed by the church.”108 

Personhood and Seinsweisen 

Barth has been variously critiqued for his use of Seinsweise or mode of being to denote Father, Son, 

and Spirit. He rejects the traditional term person, writing, 

It was never adequately clarified when first introduced into the Church's vocabulary, nor did the 

interpretation which it was later given and which prevailed in mediaeval and post-Reformation 

Scholasticism as a whole really bring this clarification, nor has the injection of the modern 

concept of personality into the debate achieved anything but fresh confusion.109 

Barth thus opts for Seinsweise as a translation of the Cappadocian τρόπος ὑπάρξεως or the 

Protestant Scholastic modus entitativus. Nonetheless, because it “would not be the essence of the 

revealed God if it were conceivable, … neither persona nor any other term can perform the service of 

making this distinction really conceivable.”110 Rather, Barth’s use of Seinsweise is an attempt to 

express “not absolutely, but relatively better and more simply and clearly the same thing as is meant 
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by ‘person.’”111 This can be seen in that both person and Seinsweise share the same referent, 

subsistent relations within the divine essence. However, whereas the term Seinsweise already states 

that there is a Sein or being in (of) which this Weise or mode subsists, person cannot do so without 

explanation. The reader needs to be redirected away from the connotations of any historical or 

contemporary notions of personhood, connotations which would imply a threeness of essence and 

thus be tritheistic. Seinsweise demonstrates clearly that Father, Son, and Spirit are distinct as different 

Seinsweisen, but also that in each Weise there is the one Sein of God. 

The English translation of Seinsweise as mode of being was chosen by the translators as the best 

translation in English of the Greek and Latin terms. Yet, the translators note Barth’s preference in 

English for way of being, “if only to avoid any hint of ‘modalism,’ which he completely rejects.”112 Thus 

unless readers of Barth are calling for a new English translation, any accusations of modalism based 

on the English terminology should be referred to the original German. 

Because Barth’s Seinsweise is a translation of the Cappadocian τρόπος ὑπάρξεως, Jowers argues 

that any accusation of modalism on the basis of this term also implicates such as Basil the Great.113 

Yet Colin Gunton argues that Barth misapplied the term: “[A]t least in some of their writings the 

Cappadocians used τρόπος ὑπάρξεως not to refer to the person, but to the ways in which the persons 

are distinct from one another,” so “to say that the way of being is the person is to confuse the 

referent—the person—with the characterization of the way the persons are toward the others.”114 

Jowers makes a similar point following Aquinas, arguing for person over relation or Seinsweise, 

“inasmuch as it signifies what these less comprehensive terms signify while at the same time indicating 

their identity with the divine essence.”115 Moreover, while Barth rejects person to avoid tritheistic 

connotations, his adoption of Seinsweise risks making the trinitarian persons accidental to God’s 

unity.116 

Yet, for Barth, to say that the Seinsweisen are something more than relations is to blur the line 

between subsistence and substance.117 Indeed, Barth goes so far as to suggest that the Seinsweisen 

are the distinct relations of origin: “[T]hreeness consists in the fact that in the essence or act in which 
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God is God there is first a pure origin and then two different issues.”118 The Father is God’s relation to 

the Son, the Son God’s relation to the Father, and the Spirit God’s relation to the Father and the Son.119 

If any Seinsweise is more than its relation to other Seinsweisen within the one essence of God then 

this Seinsweise is no longer a distinct Weise but rather a distinct Sein, another essence, and the unity 

of God is divided. But to say only this would indeed be to abandon the divine relations to being 

accidents of the divine essence. For Barth, God “is the one God in each repetition,” i.e., in each 

Seinsweise.120 The Spirit is no less the divine essence than the Son, nor is the Son any less the divine 

essence than the Father. While it stretches the limits of language to say this, Barth is clear: Each 

Seinsweise subsists in the divine essence as much as each Seinsweise is the one divine essence. There 

is no subordination of the divine relations to an unspeakable true essence in which they subsist 

because in each subsistence God himself subsists. 

This does not yet solve the problem of Seinsweisen. Another aspect of Barth’s doctrine of the 

Trinity which perhaps most implicates him in the charge of modalism is his explicit unipersonalism. 

After addressing the limits of maintaining the term person, Barth applies this term instead to the divine 

essence:  

The idea we are excluding is that of a mere unity of kind or a mere collective unity, and the truth 

we are emphasising is that of the numerical unity of the essence of the ‘persons’… [T]he 

‘personality’ of God belongs to the one unique essence of God which the doctrine of the Trinity 

does not seek to triple but rather to recognise in its simplicity.121 

The doctrine of the Trinity is an “explanatory confirmation” of God as Lord, “the name of a single 

being, of the one and only Willer and Doer whom the Bible calls God.”122 This God is “an I existing in 

and for itself with its own thought and will.”123 As Rowan Williams writes, “If there is one speaker, 

                                                           
118 CD I/1, 364. 
119 In CD I/1, 365-366, Barth writes, “The relations in God in virtue of which He is three in one essence are 

thus His fatherhood (paternitas) in virtue of which God the Father is the Father of the Son, His sonship (filiatio) 
in virtue of which God the Son is the Son of the Father, and His spirit-hood (processio, spiratio passiva) in virtue 
of which God the Spirit is the Spirit of the Father and the Son.” Cf. CD I/1, 367, “We, too, are unable to say how 
an essence's relation of origin can also be the essence itself and indeed how three such relations can be the 
essence and yet not be the same as each other but indissolubly distinct from one another.” 

120 CD I/1, 350. 
121 CD I/1, 350. Barth had earlier maintained an orthodox doctrine of the Trinity while also affirming three 

persons or subjects. In his 1924 Göttingen Dogmatics he writes, “Three subjects of revelation then? Yes indeed, 
one cannot avoid working out and establishing this thought … three subjects of revelation, three persons, 
prosopa, hypostases of the one divine substance, ousia, or essentia.” See Karl Barth, Göttingen Dogmatics: 
Instruction in the Christian Religion, trans. G. W. Bromiley (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1991), 100, cited in Taylor, 
“Defence,” 34. 

122 CD I/1, 348. 
123 CD I/1, 358-359. 



33 
 

there can only be one subject.”124 However, this is not to say that historically what was meant by the 

three divine persons was three personalities. Rather, as shown above, the term person was always 

intended to refer to something else. But for Barth person never became an adequate term for 

denoting this something else.  

In view of Barth’s unipersonalism, some writers have argued that Barth lays too much emphasis 

on God’s unity, to the detriment of his triunity. Jürgen Moltmann contends, 

[I]f the subjectivity of acting and receiving is transferred from the three divine Persons to the 

one divine subject, then the three Persons are bound to be degraded to modes of being, or 

modes of subsistence, of the one identical subject. But viewed theologically, this is a late 

triumph of Sabellian modalism which the early church condemned.125 

Barth’s unipersonalism is tied closely to his use of Seinsweise. While Barth argues that this 

avoids tritheism, Moltmann is concerned that Barth has understated the intra-divine distinctions, 

which could better be expressed as three persons. As Jeffery Hensley writes, Barth’s unipersonalism 

“forces Barth … to give divine unity conceptual priority over divine triunity.”126  

Moreover, readers of Barth have recognised links between his unipersonalism and the Cartesian 

subject. Alar Laats suggests that Barth’s divine subject is “a human personality idealised and 

perfected.” As such, “in the first volume … it is rather a philosophical concept and not a Biblical one.”127 

Moltmann identifies this as a lurking anthropomorphism in Barth’s doctrine of the Trinity: 

God, thought of as subject, with perfect reason and free will, is in actual fact the archetype of 

the free, reasonable, sovereign person, who has complete disposal over himself… The starting 

point and goal of this modern concept of God was and is the interpretation of the person as 

subject.128 

Although Barth may have protected theology from tritheism in rejecting persons, he is not as 

vigilant when it comes to articulating the nature of God’s personality. As Catherine Mowry LaCugna 
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writes, “The only difference is that the divine essence, not the three divine persons, is made the 

referent of this [Cartesian] self-consciousness.”129 

However, Barth does not completely flatten the three Seinsweisen in his unipersonalism. 

Although he firmly rejects “three divine I's,” he affirms that God is “thrice of the one divine I.”130 It is 

only because there are three Seinsweisen that God is personal in the first place: “[I]t follows from the 

trinitarian understanding of the God revealed in Scripture that this one God is to be understood not 

just as impersonal lordship … but as the Lord, not just as absolute Spirit but as person.”131 Thus, “The 

indissolubility of His being as subject is guaranteed by the knowledge of the ultimate reality of the 

three modes of being in the essence of God.”132 While Barth presents God as one divine subject, it is 

clear that more than unipersonal must be said if this subject is to be properly defined. As Paul Molnar 

writes, “the one divine subject that [Barth] envisions throughout the CD is the Father, Son and Holy 

Spirit.”133 So, too, John McDowell writes that Barth’s conception of the divine subject “subvert[s] the 

sense of atomized and individuated selfhood” that might be found in the Cartesian subject. 134 The 

single subject Barth presents is “utterly unlike any subject we can otherwise conceive of.”135 

Nonetheless, it remains whether Barth’s unipersonalism adequately states the distinctions 

between the Seinsweisen. For example, Michael Ovey questions whether Barth has defined modalism 

correctly: “The issue is not a hidden fourth, but the rather the blurring of distinctions between Father, 

Son and Spirit” so “the question is whether the kind of difference Barth asserts between Father and 

Son would satisfy patristic opponents of modalism.”136 Therefore Barth’s “He brings forth Himself and 

in two distinct ways He is brought forth by Himself”137 bears similarity to Tertullian’s Monarchian 

opponents: “He himself, they say, made himself his own Son.”138 Yet Barth applies this language to 

each Seinsweise. God “possesses Himself as Father, i.e., pure Giver, as Son, i.e., Receiver and Giver, 

and as Spirit, i.e., pure Receiver.”139 Insofar as each Seinsweise is the eternal divine essence, they are 

eternally one. Insofar as each Seinsweise has its distinct and eternal origin in the divine essence, they 
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are eternally three. Conversely, LaCugna argues that Barth’s doctrine of the Trinity is modalist in not 

attributing personhood to a single subject, namely the Father. She contrasts Barth with Greek theology 

where “one specific hypostasis of God the Father is identified with the divine ousia and grounds the 

personhood of God.”140 However, this does not materially differ very much at all from Barth’s doctrine 

of the Trinity, where “God's trinitarian name of Father … denotes the mode of being of God in which 

He is the Author of His other modes of being.”141 For Barth, the personhood of God belongs to the 

threefold divine essence, which is grounded in God the Father.142 

Ovey also questions Barth’s use of Anselm’s repetitions. Whereas Barth applies Anselm’s 

repetitions to the Seinsweisen, Anselm applies them to the divine essence, so “if one follows through 

Barth’s correlation of aeternitas with Person [i.e., Seinsweise], then Anselm would be arguing for only 

one [Seinsweise], for he is certainly arguing for only one eternity.”143 If Barth applied Anselm’s 

terminology consistently then he would have to commit himself to saying there was only one 

Seinsweise. Moreover, Ovey argues that “’repetition’ is not a happy term,” as it implies that “the Son 

is a repetition of the Father, and nothing more.”144 This is what Moltmann identifies as “holy 

tautology,” arguing that “The doctrine of the Trinity cannot be a matter of establishing the same thing 

three times.”145 Yet because Barth distinguishes the Seinsweisen according to their relations of 

origin,146 repetition should be interpreted as a repetition of the divine essence in each Seinsweise’s 

relation of origin. Thus in each Seinsweise there is the one God, yet in each relation of origin he is 

distinct insofar as he is repeated in a different way. This does not disappear when Barth comes to the 

opera ad extra either. Regarding the Father’s work in creation, Barth rejects a modalistic viewpoint 

that suggests “all statements relating to this opus ad extra can be made indiscriminately about any 
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individual mode of being.”147 In both the intra-divine relations and their external works, the 

Seinsweisen are both one with and distinct from the divine essence. 

A Reconsideration of the Personhood of the Seinsweisen 

Up until this point I have argued that the accusations of modalism made against Barth’s doctrine of 

the Trinity, specifically in relation to his unipersonalism and use of Seinsweisen, are addressed both 

implicitly and explicitly throughout CD I/1. Nonetheless, not every answer that Barth provides can 

address the host of problems in trinitarian theology. Although Seinsweise is suitable to the extent that 

it denotes both the unity and trinity of God in a formal, dogmatic context, it remains that person 

communicates in another way what Seinsweise cannot. As Veli-Matti Kärkkäinen writes, Barth rejected 

three persons out of his “fear of tritheism because of the highly individualistic understanding of 

personality” but “while Barth’s reservations about personhood talk make sense in light of his own 

argumentation, there is no compelling reason why theology cannot establish a more satisfying way of 

understanding personhood.”148 

Revelation necessarily implies that if the one God meets human beings in three Seinsweisen 

then the basis for these distinctions must not be in the opera ad extra but instead in the relations of 

origin (which Seinsweise communicates better than person). However, revelation also demonstrates 

that personal terms are appropriate for denoting these distinctions. Father and Son are personal 

terms.149 Barth takes pains to define the nature of God’s fatherhood and sonship as analogical; all 

creaturely metaphors and terms that refer to God show that he is the true and original ground of 

which these terms are derivative. But in formalising these terms into Seinsweisen and relations of 

origin, albeit in close connection with historical theology, Barth takes the risk throughout of pushing 

each side of the analogy so far apart from the other that, for example, human fatherhood no longer 

says anything at all of divine fatherhood. Although Barth does not do this, it remains that his focus 

seems to be more on the negative than positive function of the terms. As Alan Torrance notes, Barth 

chose Seinsweise “namely [for] its perceived neutrality, rather than its capacity to denote positively 

something of the ontology of the Triunity.”150 However, to speak of God in negative terms does not 

bring the interpreter any closer to its referent than to speak of him in positive terms. What is missing 

                                                           
147 CD I/1, 396. 
148 Kärkkäinen, “Barth,” 75. Torrance summarises Barth’s critics here: “The concept of Seinsweise … does 

not seem to suggest the category of relations implied by the conceptuality of personhood. Barth’s trade-off in 
electing to use the term made him suspect in this regard” (“Trinity,” 82). 

149 I have limited my examples to Father and Son here for argument’s sake. The term Spirit is a much less 
personal analogy, unless the human spirit is somehow implied. Even then, the English Spirit differs in its 
connotations from the German Geist or, more importantly, the biblical πνεῦμα or ruach. 

150 Torrance, Persons, 227. 
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from Barth’s Seinsweisen is the insight that revelation demands and provides: human fatherhood and 

sonship are analogical to divine fatherhood and sonship, and thus, in some way, human persons are 

analogical to divine persons. 

There are a number of reasons why person is in some ways preferable to Seinsweise. Firstly, 

person better expresses some of the biblical terms, such as Father and Son. Ovey notes that Barth’s 

unipersonalism is in tension with the Johannine perspective on revelation, which requires more than 

one witness (John 5:31). If God were a single subject then Jesus’ “testimony is invalid.”151 Other places 

in the New Testament suggest that more than one subject is at work in the Trinity. Gethsemane, where 

Christ’s will is in tension with the Father’s (Matt 26:39), and the cross, where Christ is forsaken by the 

Father (Matt 27:46), are perhaps two of the starkest statements of this.152 The intercession before the 

Father of the Spirit (Rom 8:26) and Christ (Rom 8:34) also demonstrate this. 

Secondly, Barth’s unipersonalism obscures the love of God. God’s love becomes reflexive, i.e., 

both subject and object in trinitarian statements share the same referent. Unipersonalism makes it 

difficult to state the otherness of trinitarian love, an otherness that could be stated better with 

reference to three persons. As Richard St. Victor writes, “where a plurality of persons is lacking, charity 

cannot exist.”153 For Barth, “[The Spirit] is thus the love in which God (loves Himself, i.e., loves Himself 

as the Father and as the Son, and) as the Father loves the Son and as the Son loves the Father.”154 

Although Barth is attempting to communicate this love in a way that accounts for the intra-divine 

distinctions, his interpretation of this as self-love undermines the love between multiple persons given 

in revelation. Thus Jesus prays that “the world will know that you sent me and have loved them even 

as you have loved me” (John 17:23). The Father’s love for humanity in sending the Son to the world is 

analogical to his intra-trinitarian love for the Son. As there is more than one subject in divine-human 

love, so there is in intra-trinitarian love.155 Torrance is most convincing here. He argues that Barth 

could have developed his doctrine of the Trinity with reference to Christ’s ongoing priesthood in the 

life of the Trinity. This would allow for a description of “a dynamic personal co-presence,” which 

involves “a vicarious presenting of the human person to the Father and the Father to the human 

person in and through Christ by the Spirit.” As such, it is a “considerably richer [model] than may be 

communicated with recourse to a unidirectional model of singular address by an irreducibly singular 

                                                           
151 Ovey, “Private,” 218. 
152 Barth is no doubt aware of these and asks regarding the crucifixion, “How could Jesus be more 

emphatically separated and distinguished from Him who is properly called God?” (CD I/1, 385). However, rather 
than focussing on the personal nature of this separation, Barth’s tendency in CD I/1 is towards the formal 
distinction of the Seinsweisen. 

153 Richard St. Victor, Trinity 3.2, cited in Ovey, “Private,” 228. 
154 CD I/1, 470. 
155 Ovey, “Private,” 229. 
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subject.”156 Torrance adds that this understanding of the Trinity “allows us to speak simultaneously of 

the person (singular) of God and the persons (plural) of the Trinity.”157  

Of course, every example of intra-trinitarian love inferred from revelation must also state that 

the love of Father, Son, and Spirit in the immanent Trinity differs absolutely from God’s love for his 

creation. If this is not the case then there is indeed ground for arguing that the three trinitarian 

persons constitute three essences. But it can be stated that because the love of God in revelation is 

interpersonal, in some sense there is an interpersonal love between Father, Son, and Spirit in the 

immanent Trinity. As there is genuine otherness in revelation, so there is genuine otherness in God 

himself, an otherness that person states better than the formal Seinsweise, while at the same time not 

an otherness of three essences. 

Finally, Trinitarian theology needs to communicate the nature of God in a way that not only 

considers what this means in a dogmatic context but also for the wider Church. Jowers writes, “The 

use in worship of a term like ‘Seinsweise’ … would obviously constitute a devotional and liturgical 

disaster.”158 Although CD I/1 is not a hymnal, it nonetheless affects the life of the Church as those who 

read it take Barth’s insights with them. For the same reasons that Seinsweise struggles to portray the 

multiple persons in revelation and their love for each other in dogmatic theology, so, too, should 

person be preferred in the life of the Church. 

This does not mean that Seinsweise should be discarded. Its history and particular way of 

denoting intra-trinitarian distinctions, as shown above, are too important for it to disappear from 

theology altogether. As Barth wrote regarding person, “We have no cause to want to outlaw the 

concept of person or to put it out of circulation.”159 Both person and Seinsweise share the same 

referent. Person goes beyond Seinsweise to denote the personal nature not just of the one divine 

essence but distinctly of the Father, Son, and Spirit, and their interpersonal relations. Conversely, 

Seinsweise better communicates that Father, Son, and Spirit are each the one divine essence in their 

subsisting within it, avoiding any suggestions of a threeness of essence. The above argumentation is 

only to suggest that if Barth had explored not just the advantages of Seinsweise over person but also 

of person over Seinsweise then perhaps he could have better stated the nature of Father, Son, and 

Spirit in CD I/1 and provided something more in his answer to Augustine’s question, quid tres?160 

                                                           
156 Torrance, Persons, 223. Williams also notes that although “address and obedience” is important, it 

lacks relationality and mutual sharing (“Barth,” 140-141). 
157 Torrance, Persons, 257. 
158 Jowers, “Reproach,” 245. 
159 CD I/1, 359. 
160 I.e., “Three what?” No source, cited in CD I/1, 355, 366. 
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8. 

That’s the Spirit (?): Barth’s Pneumatology in the Context of His Doctrine of the 

Trinity 

A number of writers have been quite critical of Barth’s pneumatology not just in CD I/1 but across his 

whole corpus.161 Conversely, others have produced more positive assessments.162 Those critical of 

Barth’s pneumatology have pointed out the various ways in which the person and work of the Spirt in 

CD I/1 are overshadowed by that of the Son. I will examine how Barth distinguishes between the Spirit 

and Christ before restating some of these critiques, namely that Barth’s pneumatology emphasises 

salvation to the detriment of creation, his presentation of the Spirit as the bond of love between the 

Father and the Son tends to diminish the personhood of the Spirit, and his interpretation of the filioque 

understates the intra-trinitarian relation of the Spirit to the Son. 

The Christological Direction of Barth’s Pneumatology 

Regarding Barth’s conflation of the role of the Spirit with that of the Son, Eugene Rogers argues that 

Barth writes, “as if there’s nothing the Spirit can do that Christ can’t do better.”163 Although Barth 

identifies the Spirit as “the Lord who sets us free,”164 this can only be determined christologically. It is 

“Christ [who] has ‘set us free’ for freedom.”165 Thus, according to Rogers, “Barth leaves the reader no 

reason to think you couldn’t unpack the setting free in terms of Christ alone.”166 Similarly, Philip Rosato 

critiques Barth for reducing the Spirit’s role to a merely noetic one. Whereas Christ has already 

ontically redeemed humanity, “the Spirit can do no more than noetically realize this achievement,” 

being “incapable of adding any substantial gain to Christ’s universal efficacy.”167 

                                                           
161 See especially, Robert Jenson, “You Wonder where the Spirit Went,” Pro Ecclesia 2:3 (1993): 296-304; 

Eugene F. Rogers, After the Spirit: A Constructive Pneumatology from Resources outside the Modern West (Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, 2005), 19-32; and Williams, “Barth,” 106-149. While largely positive in their assessments, 
Philip Rosato and John McIntyre also provide some critical material: Philip J. Rosato SJ, The Spirit as Lord: The 
Pneumatology of Karl Barth (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1981), especially 129-180; John McIntyre, “Karl Barth and 
the Trinitarian Mould,” in idem., The Shape of Pneumatology: Studies in the Holy Spirit, 134-171 (Edinburgh: T. 
& T. Clark, 1997). 

162 George Hunsinger, “The Mediator of Communion: Karl Barth’s Doctrine of the Holy Spirit,” in The 
Cambridge Companion to Karl Barth, ed. John Webster, 177-194 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000); 
Eberhard Busch, The Great Passion: An Introduction to Karl Barth’s Theology, trans. by Geoffrey W. Bromiley 
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2004), 219-241; Ables, “Grammar,” 208-224. 

163 Rogers, Spirit, 20. 
164 CD I/1, 448. 
165 CD I/1, 456. 
166 Rogers, Spirit, 22.  
167 Rosato SJ, Spirit, 164. 
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Before examining the passages which lend support to such criticisms, it is important to note 

that Barth distinguishes between the works of the Spirit and the Son. Of the Spirit’s role in human 

apprehension of revelation he writes, 

The fact that [God] does this; this third thing which does not follow self-evidently from the first 

and the second, just as there is nothing at all self-evident in their being and being together 

either; the fact that there is this being revealed of the Father and the Son, this is what we have 

in mind when we say that He reveals Himself as the Lord.168 

Indeed, as Barth later writes, “the possibility of faith is not automatically given with the fact that 

Jesus is present as the revelation of the Father.”169 Without the Spirit’s work in the human subject, 

God’s revelation remains objectively limited. Any human subjective apprehension of this revelation 

would be anthropological. As such, “revelation would not be revelation.”170 Moreover, in 

appropriating reconciliation to the Son and redemption to the Spirit, Barth implies a distinction: 

[T]he concept of reconciliation coincides with that of revelation though not with that of 

redemption… In the New Testament redemption is from the standpoint of revelation or 

reconciliation the future consummating act of God which has still to come.171 

The Spirit’s work of redemption confirms Christ’s work of reconciliation, yet is also orientated 

to an eschatological reconciliation in continuity with but distinct from Christ’s work.  

However, it is in explicitly distinguishing the Spirit from the Son that Barth appears to identify 

their works. Although the distinction in the New Testament “seems to be as necessarily grounded as 

possible,” this is because “we find the Holy Spirit only after the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ 

or in the form of knowledge of the crucified and risen Lord.”172 As George Hunsinger writes, “it is Jesus 

Christ who constitutes the saving significance of the Holy Spirit in a way that is not true in reverse.”173 

It is primarily, almost exclusively, in light of Jesus’ death and resurrection that Barth details the work 

of the Spirit in this section. Barth does acknowledge that the work of the Spirit in the New Testament 

                                                           
168 CD I/1, 332, emphasis added. 
169 CD I/1, 449. 
170 CD I/1, 332. Alar Laats explains that the Holy Spirit brings Christ’s work to the believer so “instead of 

being a remote historical event, it happens time and again whenever there is a reception of the Word.” See 
Laats, Doctrines, 30-31. 

171 CD I/1, 409. George Hunsinger writes, “Whereas reconciliation was redemption’s abiding ground and 
content, redemption was reconciliation’s dynamic consequence and goal … Whereas from the standpoint of 
reconciliation, the work of the Spirit served the work of Christ; from the standpoint of redemption, the work of 
Christ served the work of the Spirit” (“Mediator,” 178).  

172 CD I/1, 451. 
173 Hunsinger, “Mediator,” 181. 
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is not chronologically “restricted either forwards or backwards to Pentecost,” but he does not develop 

this point.174 

Indeed, it is here that Barth makes the christological direction of his pneumatology explicit: 

We must now add at once that while the Spirit is the element of revelation which is different 

from Christ as the exalted Lord, while He is revelation to the extent that it becomes an event on 

us and in us, nevertheless He is still to be regarded wholly and entirely as the Spirit of Christ, of 

the Son, of the Word of God. He is not to be regarded, then, as a revelation of independent 

content, as a new instruction, illumination and stimulation of man that goes beyond Christ, 

beyond the Word, but in every sense as the instruction, illumination and stimulation of man 

through the Word and for the Word.175 

Later in this section he confirms that “there is no special and second revelation of the Spirit 

alongside that of the Son.”176 While the Spirit is a mode of being distinct from the Son, his work is 

christologically orientated. 

There are two discernible reasons for this. The first can be seen in regard to Barth’s model of 

revelation. It is the objective element, the Son, which constitutes the content of revelation, with which 

the Spirit works in revelation.177 Barth writes, “That He reveals Himself as the Son is what is primarily 

meant when we say that He reveals Himself as the Lord.”178 Thus the Spirit works “on the assumption 

that objective revelation has been concluded and completed.”179 If there is no object then revelation 

becomes strictly subjective, which, as Travis Ables notes, makes religious self-consciousness rather 

than God in revelation the theme, and thus attempts anthropological access to God.180 

The second can be seen in Barth’s understanding of the works appropriated to the three modes 

of being. Although redemption is distinct from reconciliation, the Spirit’s work in redemption is carried 

out in accordance with the Son’s work in reconciliation. Thus Barth writes of the Spirit, “He is not just 

the Redeemer, so surely does redemption stand in indissoluble correlation with reconciliation, so 

surely does reconciliation reach its consummation in redemption.”181 Although he does not develop 

                                                           
174 CD I/1, 452.  
175 CD I/1, 452-453. 
176 CD I/1, 474. 
177 I have treated this a little more broadly on pp.20-22. Regarding the Spirit’s relationship to Christ in CD, 

Kärkkäinen writes, “in my understanding, Christ takes the upper-hand, as it were, since Christ represents the 
objective reality of revelation” (“Barth,” 71). 

178 CD I/1, 320, emphasis added. 
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180 Ables, “Grammar,” 215-216; cf. Busch, Great, 220-221. 
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this point in the same way as he argues that reconciliation presupposes creation,182 it is likely that 

Barth imagines a similar relationship between redemption and reconciliation, i.e., redemption 

presupposes reconciliation. In implying such a relationship, this christological direction of the Spirit’s 

work can be seen as an attempt to articulate both unity and distinction in the works appropriated to 

each mode of being. As Eberhard Busch argues, “We are to see two acts in the one and same 

revelation.”183 If the works appropriated to the Spirit and the Son are the basis rather than the 

expression of these distinctions then this tends towards tritheism as the one God is not present in all 

of his works. The work of the Spirit in creation, redemption, and reconciliation is the work of the one 

God, and therefore not merely christologically orientated but trinitarian. However, it remains that the 

root of the doctrine of the Trinity is revelation, the objective content of which is Christ.184 

The Spirit of Salvation and Creation 

Despite having good reasons for the direction in which Barth takes his pneumatology, it remains a 

problematic aspect of his doctrine of the Trinity. A number of writers have noted that Barth’s emphasis 

on the post-resurrection work of the Spirit is to the detriment of the Spirit’s work from creation.185  

While this is not a major focus of Barth’s pneumatology in CD I/1, it is important to note that he 

is at least aware of it. Thus, in a short survey of Old Testament references to the Spirit, Barth identifies 

the Spirit as “the Lord's breath, by which the creature is created and without which it would inevitably 

vanish away at once.”186 Indeed, Barth regards the breathing of the Spirit into Adam in Gen 2:7 as “as 

the model for all the biblical use of references to the divine πνεῦμα [Spirit].”187 

Nonetheless, Rosato links Barth’s focus on the soteriological aspects of the Spirit’s work with 

his rejection of natural theology. A greater emphasis on the Spiritus Creator working within the human 

subject before hearing the Word of God acknowledges “revelation’s presupposition of an ability in 

man to discern that the truth of the Christ-event is identical with the truth about God which he seeks 

                                                           
182 “We must say, then, that the Reconciler is not the Creator, and that as the Reconciler He follows the 

Creator, that He accomplishes, as it were, a second divine act” so “God reconciles us to Himself, comes to us, 
speaks with us-this follows on, and, we must also say, it follows from the fact that He is first the Creator” (CD 
I/1, 413). 

183 Busch, Great, 223. 
184 This can lead to an endless series of qualifications: Revelation is trinitarian; Christ is the objective 

content of this revelation; Christ reveals God as Trinity; we know God as Trinity because we first know Christ; 
our coming to know Christ is trinitarian, etc. Barth’s understanding of the Spirit’s work is both christological and 
trinitarian. 

185 George Hendry, “From the Father and the Son: The Filioque after Nine Hundred Years,” Theology 
Today 11:4 (1955): 449-459 (455); Rosato SJ, Spirit, 131-156; McIntyre, “Trinitarian Mould,” 139. 
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naturally.”188 While “identical” tends towards undermining the uniqueness of revelation (and Rosato 

reveals his modernist assumptions in suggesting that a universal natural theology is somehow less 

subjective than Barth’s model of revelation),189 Rosato’s point remains that Barth’s emphasis on the 

Spirit’s post-resurrection work is inseparable from his other theological conclusions. There is not 

enough space here to detail how Barth’s pneumatology informs his rejection of natural theology. 

However, the distinctiveness of the Spirit in Barth’s pneumatology could have been stated more 

powerfully if Barth dedicated more space to exploring in exactly what ways the Spirit worked in human 

beings from creation, regardless of whether this required a natural theology or not. 

Personhood and the Bond of Love 

While Barth favours Seinsweise over the traditional person to differentiate Father, Son, and Spirit,190 

after noting that the Spirit is the “common factor” between the Father and the Son, he writes, “even 

if the Father and the Son might be called ‘person’ (in the modern sense of the term), the Holy Spirit 

could not possibly be regarded as the third ‘person.’”191 Barth goes on to detail this in light of the 

Augustinian vinculum amoris, i.e., the Spirit as the bond or act of love between the Father and the 

Son.192 

Some have argued that this makes Barth’s doctrine of the Trinity “binitarian”193 or a mere 

“duality.”194 Rowan Williams critiques Barth’s adoption of the vinculum amoris, arguing that it 

functions to undermine perichoresis and allot to the Spirit an entirely different mode of being from 

that of the Father and the Son: “As an ‘act’, the Spirit cannot be a subject of predication in any way 

analogous to that in which the Father and Son are such subjects.”195 Rogers, citing Gregory Nazianzen, 

goes further to argue that this makes the Spirit a mere accident of God.196 Robert Jenson argues that 

Barth’s presentation of the Spirit as a relation rather than a “party” like the Father and Son suggests 

the “horrid possibility” that Barth projected a personalist I-Thou anthropology into his doctrine of the 

Trinity.197 This would be ironic considering Barth’s earlier critique of the vestigium trinitatis, rejecting 

the reading of any anthropological constructions back into revelation.198 Jenson concludes, noting, 
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44 
 

“We miss the Spirit at precisely those points where Bible or catechism have taught us to expect him 

to appear as someone with capacities, rather than as sheer capacity.”199 

Conversely, John McIntyre, although he does not mention it explicitly at this point, obviously 

has the vinculum amoris in mind with his positive assessment of Barth’s pneumatology. He notes that 

it (1) counters purely logical conceptions of the trinitarian relations, (2) suggests that these relations 

cannot be referred to without love, (3) situates love in the relations rather than as an attribute of God, 

(4) counters any notion of God’s dependence on the world because God has love in se, (5) grounds 

divine-human love in this love, and (6) provides endless meditations on intra-trinitarian love through 

the “wealth of forms” available in the divine-human relationship.200 Using a human analogy, McIntyre 

notes that referring to family members as “relations” in no way implies that they are not also persons. 

He writes, “there are families where for the parents a child is not only the immediate expression of 

their love for one another but also the continuing actualisation of that love; in a word, … a person.”201  

However, despite the creativeness of McIntyre’s interpretation, it remains to be shown that this 

is a faithful reading of Barth’s pneumatology. As shown above, Barth not only neglects to state the 

“personhood” of the Spirit in a way somewhat analogous to the personhood of the Father and Son 

but explicitly counters such a view. Yet, Barth also explicitly counters the idea that the Spirit can be 

reduced to the relation between the Father and the Son: “What is between them, what unites them, 

is, then, no mere relation. It is not exhausted in the truth of their being alongside and with one 

another.”202 Moreover, while Barth emphasises that the Spirit is the relation between the Father and 

Son, these other modes of being are also only relations.203 Barth’s puzzling statement on the 

personhood of the Spirit then is not to be interpreted to mean that the Spirit is something less than 

Father and Son or included already in stating that they are Father and Son. Rather, it is an expression 

of the particular way in which the Spirit subsists in the divine essence as no less divine or necessary 

than the Father or the Son and yet a relation distinct from them. Nonetheless, Barth’s rejection of 

personhood as a category even less suitable for the Spirit than the Father or the Son is symptomatic 

of his relocation of personhood from the individual modes of being entirely to the divine essence.204 

Personhood and the Filioque 
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When it comes to defending the filioque, i.e., the Spirit proceeds eternally from the Father and the 

Son, Barth’s rule that the economic Trinity reveals the immanent Trinity provides a significant basis: 

“[W]e have consistently followed the rule, which we regard as basic, that statements about the divine 

modes of being antecedently in themselves cannot be different in content from those that are to be 

made about their reality in revelation.”205 Thus the Spirit relates human beings to God, which is a 

reflection of his intra-trinitarian relation to the Father and the Son: 

The intra-divine two-sided fellowship of the Spirit, which proceeds from the Father and the Son, 

is the basis of the fact that there is in revelation a fellowship in which not only is God there for 

man but in very truth … man is also there for God.206 

However, when it comes to the Spirit’s role in Jesus’ conception, anointing Jesus at baptism, 

and effecting new birth in believers, Barth rejects any possibility that these works of the Spirit point 

to an eternal co-originating of the Son by the Spirit with the Father (spirituque). He contrasts the work 

of the Spirit with that of the Father and the Son: 

The begetting and breathing are a bringing forth from the essence of the Father, or of the Father 

and the Son, but not from another essence. But the bringing forth of the Holy Spirit described 

in the passages quoted is always a bringing forth from some other essence whose existence is 

presupposed.207 

Thus the Spirit does not conceive the Son of God but allows him to take on human nature in 

Mary’s womb. Similarly, in baptism the Spirit exalts the human Jesus to share in that which already 

belongs to the eternal Son, and brings new life to already-existing unbelievers rather than creating 

them out of nothing. 

Despite Barth’s exegetical insights, however, A. I. C. Heron argues that the filioque cannot be 

accepted merely on the basis of the rule that revelation reveals who God is in himself. According to 

Heron, the rule illustrates “only that the Spirit must be in some sense the Spirit ‘of the Son’, while the 

Son is not in the same sense ‘of the Spirit’.”208 David Guretzki goes further, writing,  
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If these events are revelatory at all, then, in accordance with Barth’s own rule, one should 

expect that they should be theologically informative about how the Spirit relates to the Son 

eternally and not simply about how the Spirit relates to the temporal humanity of Jesus.209 

If Barth were consistent then he might need to claim that it is only the human Jesus who sends 

the Spirit (John 15:26; 20:22-23). Yet although Barth could have been clearer that his rule is not self-

evident, his inconsistent application of it is not arbitrary. To say that the Spirit conceived the Son of 

God in time or exalted a merely human Jesus to divine status in baptism would be denying the Son’s 

pre-existence and thus his homoousia with the Father. Nevertheless, Barth could have been clearer 

here that his rule is not always self-evident but rather needs to be read within the context of the wider 

theological implications of specific exegetical conclusions. 

Some have rejected Barth’s use of his rule regarding the filioque. Gordon Watson provides an 

alternative interpretation of revelation: “God has condescended to humankind, not in order to reveal 

the realities and possibilities inherent in his being the God that he is, but that the creature may be 

renewed as a creature.”210 Unfortunately this is a false dichotomy. Renewal does not take place apart 

from the creature coming to know who God is in his revelation.211 Moreover, while Barth is adamant 

that revelation reveals who God really is, he is also sensitive to the dangers of misinterpretation: 

“[T]he statement or statements about God's Trinity cannot claim to be directly identical with the 

statement about revelation or with revelation itself.”212
 Although Barth would probably agree with 

Gregory Collins’s statement that “However much the economy expresses God’s relationship to the 

world in creation and salvation it cannot be thought, in any sense, to exhaust it,” Collins maintains 

that Barth has overstepped the distinction between the immanent Trinity and the economic Trinity in 

saying too much of the immanent on the basis of the economic.213 He notes that Barth’s conclusions 

can be arrived at by other means. Barth views the filioque as necessary to ground human-divine 

communion,214 but Collins wonders, “Among the Christian communions, which of the churches has so 

emphasized the reality of personal koinonia between the Holy Trinity and creatures as the 

Orthodox?”215 Barth’s rule, while helpful in curbing speculative theology, should not be stubbornly 
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observed without first considering how other traditions have reached their pneumatological 

conclusions.  

Perhaps Barth’s pneumatology in CD I/1 would have benefitted from greater openness on his 

part to the Spirit’s active intra-trinitarian relationship to the Son, in accordance with the insight that 

the Spirit’s work ad extra reveals this relationship. Indeed, Barth’s christology would also benefit from 

this as he would not have to rely on what Guretzki identifies as a semi-Nestorian explanation of the 

Spirit’s work upon the Son, “setting the humanity received by the Son in the Spirit into a secondary 

and separate position in the function of revelation.”216 

In contrast to Barth’s doctrine of the Trinity, Myk Habets, following Thomas Weinandy, suggests 

a trinitarian theology in which the Spirit “persons” the Father and the Son in a different yet 

correspondent way with his own origination in the Godhead.217 The Father begets the Son in the Spirit, 

so that the Son is Son by virtue not only of his being begotten by the Father but also by the love in the 

Spirit by which the Father begets the Son. The Father derives his fatherhood not only from his 

begetting of the Son in love but the Son’s mutual returning of this love in the Spirit. The Spirit derives 

his personhood not just in passively receiving it through procession but in his co-personing of the Son 

with the Father and of the Father with the Son. Weinandy and Habets differ from Barth in making a 

stronger connection between perichoresis and the relations of origin. Barth addresses such a 

suggestion and contends that it should be “dismissed at once” as it would imply a procession of the 

Father from the Son and the Spirit.218 Habets, however, stops short of this, arguing that it is from 

begetting and spirating that the Father derives his monarchy.219 His fatherhood derives first from these 

and only in a secondary sense is it confirmed by the reciprocal personing from the Son and the Spirit. 

Weinandy and Habets’s revision accords greater significance to the passages Barth exegetes in 

acknowledging the active and personal role of the Spirit in the immanent Trinity. Neither is there need 

to resort to a semi-Nestorian separation of the Spirit’s work on the human Jesus from his relationship 

to the eternal Son of God. The Spirit’s work ad extra reflects his intra-trinitarian relationship. While 

Barth affirms that Father, Son, and Spirit are necessary to the divine being, the spirituque better 

expresses this by including the Spirit as a necessary condition of the Son’s eternal origination. 

Moreover, the spirituque maintains the monarchy of the Father yet disrupts any strict logical priority 
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of the Son’s origination over the Spirit’s origination and so better communicates the Spirit’s co-

eternality with the Son. 

Indeed, the possibility of a spirituque is already apparent in Barth’s restatement of the filioque. 

Guretzki argues that Barth adapts the Western tradition to avoid a double procession or two separate 

processions of the Spirit from the Father and the Son.220 As Barth writes, “the ex Patre Filioque 

denotes, not a twofold, but rather a common origin of the Spirit from the Father and the Son.”221 For 

Barth, rejection of a double procession ensures that the Spirit really is common to the Father and the 

Son, maintaining the unity of God: 

This third mode of being cannot result from the [Father] alone, or the [Son] alone, or co-

operation of the two, but only from their one being as God the Father and God the Son, who 

are not two ‘persons’ either in themselves or in co-operation, but two modes of being of the 

one being of God. Thus the one Godness of the Father and Son is, or the Father and the Son in 

their one Godness are, the origin of the Spirit.222 

Guretzki adds that Barth’s single procession brings him closer to Eastern Orthodoxy, which 

rejects the filioque partly because it suggests two origins of divinity. Moreover, Guretzki understands 

that for Barth “to speak of the Father or the Son in their ‘mode of being’ in abstraction from the shared 

divine Being is to fail to speak of God in the depths of his reality as a Triunity.”223 But neither does this 

mean that the Spirit proceeds only from the divine essence, as this too would be to abstract God from 

his modes of being. Before he comes to argue for a single procession, Barth writes, “[The Spirit] is 

what is common to them, not in so far as they are the one God, but in so far as they are the Father 

and the Son”224 and “the procession is not from the one essence of God as such but from another 

mode of being or other modes of being of this essence.”225 Alternatively, Habets argues that Barth, 

although he does not privilege either essence or the modes of being when referring to the procession, 

but privileges instead two modes of being.226 This is correct insofar as the Spirit proceeds from the 

Father and the Son, not himself. However, Barth does not explicitly address the relationship between 

the Spirit’s procession from “the one Godness”227 and the two modes of being who share this Godness. 

While there is a sense of Barth’s attempt to “maintain the delicate dialectical unity” between being 
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and modes of being,228 his theology implies further tensions that need to be maintained when 

referring to the procession, underscoring its ineffability. To emphasise either unity or distinction in 

the source of the Spirit’s procession is to undermine the doctrine of the Trinity by abstracting the 

divine essence from the modes of being, which is modalism, or by individuating the modes of being, 

which is tritheism. This dialectic lessens the need to state the logical priority of the Son to the Spirit in 

the relations of origins and points to the possibility of a spirituque. 

While assessing Barth’s arguments against a spirituque, that this is neither implied by 

perichoresis nor necessitated in interpreting revelation, it is important to note that there is not enough 

space here to engage with the full implications of such an adjustment to Barth’s doctrine of the Trinity. 

The objections Barth provides are not exhaustive. To argue that a spirituque is implied by revelation 

is to take seriously the Spirit’s work ad extra, his homoousia with the Father and the Son, and his 

active, intra-trinitarian personhood. This argument, however, must also consider that there is a logical 

priority of the Father and then the Son in Scripture and historical theology. As argued above, the Son 

is not always logically prior to the Spirit, with the Spirit often having an active role upon him in 

revelation. This cannot be dismissed without considering how such a dismissal would affect 

statements about the Spirit’s personhood and his relationship to the Son. Nonetheless, Barth’s 

appropriation of creation to the Father, reconciliation to the Son, and redemption to the Spirit reflects 

the general trend in Scripture towards the logical (and, in their work ad extra, in some sense temporal) 

priority of the Father then the Son to the Spirit. Thus, although I am confident that a spirituque is to 

an extent more consistent with revelation, i.e., God’s work ad extra reveals his nature in se, I am 

hesitant to unreservedly endorse it without a lengthier treatment of it and more thorough 

engagement with Scripture and historical theology. 
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Conclusion 

For its length, Barth’s doctrine of the Trinity in CD I/1 is a surprisingly comprehensive statement on 

the nature of God in his revelation. Just at the point where his readers suspect he has gone too far in 

one direction, Barth firmly reasserts its dialectical tension with another aspect of the nature of God. 

And, if at times the dialectic is not clear so that Barth really does appear to have broken this tension, 

more often than not Barth’s commitment to upholding the dialectic can indeed be found with a closer 

reading of the text. 

In this paper I have argued that for Barth, the trinitarian God is the one God who reveals himself 

as Father, Son, and Spirit, yet Barth has also opened the way for those who come after him to review 

his doctrine of the Trinity in light of this central insight and develop it in accordance with this. 

In chapters one and two I presented Barth’s doctrine of the Trinity as he unpacks it in the 

context of revelation. Scripture poses the threefold question to revelation, asking of it who, what, and 

how? God answers with himself: Revelation in its threefold structure is Father, Son, and Spirit. He has 

given himself in revelation in such a way that it is really him whom those who receive it are dealing 

with. Out of this arises the Church’s interpretation of revelation, which is the doctrine of the Trinity. 

This interpretation shows that God is truly one. Faith does not look to three gods. Yet he is one in such 

a way that he is only one insofar as he is one in the three distinct modes of being of Father, Son, and 

Spirit. These modes of being are unexchangeable, distinguished by their unique relations of origin: 

begetting, being begotten, and proceeding. Because each mode of being is a mode of being of the one 

God, Barth restates the historical doctrine of perichoresis, i.e., each mode of being participates 

completely in the other modes of being. However, perichoresis does not mean the dissolution of 

distinctions. Barth also shows that the doctrine of appropriations is essential to understanding who 

God is in his revelation. The modes of being undertake distinctive works ad extra in accordance with 

their distinctive relations of origin. 

In chapters three to five I presented Barth’s doctrine of the Father, christology, and 

pneumatology in their trinitarian context. Barth here applies his concept of revelation, making 

connections been the work ad extra of each mode of being and their intra-trinitarian relations to the 

other modes of being. I retraced Barth’s appropriation of creation to the Father, reconciliation to the 

Son, and redemption to Spirit in accordance with the biblical witness, corresponding to the intra-

trinitarian relations of origin. Moreover, in the work of each mode of being, their homoousia with and 

distinction from the other modes of being is evident, underscoring the threefold essence of God. 
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In chapter six I took a closer look at Barth’s presentation of revelation. Revelation in its threefold 

form centres on the Son as the object and content of this revelation. This is essential to understanding 

Barth’s concept of revelation. I argued that for Barth revelation is not an exclusively epistemological 

phenomenon. Revelation is the person of Christ and the reconciliation he effects. The Spirit brings the 

human subject to receive this in such a way that they can now follow Christ, not merely gain access to 

knowledge of God. I then demonstrated how Barth’s concept of revelation informs his understanding 

of the relationship between the economic Trinity and the immanent Trinity. The work of God in the 

economic Trinity reveals who God is in the immanent Trinity. It is then evident that God in the 

immanent Trinity is the ontological condition for the economic Trinity in the first place. I noted that 

this raises the difficulty of determining exactly what content of the economic Trinity corresponds to 

the immanent Trinity. If trinitarian theology is to make these connections then it needs to do so with 

recourse to other theological implications, lest the immanent Trinity be collapsed into the economic 

Trinity so that God is no longer distinct from his creation. 

In chapter seven I explored the accusations of modalism often made against Barth’s doctrine of 

the Trinity. In response to these, I first demonstrated that Barth rejects modalism because it denies 

that God is really revealed in his revelation, relocating him to a place outside of revelation. This means 

that acceptance of revelation is now idolatry and all theology becomes anthropological because God 

has not really revealed himself. Moreover, Barth’s consistent commitment to upholding the triunity 

of God, i.e., the essence of God is one but this oneness is threefold and nothing apart from this 

threefoldedness, further demonstrates that his theology is trinitarian, not modalist. I then explored 

these accusations in the context of Barth’s replacement of the term person with Seinsweise and his 

explicit unipersonalism. Barth adopts the term Seinsweise to avoid the tritheistic connotations of three 

trinitarian persons. Although his unipersonalism looks like the projection of the Cartesian subject onto 

the trinitarian God, at a closer look it is evident that this one subject differs significantly from the 

Cartesian subject because of its trinitarian nature. While I found that the accusations of modalism 

made against Barth’s doctrine of the Trinity amounted to little in light of the evidence, I was 

nonetheless concerned with Barth’s exclusive adoption of Seinsweise. I argued that person was a 

preferable interpretation of revelation because it affirmed the multiple divine subjects attested to in 

Scripture, it better expressed intra-trinitarian love, and was a more suitable term for use outside of 

formal dogmatics. 

In chapter eight I demonstrated that Barth’s pneumatology in CD I/1 is christologically 

orientated in that Christ is the object of revelation and the Spirit’s work of redemption presupposes 

Christ’s work of reconciliation. Many of Barth’s readers had critiqued him here, however, contending 

that Barth had reduced pneumatology to christology. I followed these critiques and suggested that 
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Barth could have better stated the Spirit’s distinctive work if he had stated more clearly the Spirit’s 

work upon human beings in relation to creation, and not just reconciliation. I then examined 

accusations that Barth had understated the Spirit’s personhood in emphasising that he is the vinculum 

amoris or bond of love between the Father and the Son. While Barth is careful not to reduce the Spirit 

to the Father and Son, this aspect of his pneumatology is symptomatic of the deeper problem in his 

doctrine of the Trinity: understating the personhood of each mode of being. Finally, in discussing 

Barth’s doctrine of the filioque I found his dismissals of an eternal co-originating of the Son by the 

Spirit (spirituque) based on the Spirit’s work ad extra to be unconvincing. Even if he does not argue for 

a spirituque, Barth’s pneumatology would have been more consistent with his concept of revelation 

and better stated the personhood of the Spirit and his distinction from the Son if Barth had explored 

just in what way this work reflected the nature of the Spirit in the immanent Trinity. 

Barth’s commitment to and adeptness in expressing who God is in his revelation throughout CD 

I/1 is admirable. It is clear that for Barth, the doctrine of the Trinity is a good and necessary 

consequence of God’s self-revelation. As much as God is one and three in revelation, it must be stated 

that he is one and three antecedently in himself. Barth nonetheless has his critics. Most of the time 

across the course of writing this paper I have found myself agreeing with them initially, only later to 

go back to Barth and find that he somewhere has already accounted for these weaknesses. I hope that 

readers will find in these pages an appreciation for Barth’s doctrine of the Trinity where it has been 

misrepresented. Conversely, I have striven where I can to step out from under the spell which Barth’s 

dialectic casts his readers. I have represented the voices of his critics where I felt that they provided 

important trinitarian insights that Barth’s theology either forgets or obscures. As shown above, my 

main concerns here have been to push Barth on his rejection of the term person, and his quiet stating 

of the Spirit’s personhood and distinction from the Son in the Spirit’s work, the vinculum amoris, and 

the filioque. These are possible areas for future research where Barth’s doctrine of the Trinity can be 

reread in light of Scripture, historical, critical, and Majority World theologies.  
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