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Augustine of Hippo (354-430), On the Trinity 
 

THE following dissertation concerning the Trinity, as the reader ought to be informed, has been 
written in order to guard against the sophistries of those who disdain to begin with faith, and are 
deceived by a crude and perverse love of reason. In order, therefore, that the human mind might 
be purged from falsities of this kind, Holy Scripture, which suits itself to babes has not avoided 
words drawn from any class of things really existing, through which, as by nourishment, our 
understanding might rise gradually to things divine and transcendent. 
 
And to be sure, when they have steadfastly believed the Holy Scriptures as most true witnesses, 
let them strive, by praying and seeking and living well, that they may understand, i.e. that so far 
as it can be seen, that may be seen by the mind which is held fast by faith.  
 
Because the Father is not called the Father except in that He has a Son, and the Son is not called 
Son except in that He has a Father, these things are not said according to substance; because each 
of them is not so called in relation to Himself, but the terms are used reciprocally and in relation 
each to the other; nor yet according to accident, because both the being called the Father, and the 
being called the Son, is eternal and unchangeable to them. Wherefore, although to be the Father 
and to be the Son is different, yet their substance is not different; because they are so called, not 
according to substance, but according to relation, which relation, however, is not accident, 
because it is not changeable. 
 
Whatever, therefore, is spoken of God in respect to Himself, is both spoken singly of each 
person, that is, of the Father, and the Son, and the Holy Spirit; and together of the Trinity itself, 
not plurally but in the singular. [The Greeks] indeed use also the word hypostasis; but they 
intend to put a difference, I know not what, between οὐσία and hypostasis: so that most of 
ourselves who treat these things in the Greek language, are accustomed to say, μίαν οὐσίαν, τρεῖς 
ὑποστάσεις or in Latin, one essence, three substances. But because with us the usage has already 
obtained, that by essence we understand the same thing which is understood by substance; we do 
not dare to say one essence, three substances, but one essence or substance and three persons 
 
Wherefore also the Holy Spirit consists in the same unity of substance, and in the same equality. 
For whether He is the unity of both, or the holiness, or the love, or therefore the unity because 
the love, and therefore the love because the holiness, it is manifest that He is not one of the two, 
through whom the two are joined, through whom the Begotten is loved by the Begetter, and 
loves Him that begat Him, and through whom, not by participation, but by their own essence, 
neither by the gift of any superior, but by their own, they are “keeping the unity of the Spirit in 
the bond of peace;” which we are commanded to imitate by grace, both towards God and 
towards ourselves. And therefore they are not more than three: One who loves Him who is from 
Himself, and One who loves Him from whom He is, and Love itself. And if this last is nothing, 
how is “God love”? 
 
No other thing, then, is chiefly to be regarded in this inquiry, which we make concerning the 
Trinity and concerning knowing God, except what is true love, nay, rather what is love.   
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Behold, “God is Love:” why do we go forth and run to the heights of the heavens and the lowest 
parts of the earth, seeking Him who is within us, if we wish to be with Him? Let no one say, I do 
not know what I love. Let him love his brother, and he will love the same love. For he knows the 
love with which he loves, more than the brother whom he loves. So now he can know God more 
than he knows his brother: clearly known more, because more present; known more, because 
more within him; known more, because more certain. Embrace the love of God, and by love 
embrace God. Therefore we love God and our neighbor from one and the same love; but we love 
God for the sake of God, and ourselves and our neighbors for the sake of God. 
 
We have come now to that argument in which we have undertaken to consider the noblest part of 
the human mind, by which it knows or can know God, in order that we may find in it the image 
of God.  But the mind must first be considered as it is in itself, before it becomes partaker of 
God; and His image must be found in it. For, as we have said, although worn out and defaced by 
losing the participation of God, yet the image of God still remains. For it is His image in this 
very point, that it is capable of Him, and can be partaker of Him; which so great good is only 
made possible by its being His image. Well, then, the mind remembers, understands, loves itself; 
if we discern this, we discern a trinity, not yet indeed God, but now at last an image of God. 
 
For we wished to ascend, as it were, by steps, and to seek in the inner man, both in knowledge 
and in wisdom, a sort of trinity of its own special kind, such as we sought before in the outer 
man; in order that we may come, with a mind more practiced in these lower things, to the 
contemplation of that Trinity which is God, according to our little measure, if indeed, we can 
even do this, at least in a riddle and as through a glass. 
 
We have sufficiently spoken of the Father and of the Son, so far as was possible for us to see 
through this glass and in this enigma. We must now treat of the Holy Spirit, so far as by God’s 
gift it is permitted to see Him. And the Holy Spirit, according to the Holy Scriptures, is neither of 
the Father alone, nor of the Son alone, but of both; and so intimates to us a mutual love, 
wherewith the Father and the Son reciprocally love one another. If, then, any one of the three is 
to be specially called Love, what more fitting than that it should be the Holy Spirit?—namely, 
that in that simple and highest nature, substance should not be one thing and love another, but 
that substance itself should be love, and love itself should be substance, whether in the Father, or 
in the Son, or in the Holy Spirit; and yet that the Holy Spirit should be specially called Love.  
Therefore God the Holy Spirit, who proceeds from the Father, when He has been given to man, 
inflames him to the love of God and of his neighbor, and is Himself love. Love, therefore, which 
is of God and is God, is specially the Holy Spirit, by whom the love of God is shed abroad in our 
hearts, by which love the whole Trinity dwells in us. 
 
Wherefore, if Holy Scripture proclaims that God is love, and that love is of God, and works this 
in us that we abide in God and He in us, and that hereby we know this, because He has given us 
of His Spirit, then the Spirit Himself is God, who is love. Next, if there be among the gifts of 
God none greater than love, and there is no greater gift of God than the Holy Spirit, what follows 
more naturally than that He is Himself love, who is called both God and of God? And if the love 
by which the Father loves the Son, and the Son loves the Father, ineffably demonstrates the 
communion of both, what is more suitable than that He should be specially called love, who is 
the Spirit common to both? 


