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Ever since Georg Hegel, Karl Barth, and Karl
Rahner, the doctrine of the Trinity has enjoyed
a recent surge in theological reflection.
However, the issue of the Trinity at the
specific moment of the Cross—where the
purpose of the Incarnation climaxes—has
been rarely touched.

There have been a few notable contributors,
such as Jurgen Moltmann and Eberhard
Jungel, but otherwise the topic, for the most
part, has been left alone. Many reasons exist
for this void; however, many abound for why
we should penetrate the depths of the
relational Trinitarian dynamic present at the
Cross.

First, the Cross represents one of the primary
modes of revelation concerning the triune
God. Second, our knowledge of the nature of
God can be greatly enriched by a deeper
understanding of what happened at the Cross.
And, finally, the realization of the magnitude
of what transpired at the Cross is more than
worth the effort in terms of teaching and
preaching value.

This article, then, will examine three
significant biblical passages on the issue of the
Trinity at the Cross, explore the relevant

theologians on the topic, and offer feedback
on the proposals of these theologians in the
discussion. Further, | will make one addition
concerning the current discussion on the role
of the Holy Spirit at the Cross.

Jesus at Gethsemane

Let us first look at some key biblical passages
that illuminate the activity of the Trinity at the
Cross.* A few portions of Scripture stand out:
the account of Jesus’ prayer at Gethsemane,
His cry of dereliction on the cross, and
Hebrews 9:14.

Howard Marshall places the real struggle for
Jesus at the moment of His prayer to the
Father when He asks that the cup be taken
from Him. Here Jesus comes to terms with His
fate, so to speak—and, having done so, is then
able to endure with incredible poise what lies
ahead.? For Marshall, this makes sense
because, after this moment, Jesus’ will is in
total alignment with the Father’s and He sets
His eyes on the goal for which He came. In
other words, this change does not diminish the
utter desolation and anguish of the Cross but
simply portrays Jesus’ mind as made up.®
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Peter Bolt notes the allusion to Psalm 42 in
Jesus’ “agitation” and “distress,” with the
“where-is-your-God” cry asked by the
psalmist.* Bolt explains this instance as when
Jesus prepares for the cosmic battle, which
mandates some kind of disruption between
himself and the Father.®> Not only must there
be a disruption, but the future of the entire
world, the future of the human race, our whole
existence is wrapped up in this passionate
exchange between the Son and His Father.®

John Nolland believes, however, that Jesus
made up His mind well before the prayer at
Gethsemane. Rather, while the disciples at the
Last Supper participated in the benefits of
Christ’s death, Jesus drank the cup of
commitment—commitment to His coming
death on the cross.’

Further clarification of what unfolded in
Jesus’ prayer can be gleaned from the imagery
of the “cup.” In the biblical world, the cup
could convey the benefits that God provides,
such as love, comfort, strength, and fellowship
(Pss. 16:5; 116:3; 1 Cor. 10:16).% The cup can
also represent, and more often does, the
judgment of God upon sin (Isa. 51:17, 22; Jer.
25:15, 16; Eze. 23:31-34; Mark 14:36).° In
these examples, God punishes people by
making them drunk (a seemingly mild
consequence for many). In context, however,
God plays the role, not of the generous host
who welcomes guests but, rather, as the One
who hands down destruction.'® Thus, when
Jesus cries out to the Father to take away the
cup, it must be seen as the growing anguish
(emotion) from the full weight of the Father’s
anger against sin that will soon fall on His
shoulders.™

Jesus on the Cross

Jesus knows this anger, because He
experienced it himself on the cross when He
cried out, “My God, My God, why have You
forsaken Me?” Many have struggled with the
meaning of this cry. Donald Hagner laments
the impossibility of understanding what this

meant to Jesus; for, he asserts, these words
contain one of the most impenetrable
mysteries of the entire Gospel narrative.'?
Hagner further says that, perhaps, the words
should stand as they are—stark in their
incomprehensibility to our finite minds.*

However, much can be deduced from the cry.
For instance, there’s the obvious connection to
Psalm 22 from which Jesus quotes.** Indeed,
these words of Jesus have had many and
varied interpretations, but no substantial
reasons exist for not reading the pessimistic
pathos literally in which Jesus expresses
torment on account of the Father forsaking
Him.™

The Holy Spirit and Calvary

Thus far, the first two passages have dealt
specifically (perhaps not as specific as we
would like) with the relationship between the
Father and the Son at the Cross.

Hebrews 9:14 gives us an insightful glance
into what or where the Holy Spirit was during
this moment: “the blood of Christ, who
through the eternal Spirit offered himself
without blemish to God.”*® Here the Holy
Spirit is seen as continuing His empowering
work that had been carried out throughout
Jesus’ ministry, even up to Christ’s death.!’
This must be seen as a mission of the Holy
Spirit, that is, to empower Christ, as He does
all believers, yet on the scale of par
excellence.

This two-directional hermeneutic (Christ’s and
the Spirit’s missions) does not threaten
Christology or the Cross, when positioned
within the salvific paradigm of “from Father
back to Father.”*® In fact, the Spirit’s mission
here must be interpreted this way or the
Trinity collapses on the side of
subordinationism.*® McDonnell writes, “both
Christ and the Spirit are at the center but in
different ways: Christ as the ‘what’ and the
Spirit as the “how.” 7% This fact serves as a
pivotal reminder that as the Christ, God in the



flesh, needed the Holy Spirit to walk with Him
daily for ministry, so do we, but ever more so.

The Trinity and Calvary

After this brief overview of three main texts
concerning the personal relationship between
Father, Son, and Spirit at the Cross, we can
unpack the dynamic a little more.?* Moltmann
sees both the Father and the Son suffering at
the Cross and detects that the divine
consistency is at stake, the inner life of the
Trinity. At the Cross, the self-communicating
love of the Father becomes infinite pain over
the death of the Son. Likewise, the responding
love of the Son converts into infinite suffering
over being forsaken by the Father. What
happens at the Cross reaches into the very
depths of the infinite Godhead and, therefore,
puts its impress on the trinitarian life of God
for eternity.?

Thus, for Moltmann, an almost drastic shift
exists from apatheia (the idea that God cannot
suffer) to suffering, which becomes the
foremost aspect of the trinitarian doctrine.
Moltmann claims that a God who cannot
suffer cannot love, and that a God who cannot
love is a dead God. Thus, a self-imposed
limitation surfaces that makes the relationship
within the Godhead, and with us, meaningful.
God has something at stake in all this.?
Further, this Godforsakenness and
patricompassionism are not merely mirages
with which to identify, but rather events that
take place in God, a dialectic where He takes
everything of the “far country” (all that is
opposed to God) into himself in order to
overcome it.**

Moltmann is not the only theologian taking up
the theme of suffering at the Cross. Hans Urs
von Balthasar contends that, in some way, all
Three Persons of the Trinity suffer at the
Cross.?® For Jiingel, there seems to be an
implicit suffering in the very fact that God is
love. Barth exclaims, unconditionally, that, as
a sinner, God rejects Jesus. Jesus stands not
only under the wrath of God, but because

wrath is necessary, Jesus stands under God’s
sentence and judgment. 2® Further, He knows
that He must perish; He considers that He
must die and, thus, He is not merely in the grip
of death, but from the depth of His election,
He must constantly hear the voice that
reinforces the knowledge that He is in the grip
of death, and that He is lost.?” The impact of
this constant inner voice must not be
understated or neglected in the light of Him
being the One and only elect of God in such
communion with the Father and Spirit that this
would indeed be a severe struggle within the
inner-trinitarian life.

The struggle is clearly felt not only on one
side but among both the Father and the Son.
Gérard Rossé points to the non-intervention of
the Father on the cross as a revelation of
himself, not despite His silence but because of
His inactivity. The abandonment of the Son
should be seen positively as the culminating
expression of the Father’s love for the Son.?®
By not intervening at the Cross, the Father
actually carried out the sacrifice that Abraham
almost did with Isaac, an act that certainly
caused the Father great suffering. John 3:16
says that God the Father gave His only Son,
and Brown notices that in this verse, the role
of the Father becomes prominent.?® In this act,
the Father gives His Son and risks, as
Moltmann would argue, the very consistency
of the inner-trinitarian life itself.

The Holy Spirit also takes part in this risk
during those few short hours at the Cross. If
the Father risks something by standing by idly,
then the Holy Spirit has just as much at stake.
Jungel sees the Holy Spirit at the Cross as the
bond of love that holds the Trinity together.*
At such a crucial time, when the unity of the
Godhead is most at jeopardy because of the
necessary abandonment, the Spirit becomes
the link, the glue that preserves the blessed
unity of the Trinity.3! With Moltmann, one
finds that the Spirit is the link, but he gives
more focus to the communion of the wills as
pointing to the Divine Unity at the Cross.
Also, the Spirit for Moltmann plays a vital



role in the action of bringing all God-
forsakenness into the divine being and
transforming it.>> Thompson gives a warranted
critique of Moltmann on this point,
recognizing that for Moltmann the triune God
is an evolving subject who in Moltmann’s
theology borders on tritheism (three separate
gods).>

We move back now to Hebrews 9:14. If Jesus
was empowered throughout His ministry from
baptism through the healings, teaching, and
raising others from the dead, then surely the
Holy Spirit contributed more in the ministry of
the Cross than simply being glue. Rather,
without the empowerment of the Holy Spirit
living within Jesus, and in complete unity,
perhaps Christ would have succumbed to
pushing the cup aside. In all Three Persons,
the total self-giving is so evident that, in this
case, the Holy Spirit gives of himself fully to
the Son in order to strengthen Him for what
lays ahead—the Cross. Thus, while the Spirit
may be the bond of love between the Father,
Son, and Spirit at the Cross,** He also became
the empowering Presence within Jesus that

enables His humanity to endure the cup of
suffering and triumph faithfully.

Conclusion

A trinitarian look at the Cross gives us an
insight into the community that is the Trinity,
and this can serve as the paradigm for our
communal thinking (eternal self-sacrifice). A
beneficial approach to the issue of the Trinity
at the Cross is one that adopts a modified
Moltmannian view,* which takes more
seriously the work of the Holy Spirit at the
Cross. The components of Jesus’ bearing the
cup of suffering and the anguish it caused
Him, the suffering of the Father in giving up
His one and only Son, and the Spirit’s
empowering bond are all pivotal factors in
God’s work of redeeming a lost race. At the
Cross we have the clearest exposition of who
our sacrificing God truly is.

As Alister McGrath stated, the Cross forces us
to make a decision: To seek God here, in the
apparent defeat of the God-man and
abandonment of the Son by the Father at the
Cross, or to seek Him elsewhere.*®
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