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Introduction

The main purpose of an introduction is to intro duce—to 
introduce the subject matter, and to introduce the writer of it 
to the reader. The introduction or preface must also bear some 
proportion to the length of the work itself. John Milton’s mas-
terly poem Paradise Lost is introduced by twenty-five lines of 
stately verse. If we are familiar with the front door, then we are 
likely to know the rooms of the house. Whether it is a book 
or a sermon, the preludes should not be overloaded. An old 
woman who listened to John Howe, a Puritan preacher, who 
was very partial to long introductions, said, “He was so long in 
laying the cloth that I began to despair of getting any dinner.”

The mission of the work before you is to prove the truth of 
the Latin proverb, that “all good things go in threes,” and, as a 
medieval saying states, that “three is the most perfect number.” 
On the other hand, the number three also suggests imperfec-
tion. A French proverb says, “A secret between two is a secret 
of God; a secret between three is a secret of everybody’s,” or, 
as an Italian proverb expresses, “Three know it; all know it.” 
Furthermore, as we shall see, the world, the flesh, and the 
devil are spoken of in the Bible as a most unholy trinity.

Writers from early times have expended great ingenuity 
in extracting mystical and symbolical significance from the 
number three. Apart from fanciful interpretations, however, 
there are several legitimate illustrations of the symbolism of 
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three. Dr. E. Bullinger, in his Number in Scripture, points out 
that, in this number, we have quite a new set of phenomena.

We come to the first geometrical figure. Two straight 
lines cannot possibly enclose any space, or form a plane figure; 
neither can two plane surfaces form a solid. Three lines are 
necessary to form a plane figure; and the three dimensions 
of length, breadth, and height, are necessary to form a solid. 
Hence, three is the symbol of the cube—the simplest form of 
solid figure…Three, therefore, stands for that which is solid, 
real, substantial, complete, and en tire.

It will be found, as we proceed, that all things that are 
especially complete are stamped with the prominent number 
three. For instance, the three great divisions that complete 
time are past, present, and future. In grammar, three persons 
express and include all the relationships of mankind—first, 
second, and third. Further, the three components—thought, 
word, and deed—complete the sum of human capability. 
Then, three kingdoms embrace our ideas of matter, namely, 
mineral, vegetable, and animal. The world is brought before 
us as earth, sea, and sky and, as we know, the primary colors 
are three in number: red, yellow, and blue.

Three in Secular Literature
Secular writings also contain some very interesting allu-

sions to the significance of the number three. Macaulay, in 
Horatius, reveals his fondness for the figure in the following 
lines:

And straight against that great array 
Forth went the dauntless three….

Thrice looked he at the city;
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Thrice looked he at the dead; 
And thrice came on in fury,

And thrice turned back in dread.

In Buddhism, ordination into the order is a simple cere-
mony, the central part of which is the taking of the threefold 
pledge:

I go to Buddha for refuge,
I go to the Doctrine for refuge, 

I go to the Order for refuge.

This threefold refuge later became known in all Buddhist 
lands as the Three Jewels, or the Three Treasures.

Three in Jewish Tradition
It is most profitable to discover the symbolic signifi cance 

associated with the number three in Jewish literature, both 
biblical and traditional. Rabbinical writings are full of illus-
trations as to the symbolism of numbers. Dealing with such a 
subject, the Jewish Encyclopedia says:

At an early time in the history of man certain num-
bers were regarded as having a sacred significance or 
were used with symbolical force, the origin of their 
symbolism lying in their connection with primitive 
ideas about God and nature. Such a use of numbers 
is found also in the Bible, although biblical authors 
were hardly conscious of their origin. In later Jewish 
literature, however, with the Pythagorean doctrines, 
was introduced the use of numbers as symbols, based 
on their mathematical qualities.
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God rebuked Israel for knowing Him with their lips but 
having hearts far removed from Him. (See Isaiah 29:13.) The 
fear they had toward Him was not fostered by His Word but 
by the precepts of men. And, for centuries, Israel followed the 
precepts of men in what is known as the Talmud, a gigantic 
literary work that embodies various tradi tions and which is 
popularly known by three names: Gemara, Talmud, and Shas.

The word Shas consists of the two Hebrew consonants 
Sh and S, the initial representing the phrase Shishoh Sedorim, 
meaning the six orders or tractates of the Talmud. Thus, there 
are six major divisions of the Talmud, each minor division 
called a Maskhet, meaning “treatise.” There are sixty-three 
Masektos. One of the most outstanding treaties in the Talmud 
is the Ethics of the Fathers tractate, in which the number three is 
promi nent. The great rabbi, Simon the Just, declared, “Upon 
three things the world is based: upon the Torah, upon the 
Temple service, and upon the practice of charity.”

Furthermore, Rabbi Simeon, son of Gamaliel, uttered 
the dictum, “By three things is the world preserved: by truth, 
by judgment, by peace.”

Rabbi Judah Hanasi emphasized another triad in his 
advice: “Reflect upon three things and thou wilt not come 
within the power of sin: know what is above thee—a seeing 
eye and a hearing ear—and all thy deeds written in a book.”

Another Rabbi, Akabya the son of Mahalel, had this 
trini ty to offer:

Reflect upon three things, and thou wilt not come 
within the power of sin: know whence thou earnest, 
whither thou art going, and before Whom thou 
wilt, in future, have to give account and reckoning. 
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Who soever has these three attributes is of the dis-
ciples of Abraham our father, but whosoever has 
three other attributes is of the disciples of Balaam 
the wicked. A good eye, a humble mind, and a lowly 
spirit are the tokens of the disciples of Abraham—an 
evil eye, a haughty mind and a proud spirit are signs 
of the disciples of Balaam.

Jesus made it clear that if we are to enter heaven, our 
righteousness must exceed the righteousness of the scribes 
and Pharisees. (See Matthew 5:20.) Having no righteousness 
of our own, we must be found clothed in His righteousness.

Three is prominent in the ancient rite of circumcision as 
well. (See Genesis 17:10.) The three chief heroes in the rite 
are the body, the father, the mother, while the three main 
actors in the rite are the mohel, the one who performs the 
opera tion; the sandek, the one who holds the child on his 
knees during the ceremony; and the quatter, the one who car-
ries the child to the sandek. Furthermore, the rabbinical rite 
con nected with circumcision consists of three distinct parts: 
the prio, the uncovering; the milo, the actual circumcision; 
and the metzizo, the sucking.

Thirty days after the birth of the first son, the redemp-
tion of the firstborn is celebrated. (See Exodus 13:2.)

The rabbis say that there were three things Moses asked 
of God: (1) that the shekinah (glory) might rest on Israel; (2) 
that it might rest on none but Israel; and (3), that God’s ways 
might be made known to him.

A distance that could be traveled in three days became 
the standard by which distance was measured. (See 
Genesis  30:36; Exodus 3:18.) Likewise, a three-day period 
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was considered a fair allowance of time for a decision to be 
made. (See Genesis 40:10, 12; 1 Kings 12:5.)

A threefold division of the Old Testament was recog-
nized by the Jews: the law, the prophets, and the writings. 
(See Luke 24:44.)

In the Decalogue, or Ten Commandments, there are 
three commands of a very positive nature, telling the people 
what they must do: (1) “I am the Lord thy God…You shall 
have no other gods before me” (Exodus 20:2–3); (2) “Remember 
the Sabbath Day” (Exodus 20:8); and (3), “Honor thy father and 
thy mother” (Exodus 20:12). The rest of the commandments 
are of a prohibitive nature, telling us what not to do. But the 
prophet Micah expressed positively, and in a threefold way, 
the essence of the commandments: (1) to do justly, (2) to love 
mercy, and (3) to walk humbly with God. (See Micah 6:8.)

Before the giving of the Law, God ordered three days 
of preparation for the people of Israel. They were required 
to make themselves clean in three ways: (1) hygienically, (2) 
morally, (3) and spiritually. (See Exodus 19:10–15.)

Jewish rabbis divided the Pentateuch—the first five books 
of the Bible—into fifty-four portions and or dained that the 
Jews study one of these portions each week. (See Acts 15:21.) 
They studied each portion three times during the week, twice 
in Hebrew and once in Aramaic. Orthodox Jews considered 
themselves subject to three sets of laws: (1) the Ten Com-
mandments; (2) the Law of Moses, which they called “The 
Written Law”; and (3), the Traditions of the Fathers, which 
they called “The Oral Law.”

Furthermore, as a people set apart, the Jews had 
three popular names in Scripture: (1) the Hebrews (see 
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Genesis 14:13); (2) the Israelites (see Exodus 4:22); (3) and 
the Jews (see Esther 2:5).

Then there were three political epochs in Old Testa ment 
history: (1) the epoch of leaders (see Joshua 1:5; etc.); (2) the 
epoch of judges (see Judges 6:11; 13:24–25; etc.); (3) and the 
epoch of kings (see 1 Chronicles 3:9–10; etc.). In the course 
of its national existence, Israel had three kinds of spiritual 
leaders: (1) the priests (see Malachi 2:7); (2) the prophets (see 
Judges 6:8); (3) and the scribes (see Ezra 7:6). As this three-
fold, God-appointed spiritual leadership became weak, it was 
replaced by three major political parties: (1) the Pharisees 
(see Matthew 23:14); (2) the Sadducees (see Matthew 22:34); 
(3) and the Herodians (see Matthew 22:16).

In its delineation of Israel, Scripture uses three emblems 
to emphasize the nation’s privileges and blessings: (1) the vine 
(see Psalm 80:8); (2) the olive tree (see Zechariah 4:2–3); (3) 
and the fig tree (see Joel 1:7).

The tabernacle and its furniture carries quite a number 
of threes—the candlestick with its six branches, three on one 
side and three on the other (see Exodus 25:31–36), and three 
cups (see Exodus 25:33). Three times each year, all males 
had to appear before the Lord God. (See Exodus 34:23–24.) 
Three witnesses ratified a decision. (See Deuteronomy 17:6.)

The Holy Land is referred to in Scripture by three names: 
(1) Canaan (see Acts 7:11); (2) Palestine (see Exodus 15:15); 
(3) and the land of Israel (see Matthew 2:20). Additionally, 
Jerusalem is given three symbolic names: (1) Ariel, lion of 
God (see Isaiah 29:1); (2) the Holy City (see Nehemiah 11:1); 
(3) and the holy mountain (see Daniel 9:16).

As God addressed men through the prophets, He used 
the method of threefold repetition for emphasis. For instance, 
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through Jeremiah, God said, “Trust ye not in lying words, saying, 
The temple of the Lord, the temple of the Lord, the temple of 
the Lord, are these” (Jeremiah 7:4). The same prophet, as the 
divine mouthpiece, uttered the call, “O earth, earth, earth, hear 
the word of Jehovah” (Jeremiah 22:29). Ezekiel also uttered 
the cry of divine judg ment when he cried, “I will overturn, 
overturn, overturn it” (Ezekiel 21:27). Creatures are shown 
as addressing God in a threefold way. (See Daniel  9:19.) 
Seraphim exclaim, “Holy, holy, holy” (Isaiah 6:3).

There are ancient illustrations of the symbolic use of the 
number three in Joseph’s experience as a prisoner of Pharaoh. 
In the dream of the butler, the vine, with its three branches, 
represented the last three days before the Pharaoh had favor 
on him. In addition, the baker’s three baskets represented 
the three days before he was to be hanged by Pharaoh. (See 
Genesis 40.)

David came to recognize that he had sinned greatly in the 
eyes of God when he numbered the people. Such reliance on 
the flesh deserved divine judgment. God gave the repentant 
king the choice of three alternate forms of punishment: (1) 
three years of famine; (2) three months to be destroyed before 
his foes; or (3), three days of “the sword of the Lord, even the 
pesti lence” (1 Chronicles 21:12). When David left the choice 
to God, a disastrous pestilence overtook Israel and he ear-
nestly prayed that God would spare the sheep, having once 
been a shepherd himself. 

As we have seen, there are many instances throughout 
Israel’s history that allude to this curious “threefoldedness,” 
including legislative enactments and other precepts such 
as Solomon’s dictum, “a threefold cord is not quickly broken” 
(Ecclesiastes 4:12).
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Three in Christian Truth
As we come to the teaching of Christ and Christian 

truth, we find many threefolds of grace binding us to Him, 
and threefolds of love that also should bind us to Him. Facts 
and promises remind us of our Christian privilege, duty, or 
danger. It is because these Bible triads, or trinities, make the 
Bible more precious and Christ more dear to our hearts, and 
disciples more eager for a closer walk with God, that we now 
consider their representation of truth.

Devotionally and practically, preachers and teachers use 
this particular form of Bible meditation because it enables 
them to see three constituent elements of truth. In the 
following expositions, it is easy to see that triads in single 
verses have a vital connection, like three branches of a tree. 
Triplets of truth are also found in laying together words, 
verses, or phrases from widely separated portions of God’s 
Word. Thus, a divine message compacted in a threefold 
form presents the truth in an orderly and emphatic way, also 
aiding the memory. Alexander Maclaren was a great advo-
cate of what he called “the three-decker sermon,” using three 
points in a message. Likewise, the writer hopes that within 
the triads cited, preachers will find a reason to use a “three-
decker ser mon.”

In the introduction to her small brochure on biblical 
trinities, Mary Bazeley cited this most apt poem:

A threefold cord will stand the test, 
And will not soon be broken;

This precious truth, through God’s own Word
Has been most clearly spoken.
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The Holy Trinity of God,
In perfect Oneness blending; 

Mysterious, yet all-divine,
To fallen man descending.

Showing us how to reach the goal
Of mystic sweet communion; 
Illuminating heart and mind,

Providing perfect union.

A threefold cord is also seen, 
When God and I together

Are used to bring a lost one home, 
To dwell with Him forever.

Yet other trinities there are,
The truth to us unsealing; 

Removing all our doubts and fears,
God’s purposes revealing.

Proving how wonderful His grace,
Our weaknesses transcending; 
Fragrant with messages of love,

And mercy never-ending.

And so, like golden strands of light,
God’s precious truth entwining,

Alive with everlasting hope, 
Each threefold cord is shining.

We all agree that the number three is the first of the four 
perfect numbers of the Bible. Bullinger reminds us that three 
denotes divine perfection or completeness, seven denotes 
spiritual perfection, ten denotes ordinal perfection, and twelve 
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denotes governmental perfection. Three, then, is a prominent 
number that indicates what is real, perfect, sub stantial, com-
plete, and divine. Three is not only the number represent ing 
that which is perfect, entire, and consummate—as we shall 
discover later on.

A Symbol of the Resurrection

In the days of His flesh, Jesus raised three persons from the 
dead: the twelve-year-old daughter of Jairus (see Luke 8:41–42, 
49–56), the young man of Nain (see Luke 7:12–15), and the 
friend at Bethany whom Jesus loved (see John 11:43–44).

Jesus used Jonah’s “burial in the sea” for three days and 
three nights as a sign of His own burial in the tomb for the 
same period of time. (See Matthew 12:39–40.) Referring to 
His body as a temple, He prophesied that after three days, it 
would be raised again. (See Matthew 27:40.) It was at the third 
hour that Jesus was cruci fied, and for three hours, darkness 
shrouded the naked form of the divine Sufferer and Redeemer.

Well might the sun in darkness hide,
And shut His glories in,

When Christ, the mighty Maker died 
For man the creature’s sin.1

The two witnesses slain by the beast because of their 
faithful witness were raised from the dead after three days 
by the life-giving Spirit. (See Revelation 11:11.) These wit-
nesses were “perfected” on the third day by the Savior. (See 
Luke 13:32.) After Elijah stretched himself out on the dead 
son of the widow three times, the boy came to life again. (See 
1 Kings 17:21.)

1. Isaac Watts, “Alas and Did My Savior Bleed,” 1707.
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A Symbol of Persistence

Christ illustrated the symbol of persistence in 
Gethsemane, setting the example in the garden, where He 
prayed three times that the bitter cup might pass from Him: 
(1) His first prayer (see Matthew 26:39); (2) His second 
prayer (see Matthew 26:42–43); and (3), His third prayer 
(see Matthew 26:46). It should be noted that Jesus used the 
same words in these three pleas and that He won the power 
to endure all that the cup symbolized through His persistent 
prayer. These are not “vain repetitions” (Matthew 6:7), which 
are condemned by Christ. The victory He gained through 
His threefold prayer is exemplified in the strong way He rose 
from His knees to meet His enemies, amazing and subduing 
them with His calm demeanor. Too often, the world rudely 
breaks in on our prayers. Never were devotions so roughly 
interrupted as when the sacrilegious Judas sought Jesus. Yet 
Jesus was not afraid of the face of His betrayer—He had seen 
the face of God.

The apostle Paul prayed three times for the thorn in his 
flesh to be removed; however, his threefold petition was not 
granted. (See 2 Corinthians 12:8–9.) God always answers 
prayer, even if it is with a “no.” Paul had to offer his weakness 
and infirmities to God so that He could use them to display 
His grace and strength.

Then we have the record of Daniel, whose life was an 
example of persis tent and steadfast devotion. In spite of 
the decree that forbid anyone to petition except the king, 
Daniel “kneeled upon his knees three times a day, and prayed” 
(Daniel 6:7, 10, 13 nas). This was customary for pious Jews 
who attended three periods of devotions: in the morning, 
before sunset, and after sunset. (See Psalm 55:17.) Private 
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home devotions also occurred three times a day. Rising early 
in the morning, the Jew would say his moide; retiring to bed 
at night, he would repeat his kriasshma; and breaking his 
sleep in the middle of the night, he would sit on the floor and 
say the khatzois. In this midnight prayer, he would lament 
over three tragedies: the destruction of the temple; the exile 
of Israel; and the loneliness of the Shekinah.

A further illustration of the patience and persistence 
associated with the number three is found in our Lord’s par-
able of the barren fig tree. (See Luke 13:6–9.) The owner of 
the vineyard wanted to destroy the fruitless tree, because, 
after three years, no figs appeared and the tree was consid-
ered barren. But the dresser still pleaded with the owner to 
spare the tree for one more year.

Another hint of persistence is found in Luke 11:5–8, 
with the three friends and the three loaves. We will have more 
to say about this when we come to the lesson Jesus adduced 
from this charming story on the importance of endurance in 
prayer. “Men ought always to pray, and not to faint” (Luke 18:1).
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Three in One

God...Christ Jesus...the Spirit. 
—1 Thessalonians 5:18–19

Entering upon an examination of triads of truth as found 
in verses of Scripture, we begin with the greatest of all three-
fold cords: God, the three in One. While the term Trinity, 
as related to the three persons forming the Godhead, is not 
found in Scripture, the fact of it is clearly evident from begin-
ning to end. Three has always been the number associated 
with the Godhead. Three times, the seraphim cried, “Holy, 
Holy, Holy” (Isaiah 6:3; Revelation 4:8)—one for each of the 
three persons in the God head. This is the same application 
Bishop Heber embodied in his renowned hymn of worship:

Holy, Holy, Holy! Merciful and mighty!
Early in the morning our song shall rise to Thee;

Holy, Holy, Holy! Merciful and mighty! 
God in Three persons, blessed Trinity!

Three times the divine benediction is given by Moses: 
“The Lord [the Father] bless thee and keep thee; the Lord [the 
Son] make His face shine upon thee; and be gracious unto thee; 
the Lord [the Holy Spirit] lift up His countenance upon thee, 
and give thee peace” (Numbers 6:24–26). Each of these bene-
dictions is twofold, so that there are two members in each, 
while the name Jehovah occurs three times. This marks the 
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blessing as being divine in source. No merit drew it forth; the 
origin was grace and the result was peace.

Verses and portions containing the truth of the Trinity are 
ad infinitum. Perhaps the most outstanding is that of the apos-
tolic benediction: “The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, the love of 
God, and the communion of the Holy Spirit” (2 Corinthians 13:14).

A characteristic feature of the epistle to the Ephesians is 
the way each chapter emphasizes the Trinity. For example, 
the three persons are wrapped together in the verse, “God...
the Father of glory, our Lord Jesus Christ, the spirit of wisdom 
and revelation [imparted by the Spirit]” (Ephesians 1:17).

Well might we sing,
Holy and blessed Three Glorious Trinity,

Wisdom, love, might…

Coming to the last chapter of the Bible, we have the 
one-in-three mystery of the Godhead united in the glori-
ous task of redemption—God the Father, warning (see 
Revelation 22:18–19); God the Son, witnessing (see verse 16); 
and God the Spirit, wooing (see verse 17).

John Donne, of the fifteenth century, could write of the 
“Three Person’d God.” Rudyard Kipling, however, was criti-
cal of the mystic Godhead, for in Lispeth he wrote,

The Three in One, the One in Three? 
Not so! To my own Gods I go.

It may be they shall give me greater ease 
Than your cold Christ and tangled Trinities.

But to the believer, while the Trinity cannot be wholly 
comprehended by natural reasoning, faith accepts the revela-
tion and sings,
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We praise Thee, bless Thee, 
Worship and adore, Father, Son, and Spirit evermore.2

The modern official emblem of Israel, one of the Jewish 
national emblems, is the six-pointed star known as the Star 
of David, or Shield of David. The emblem consists of two 
triangles, one pointing upward and the other pointing down-
ward. Many Hebrew Christians understand this emblem 
to represent the Holy Trinity of the Father, Son, and Holy 
Spirit (see Matthew 28:19); on the other hand, it also can 
represent the human trinity of man’s spirit, soul, and body 
(see 1 Thessalonians 5:23). Pythag oras calls three the perfect 
number—expressive of the beginning, middle, and end—
which symbolizes the deity.

As a substance, water is manifested in the threefold way 
as rain, snow, and ice; and the ministry of the Trinity oper-
ates in three beneficial ways.

The Father, in a past eternity, conceived the plan of salva-
tion for the world of sinners, lost and ruined by the fall yet 
dearly loved by Him. (See John 3:16.)

The Son, at Calvary, executed the divine plan, and by doing 
so, manifested and expressed God’s love. (See Galatians 2:20.)

The Spirit, sent by the Father and Son, reveals 
the sacrifi cial love of both to the hearts of men (see 
1 Corinthians 2:10–12), and orchestrates the divine plan 
of redemption in the lives of those who repent of their 
sins. How comforting to know that we are equally loved 
and cared for by all three persons of the Trinity. A carol 
by J. Mason Neale expresses our praise of the Trinity in 
these words:

2. R. G. Greene, doxology, 1896.
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Laud and honor to the Father, 
Laud and honor to the Son, 

Laud and honor to the Spirit, 
Ever Three and ever One;
Consubstantial, coeternal, 
While unending ages run.


