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PART 9 

THE HOLY SPIRIT 

39 

The Person of the Holy Spirit 

Chapter Objectives 

Following the study of this chapter, you should be able to do the following: 

1. Express at least three reasons why the study of the Holy Spirit is important. 
2. Cite reasons why understanding the doctrine of the Holy Spirit has been and continues to be difficult. 
3. Trace the history of the doctrine of the Holy Spirit from the early church to the present. 
4. Understand the nature (the deity and personality) of the Holy Spirit. 
5. Assess the implications of the doctrine of the Holy Spirit. 

Chapter Summary 

Because the Holy Spirit is not systematically described in Scripture, the doctrine of the Third Person of the 

Trinity has been controversial. The Spirit is important, since he provides contact between the believer and 

God. This has led to difficulties in understanding him and his work. At various stages in history the 

doctrine of the Spirit has ascended or waned in prominence. From the biblical evidence, we can discover 

his deity and personality. Several conclusions about the person and work of the Holy Spirit may be drawn 

from our study. 

Study Questions 

• As you consider the Holy Spirit, what reasons can you give for studying his person and work? 
 

• What particular difficulties are related to consideration of the doctrine of the Holy Spirit? 
 

• How would you describe the development of the doctrine of the Holy Spirit from the early church, 

through the Middle Ages, into the Reformation, through the seventeenth to the nineteenth centuries, 

and into the twentieth century, and to the present? 
 

• What have you learned about the Holy Spirit? 
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Implications of the Doctrine of the Holy Spirit 

The culminating parts of our survey of systematic theology should be seen in the context of the 

doctrines we have already examined. We began with God, the Supreme Being, and his work in 

planning, creating, and caring for all that is. We then examined the highest of the creatures, 

humans, in terms of their divinely intended destiny and their departure from that divine plan. We 

saw as well the consequences that came upon the human race and the provision that God made 

for their redemption and restoration. Creation, providence, and the provision of salvation are the 

objective work of God. We come now to the subjective work of God—the application of his 

divine saving work to humans. We will be examining the actual character of the salvation 

received and experienced by human beings. Next we will investigate the collective form faith 

takes, that is, the church. And we will be looking, finally, at the completion of God’s plan, that 

is, the last things. 

Another way of viewing our survey of systematic theology is to see it as focusing on the 

work of the different members of the Trinity. The Father is highlighted in the work of creation 

and providence (parts 1–4), the Son has effected redemption for sinful humanity (parts 5–8), and 

the Holy Spirit applies this redemptive work to God’s human creatures, thus making salvation 

real (parts 9–11). An understanding of the Third Person of the Trinity will illumine the doctrine 

of salvation. 

The Importance of the Doctrine of the Holy Spirit 

There are several reasons why the study of the Holy Spirit is of special significance for us. One 

is that the Holy Spirit is the point at which the Trinity becomes personal to the believer. We 

often tend to think of the Father as transcendent and far off in heaven; similarly, the Son may 

seem far removed in history and thus also relatively unknowable. But the Holy Spirit is active 

within the lives of believers; he is resident within us. He is the particular person of the Trinity 

through whom the entire Triune Godhead currently works in us. 

A second reason why the study of the Holy Spirit is especially important is that we live in the 

period in which the Holy Spirit’s work is more prominent than that of the other members of the 

Trinity. The Father’s work was the most conspicuous within the Old Testament period, as was 

the Son’s within the period covered by the Gospels and up to the ascension. The Holy Spirit has 

occupied the center of the stage from the time of Pentecost on, that is, the period covered by the 

book of Acts and the Epistles, and the ensuing periods of church history. 

A third reason for the importance of the doctrine of the Holy Spirit is that in a culture that 

stresses the experiential, it is primarily through the Holy Spirit’s work that we feel God’s 

presence within and the Christian life is given a special tangibility. 

Difficulties in Understanding the Holy Spirit 

While study of the Holy Spirit is especially important, it is also quite difficult. Understanding is 

often more incomplete and confused here than with most of the other doctrines. Among the 



reasons for this is that we have less explicit revelation in the Bible regarding the Holy Spirit than 

about either the Father or the Son. Perhaps this is due in part to the fact that a large share of the 

Holy Spirit’s ministry is to declare and glorify the Son (John 16:14). Unlike other doctrines, 

there are no systematic discussions regarding the Holy Spirit. Virtually the only extended 

treatment is Jesus’s discourse in John 14–16. On most of the occasions, the Holy Spirit is 

mentioned in connection with another issue. 

A further problem is the lack of concrete imagery. God the Father is understood fairly well 

because the figure of a father is familiar to practically everyone. The Son is not hard to 

conceptualize, for he actually appeared in human form and was observed and reported on. But 

the Spirit is intangible and difficult to visualize. Complicating this matter is the unfortunate 

(though then current and correct) terminology of the King James Version and other older English 

translations, which refer to the Holy Spirit as the “Holy Ghost.” 

In addition, a problem arises from the fact that during the present era, the Spirit performs a 

ministry of serving the Father and Son, carrying out their will (which of course is also his). Now 

this temporary subordination of function—the Son’s during his earthly ministry and the Spirit’s 

during the present era—must not lead us to draw the conclusion that there is an inferiority in 

essence as well. Yet in practice many of us have an unofficial theology that looks upon the Spirit 

as being of a lower essence than are the Father and the Son. In effect the Trinity is visualized as 

FATHER, SON, and holy spirit, or as 
Father 
 

Son 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Holy Spirit 
 

This error is similar to that of the Arians. From the biblical passages that speak of the Son’s 

subordination to the Father during his earthly ministry, they concluded that the Son is of a lesser 

status and essence than is the Father. 

In the last half of the twentieth century, on the popular or lay level, the doctrine of the Holy 

Spirit became the most controversial of all doctrines. As a result, there has been some reluctance 

to discuss the Spirit, for fear that such discussion might lead to dissension. While in certain 

circles “charismatic Christian” is a badge of prestige, in others it is a stigma. 

The History of the Doctrine of the Holy Spirit 

It will be easier to see the doctrine of the Holy Spirit in contemporary context if we examine its 

earlier history. Particular doctrines have developed at varying rates because controversy 

provokes fuller elaboration. This has been especially true of the doctrine of the Holy Spirit. 

In the earliest period of the church, relatively little was said about the Holy Spirit. One early 

emphasis was on the Spirit as the guiding, moving force that produced the Bible, the Word of 

God. Origen, for example, spoke of the Bible as “written by the Holy Spirit.” At that time it was 

assumed that everything within the Bible had been delivered by a special working of the Holy 

Spirit. Scripture contained no errors, and nothing superfluous. Although no complete theory of 

inspiration was propounded, a number of Christian theologians endorsed the view of Philo and 

the other Alexandrian Jews that the Scripture writers were virtually seized by the Holy Spirit in 

their writing. The apologist Athenagoras, for example, depicts the prophets as caught up in a 

state of ecstasy, with the Holy Spirit breathing through them as a musician breathes through a 

pipe.
3
 Most of the Fathers, however, were careful to avoid any suggestion of a purely passive 



role for the writers. Augustine, for example, emphasized that the authors used their own 

recollections of the events that had occurred. The Holy Spirit’s role was to stimulate those 

recollections and preserve them from error. 

By the late second century there was a growing emphasis on the divinity of the Holy Spirit. 

Clement of Rome coordinated the three members of the Trinity in an oath—“as God lives, and 

the Lord Jesus Christ lives, and the Holy Spirit lives.” In a similar way he asked, “Have we not 

one God, and one Christ, and one Spirit of grace poured upon us?”
6
 Tertullian called the Holy 

Spirit God, stressing that there is one substance that the Son and the Spirit hold jointly, as it 

were, with the Father. In Paul of Samosata, however, we encounter the teaching that the Spirit 

was merely a name for the grace God poured out on the apostles.
8
 Irenaeus, in the second 

century, regarded the Spirit as virtually an attribute of God, identifying him as the divine 

Wisdom. He was the one through whom the prophets prophesied and through whom people were 

made righteous.
10

 Origen moved even further away from the conception that the Holy Spirit is 

part of an ontological Trinity. He affirmed that the Holy Spirit is “the most honorable of all the 

beings brought into existence through the Word, the chief in rank of all the beings originated by 

the Father through Christ,” a view not unlike the later Arian belief regarding the Son. While 

insisting on a Trinity and emphasizing that there are three distinct hypostases, Origen 

distinguished them so sharply that some thought his view approximated tritheism.
12

 In addition, 

he spoke of a subordination of both the Son and the Spirit to the Father, who transcends them as 

much as, if not more than, they transcend the realm of inferior beings. 

In a sense, the working out of a full doctrinal understanding of the Holy Spirit, especially in 

relationship to the Father and the Son, was an accompaniment and a by-product of the 

christological work done in the fourth and fifth centuries. This was natural, since the question of 

the deity of the Spirit is in a sense contained within that of the deity of the Son. For if there can 

be a second divine person, there can as easily be a third. 

Since the time of Origen, theological reflection on the nature of the Holy Spirit had lagged 

behind devotional practice. The Spirit was revered, but his exact status remained unclear. Arius 

had spoken of the Holy Spirit as a hypostasis, but considered his essence to be as utterly unlike 

that of the Son as the Son’s is utterly unlike that of the Father. Eusebius of Caesarea spoke of the 

Spirit as “in the third rank,” “a third power,” and “third from the Supreme Cause.” He followed 

Origen’s exegesis of John 1:3, arguing that the Spirit is “one of the things which have come into 

existence through the Son.” 

Athanasius was inspired to expound his ideas particularly because of the writings of some 

whom he called “Tropici,” the name deriving from the Greek word τρόπος (tropos), which 

means “figure.” These persons were engaged in figurative exegesis of Scripture, not unusual at 

that time. They maintained that the Spirit is a creature brought into existence out of nothingness. 

Specifically, they regarded him as an angel, the highest in rank of the angels to be sure, but 

nonetheless one of the “ministering spirits” referred to in Hebrews 1:14. He was to be thought of 

as “different [other] in substance” (ἑτεροούσιος—heteroousios) from the Father and the Son. 

The Tropici cited proof texts to support their views—Amos 4:13 (“Lo, I who establish thunder 

and create Spirit”); Zechariah 1:9 (“These things says the angel that speaks within me”); and 1 

Timothy 5:21 (“I charge you in the sight of God and Christ Jesus and the elect angels”). 

Athanasius responded vigorously to the view of the Tropici, insisting that the Spirit is fully 

divine, consubstantial with the Father and the Son. His argument contained several elements. 

First was a refutation of the incorrect exegesis of the Tropici. He then proceeded to show that 

Scripture clearly teaches that the Spirit “belongs to and is one with the Godhead which is in the 



Triad.” He argued that since the Triad is eternal, homogeneous, and indivisible, the Spirit, as a 

member of it, must be consubstantial with the Father and the Son. Further, because of the close 

relationship between the Spirit and the Son, the Spirit must belong in essence to the Son, just as 

does the Son to the Father. Finally, the Spirit must be divine because it is he who makes us all 

“partakers of God” (1 Cor. 3:16–17—the Spirit’s indwelling us makes us God’s temple). 

Consequently, the Spirit is to be recognized as of the same nature as the Father and the Son, and 

given the same honor and worship as they. 

There was still a diversity of views, however. As late as 380, Gregory of Nazianzus reported 

in a sermon that a variety of beliefs regarding the Holy Spirit existed. Some, he said, consider the 

Holy Spirit to be a force; others perceive him as a creature; still others think of him as God. And 

because of the vagueness of Scripture on the subject, some decline to commit themselves. Even 

among those who consider the Spirit to be God, some hold it as a private opinion, others declare 

it openly, while still others maintain that the three persons of the Trinity possess deity in varying 

degrees. 

Among the more radical Christian groups on this subject were the Macedonians or 

Pneumatomachians (“Spirit-fighters”). These people opposed the doctrine of the full deity of the 

Holy Spirit. Basil, however, in De Spiritu Sancto in 375 insisted that the same glory, honor, and 

worship given to the Father and the Son must also be given to the Spirit. He must be “reckoned 

with” them, Basil insisted, not “reckoned below” them. He did not call the Spirit God in so many 

words, but he did say that “we glorify the Spirit with the Father and the Son because we believe 

that he is not alien to the divine nature.” In Basil’s view, the greatness of the Spirit’s action and 

the closeness of his relationship and working with the Father and the Son are major keys to 

understanding his status. 

There were charismatic groups during this early period of church history. The most 

prominent was the Montanists, who flourished in the latter half of the second century. At his 

baptism Montanus spoke in tongues and began prophesying. He declared that the Paraclete, the 

Holy Spirit promised by Jesus, was giving utterance through him. Montanus and two of his 

female disciples were believed to be spokespersons of the Holy Spirit. Among their numerous 

prophecies were warnings that the second coming of Christ was at hand. The Montanists 

believed and taught that their prophecies clarified the Scriptures and that Spirit-inspired prophets 

would continue to arise within the Christian community. At a time when the practices of the 

church were beginning to become lax, there was within the Montanist movement an emphasis on 

a high standard of Christian living. They secured their most famous convert when Tertullian 

became a Montanist. A later movement of a somewhat similar character was Novatianism; it 

flourished in the middle of the third century and onward. This group shared with Montanism a 

deep concern for moral living. It did not have the same emphasis on prophecy, however. Neither 

of these groups had much lasting effect on the church. 

During the medieval period there was little emphasis on the Holy Spirit. In part this was due 

to relative disinterest in the experiential aspect of the Christian life, the special domain of the 

Holy Spirit. The one major issue that did arise within this period concerned the insertion of the 

word filioque into the creeds. This addition had originally been seen as a way of taking a stand 

against Arianism—the Holy Spirit proceeds from the Father and from the Son. Gradually it was 

made official, the process becoming virtually complete in the West by the ninth century. The 

Eastern churches, however, found this word objectionable. They noted that John 15:26 speaks of 

the Spirit as proceeding from only the Father, not from the Son also. The original form of the 

Nicene Creed had not contained the words “and the Son,” which were a Western addition. 



Furthermore, the Eastern churches based their rejection of the word filioque on the concept of the 

μοναρχία (monarchia—“sole rule”) of the Father—he is the sole fountain, root, and cause of 

deity. They could subscribe to a statement that the Spirit proceeds “from the Father through the 

Son,” but not to a statement that he proceeds “from the Son.” Consequently, they eventually 

separated themselves from the Western churches. Although the filioque controversy was the one 

doctrinal point cited, in all likelihood it was not the really significant issue dividing the East from 

the West. 

The Reformation did not produce any major changes in the orthodox doctrine of the Holy 

Spirit. What we do find are elaborations and expansions on the previous formulation. For 

example, in its early formulations, Luther’s idea, as an Augustinian monk, was quite similar to 

that of Augustine. Here we find the idea of the Holy Spirit’s “infusion of love-grace” into the 

heart of the believer. He works when and where he pleases. The Spirit’s work points, on one 

hand, to God’s presence in the life of the individual, the result being a conformity between the 

will of God and the will of the human. On the other hand there is the Holy Spirit’s struggle 

against the old sinful nature that is still within the individual. 

John Calvin’s unique contribution to the discussion of the doctrine of the Holy Spirit lay in 

the area of the authority of the Scriptures. How do we know that they are really divinely inspired, 

and thus a message from God? The answer of the Catholic Church is that the church certifies the 

divinity of Scripture. While Calvin’s reply took a number of forms, the testimony of the Spirit 

was his central point. Neither the testimony of the church, nor the force of other external 

evidences, but the inward witness of the Holy Spirit is the ultimate basis for our confidence in 

the divine nature of the Bible. 

Calvin insisted that the testimony of the Holy Spirit is superior to reason. It is an inward 

work that captures the minds of those who hear or read Scripture, producing conviction or 

certainty that it is the Word of God with which they are dealing. This is a second work of the 

Holy Spirit with respect to the Scriptures. He who had originally inspired the prophets and 

apostles to write the Scriptures now penetrates our hearts, convincing us that these Scriptures are 

indeed the Word of God and thus the truth. He creates certainty, removing any doubt that we 

might have. 

Calvin was very careful to stress the union of the Word and the Spirit. Some expected the 

Holy Spirit to function independently of Scripture, and were anticipating new revelations from 

the Spirit. But Calvin reminded his readers of Jesus’s words in John 14:26—the Spirit would not 

instill some new truth into the disciples, but would illuminate and impress Jesus’s words on 

them. 

John Wesley’s major emphasis regarding the Holy Spirit was with respect to the matter of 

sanctification. He spoke of a special instantaneous work of sanctification. This work of 

sanctification, which is something totally different from the conversion/regeneration occurrence 

at the beginning of the Christian life, is to be expected and sought for. While Wesley did not use 

the terminology “baptism of the Holy Spirit,” he did see this event as a special act of the Holy 

Spirit quite similar to what Pentecostalists were later to term “the baptism.” Unlike Luther and 

Calvin, Wesley spoke of what believers themselves can do to help bring about the Spirit’s 

working. 

The church’s interest in the Holy Spirit underwent a long period of decline during the 

eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. This was due to a variety of movements, each of which in its 

own way regarded the Spirit and his work as either superfluous or incredible. One of those 

movements was Protestant scholasticism. It was found in Lutheranism, and particularly the 



branch that derived its inspiration from the writings of Philipp Melanchthon. As a series of 

doctrinal disputes took place, it became necessary to define and refine beliefs more specifically. 

Consequently, faith came increasingly to be thought of as rechte Lehre (correct doctrine). A 

more mechanical view of the role of the Scriptures was developed, and, as a result, the witness of 

the Spirit tended to be bypassed. Now the Word alone, without the Spirit, was regarded as the 

basis of authority. Since belief rather than experience came to be viewed as the essence of the 

Christian religion, the Holy Spirit was increasingly neglected. The doctrine of the Holy Spirit 

was seldom treated as a distinct topic. His work was frequently dealt with in a few brief remarks 

appended to discussions of Christ’s person and work. 

A second major force in this period was rationalism. Human reason was set up as the 

supreme standard. Initially, it was felt that reason could justify all of the beliefs of Christianity. 

Gradually, however, that idea was modified to the principle that only those things that can be 

established by rational proof are credible. This new emphasis on reason meant that the 

conception of God, for example, became considerably more general than was previously the 

case. What can be known about God from natural religion (i.e., without special revelation) is 

quite devoid of detail. That God is triune, that there is a divine Holy Spirit, cannot be proved 

from an examination of nature. A further aspect here is that God came to be viewed as very far 

removed from human life. As this Deism grew, it directly contradicted or at least de-emphasized 

the biblical picture of God as very much involved with humanity. Accordingly, the doctrine of 

the Holy Spirit, who is the particular channel of God’s relating to humans, was rather neglected. 

The third movement of this period that tended to stifle inquiry regarding the Holy Spirit was 

Romanticism. Although Romanticism gives much attention to the realm of the spirit as over 

against the strictly intellectual, the doctrine of the Holy Spirit suffered from the rise of 

Romanticism. For Romanticism in religion, particularly as espoused by Friedrich 

Schleiermacher, insisted that religion is not a matter either of beliefs (doctrines) or of behavior 

(ethics). It is not a matter of receiving and examining doctrines delivered by an external 

authority. Rather, feeling constitutes the essence of religion, and, especially, the feeling of 

absolute dependence. With this shift of the focus of religion from belief to feeling, doctrines as 

such tended to become lost or redefined. For example, Schleiermacher defined the Holy Spirit as 

“the vital unity of the Christian fellowship as a moral personality.”
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In spite of these movements, there were segments of Christianity that gave great attention to 

the Holy Spirit. In particular, the revivalism of the American western frontier placed great stress 

on conversion and an immediacy of experience. The necessity of making a definite decision to 

accept Christ was kept foremost in the minds of those who heard the revivalists. Repentance and 

conversion were key words in this approach to the Christian faith. And since the Holy Spirit is 

the one who brings about repentance and the new birth, he could not be overlooked in this form 

of personal religion. In these revival meetings, however, one ordinarily did not find special 

works of the Holy Spirit such as are reported in the book of Acts. Nevertheless, a rather strong 

emotional coloration did mark these evangelistic meetings. 

At the close of the nineteenth century, however, a development occurred which was to give 

the Holy Spirit, in some circles at least, virtually the preeminent role in theology. There were 

some outbursts of speaking in tongues, or glossolalia, in North Carolina as early as 1896. In 

Topeka, Kansas, Charles Parham, the head of a small Bible school, assigned his students to study 

the baptism of the Holy Spirit during his absence. When Parham returned, their unanimous 

conclusion was that the Bible teaches that there is to be a baptism of the Holy Spirit subsequent 

to conversion and new birth, and that speaking in tongues is the sign that one has received this 



gift. On January 1, 1901, a student, Agnes Ozman, requested that Parham lay his hands on her in 

the biblical fashion. When he did this and prayed, according to her own testimony, the Holy 

Spirit fell upon her and she prayed successively in several tongues unknown to her. Others in the 

group received the gift as well. This, in the judgment of some church historians, was the 

beginning of the modern Pentecostal movement. 

The real outbreak of Pentecostalism, however, occurred in meetings organized by a black 

holiness preacher, William J. Seymour, beginning in 1906. Because these meetings were held in 

a former Methodist church at 312 Azusa Street in Los Angeles, they came to be referred to as the 

Azusa Street meetings. From this beginning, the Pentecostal phenomenon spread throughout the 

United States and to other countries, although it seems to have had earlier independent 

occurrences in Scandinavia and the United Kingdom. In recent years, Pentecostalism of this type 

has become a powerful force in Latin America and other third world countries. 

For many years the Pentecostal movement was a relatively isolated factor within Christianity. 

It was found mostly in denominations composed heavily of persons from the lower 

socioeconomic classes. Sometimes their practices were quite spectacular, including not only 

speaking in tongues by a large number of persons within a given group, but also faith healing and 

exorcism of demons. Such practices were in rather sharp contrast to the worship services of the 

major denominations. 

In the early 1950s, however, this began to change. In some previously unlikely places, 

glossolalia began to be practiced. In Episcopal, Lutheran, and even Catholic churches, there was 

an emphasis on special manifestations of the Holy Spirit’s work. There were significant 

differences between this movement, which could be called neo-Pentecostal or charismatic, and 

the old-line Pentecostalism that had sprung up at the beginning of the twentieth century and 

continues to this day. Whereas the latter had formed definite denominational groups whose 

members were largely from the lower socioeconomic classes, neo-Pentecostalism was more of a 

transdenominational movement, drawing many of its participants from the middle and upper-

middle classes. In terms of H. Richard Niebuhr’s classifications, Pentecostalism would probably 

be designated a “sect” and neo-Pentecostalism a “church.”
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 The two groups also differ in the 

way they practice their charismatic gifts. In the old-line Pentecostal groups, a number of 

members might speak or pray aloud at once. Such is not the case with charismatic Christians, 

some of whom use the gift only in their own private prayer time. Public manifestations of the gift 

are usually in special groups rather than in the plenary worship service of the congregation. 

In the 1980s another movement began, referring to itself as the “third wave” and placing 

more emphasis on the gifts of healing and spiritual discernment. It also insists on the evidential 

value of the miracles. This is referred to as “power evangelism.” The movement began with a 

class on “Signs and Wonders” taught at Fuller Seminary School of World Mission by John 

Wimber. It took institutional form in a network of churches referred to as “the Vineyard.” 

The Nature of the Holy Spirit 

The Deity of the Holy Spirit 

The deity of the Holy Spirit is not as easily established as is the deity of the Father and the 

Son. It might well be said that the deity of the Father is simply assumed in Scripture, that of the 

Son is affirmed and argued, while that of the Holy Spirit must be inferred from various indirect 

statements found in Scripture. There are, however, several bases on which one may conclude that 

the Holy Spirit is God in the same fashion and to the same degree as are the Father and the Son. 



First, we should note that various references to the Holy Spirit are interchangeable with 

references to God. In effect, then, these passages speak of him as God. In Acts 5 Ananias and 

Sapphira had sold a piece of property and represented the money they brought as the whole of 

what they had received. In rebuking Ananias, Peter asks, “Ananias, how is it that Satan has so 

filled your heart that you have lied to the Holy Spirit and have kept for yourself some of the 

money you received for the land?” (v. 3). In the next verse he asserts, “You have not lied just to 

human beings but to God.” It seems that in Peter’s mind “lying to the Holy Spirit” and “lying to 

God” were interchangeable expressions. It could, of course, be argued that two different referents 

were in view so that Peter was actually saying, “You have lied both to the Holy Spirit and to 

God.” The statement in verse 4, however, was apparently intended to make it clear that the lie 

was told not to humans, to someone less than God, but to God himself. Thus the second 

statement is an elaboration of the first, emphasizing that the Spirit to whom Ananias had lied was 

God. 

Another passage where “Holy Spirit” and “God” are used interchangeably is Paul’s 

discussion of the Christian’s body. In 1 Corinthians 3:16–17 he writes, “Don’t you know that 

you yourselves are God’s temple and that God’s Spirit dwells in your midst? If anyone destroys 

God’s temple, God will destroy that person; for God’s temple is sacred, and you together are that 

temple.” In 6:19–20 he uses almost identical language: “Do you not know that your bodies are 

temples of the Holy Spirit, who is in you, whom you have received from God? You are not your 

own; you were bought at a price. Therefore honor God with your body.” It is clear that, to Paul, 

to be indwelt by the Holy Spirit is to be inhabited by God. By equating the phrase “God’s 

temple” with the phrase “a temple of the Holy Spirit,” Paul makes it clear that the Holy Spirit is 

God. 

Further, the Holy Spirit possesses the attributes or qualities of God. One of these is 

omniscience: “These are the things God has revealed to us by his Spirit. The Spirit searches all 

things, even the deep things of God. For who knows a person’s thoughts except their own spirit 

within them? In the same way no one knows the thoughts of God except the Spirit of God” (1 

Cor. 2:10–11). Also observe Jesus’s statement in John 16:13: “But when he, the Spirit of truth, 

comes, he will guide you into all the truth. He will not speak on his own; he will speak only what 

he hears, and he will tell you what is yet to come.” 

The power of the Holy Spirit is also spoken of prominently in the New Testament. In Luke 

1:35 the phrases “the Holy Spirit” and “the power of the Most High” are in parallel or 

synonymous construction. This is, of course, a reference to the virgin conception, a miracle of 

the first magnitude. Paul acknowledged that the accomplishments of his ministry were achieved 

“by the power of signs and wonders, through the power of the Spirit of God” (Rom. 15:19). 

Moreover, Jesus attributed to the Holy Spirit the ability to change human hearts and 

personalities: it is the Spirit who works conviction (John 16:8–11) and regeneration (John 3:5–8) 

within us. Jesus had elsewhere said with respect to this ability to change human hearts, “With 

man this is impossible, but with God all things are possible” (Matt. 19:26; see vv. 16–25). While 

these texts do not specifically affirm that the Spirit is omnipotent, they certainly indicate that he 

has power that presumably only God has. 

Yet another attribute of the Spirit that brackets him with the Father and the Son is his 

eternality. In Hebrews 9:14 he is spoken of as “the eternal Spirit” through whom Jesus offered 

himself up. Only God, however, is eternal (Heb. 1:10–12), all creatures being temporal. So the 

Holy Spirit must be God. 



In addition to having divine attributes, the Holy Spirit performs certain works that are 

commonly ascribed to God. He was and continues to be involved with the creation, in both 

originating it and providentially keeping and directing it. In Genesis 1:2 we read that the Spirit of 

God was brooding over the face of the waters. Job 26:13 notes that the heavens were made fair 

by the Spirit [or “breath”] of God. The psalmist says, “When you send your Spirit, they [all the 

parts of the creation previously enumerated] are created, and you renew the face of the ground” 

(Ps. 104:30). 

The most abundant biblical testimony regarding the Holy Spirit’s role concerns his spiritual 

working upon or within humans. We have already noted Jesus’s attribution of regeneration to the 

Holy Spirit (John 3:5–8). This is confirmed by Paul’s statement in Titus 3:5: “[God our Savior] 

saved us, not because of righteous things we had done, but because of his mercy. He saved us 

through the washing of rebirth and renewal by the Holy Spirit.” In addition, the Spirit raised 

Christ from the dead and will also raise us; that is, God will raise us through the Spirit: “And if 

the Spirit of him who raised Jesus from the dead is living in you, he who raised Christ from the 

dead will also give life to your mortal bodies because of his Spirit who lives in you” (Rom. 

8:11). 

Giving the Scriptures is another divine work of the Holy Spirit. In 2 Timothy 3:16 Paul 

writes, “All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and 

training in righteousness.” Peter also speaks of the Spirit’s role in giving us the Scriptures, but 

emphasizes the influence on the writer rather than the end product: “For prophecy never had its 

origin in the human will, but prophets, though human, spoke from God as they were carried 

along by the Holy Spirit” (2 Pet. 1:21). 

Our final consideration arguing for the deity of the Holy Spirit is his association with the 

Father and the Son on a basis of apparent equality. One of the best-known evidences is the 

baptismal formula prescribed in the Great Commission: “Therefore go and make disciples of all 

nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit” (Matt. 

28:19). The Pauline benediction in 2 Corinthians 13:14 is another evidence: “May the grace of 

the Lord Jesus Christ, and the love of God, and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit be with you all.” 

And in 1 Corinthians 12, as Paul discusses spiritual gifts, he coordinates the three members of 

the Godhead: “There are different kinds of gifts, but the same Spirit distributes them. There are 

different kinds of service, but the same Lord. There are different kinds of working, but in all of 

them and in everyone it is the same God at work” (vv. 4–6). Peter likewise, in the salutation of 

his first epistle, links the three together, noting their respective roles in the process of salvation: 

“[To the exiles of the dispersion] who have been chosen according to the foreknowledge of God 

the Father, through the sanctifying work of the Spirit, to be obedient to Jesus Christ and 

sprinkled with his blood …” (1 Pet. 1:2). 

The Personality of the Holy Spirit 

The Holy Spirit is a person, not an impersonal force. This point is especially important at a 

time when pantheistic tendencies are entering Western culture through the influence of Eastern 

religions. The Bible makes clear in several ways that the Holy Spirit is a person and possesses all 

the qualities that implies. 

The first evidence of the Spirit’s personality is the use of the masculine pronoun in 

representing him. Since the word πνεῦμα (pneuma) is neuter and since pronouns are to agree 

with their antecedents in person, number, and gender, we would expect the neuter pronoun to be 

used to represent the Holy Spirit. Yet in John 16:13–14 we find an unusual phenomenon. As 



Jesus describes the Holy Spirit’s ministry, he uses a masculine pronoun (ἐκεῖνος—ekeinos) 

where we would expect a neuter pronoun. The only possible antecedent in the immediate context 

is “Spirit of truth” (v. 13). Either John in reporting Jesus’s discourse made a grammatical error at 

this point (this is unlikely since we do not find any similar error elsewhere in the Gospel), or he 

deliberately chose to use the masculine to convey to us the fact that Jesus is referring to a person, 

not a thing. A similar reference is Ephesians 1:14, where, in a relative clause modifying “Holy 

Spirit,” the preferred textual reading is ὅς (hos)—“[who] is a deposit guaranteeing our 

inheritance until the redemption of those who are God’s possession—to the praise of his glory.” 

A second line of evidence of the Holy Spirit’s personality is a number of passages where he 

and his work are, in one way or another, closely identified with various persons and their work. 

The term παράκλητος (paraklētos) is applied to the Holy Spirit in John 14:26; 15:26; and 16:7. 

In each of these contexts it is obvious that it is not some sort of abstract influence that is in view. 

Jesus is also expressly spoken of as a παράκλητος (1 John 2:1). Most significant are his words in 

John 14:16, where he says that he will pray to the Father who will give the disciples another 

παράκλητος. The word for “another” here is ἄλλος (allos), which means “another of the same 

kind.” In view of Jesus’s statements linking the Spirit’s coming with his own going away (e.g., 

16:7), this means that the Spirit is a replacement for Jesus and will carry on the same role. The 

similarity in their function is an indication that the Holy Spirit, like Jesus, must be a person. 

Another function that both Jesus and the Holy Spirit perform, and that accordingly serves as 

an indication of the Spirit’s personality, is glorifying another member of the Trinity. In John 

16:14 Jesus says that the Spirit “will glorify me because it is from me that he will receive what 

he will make known to you.” A parallel is found in John 17:4, where in his high priestly prayer 

Jesus states that during his ministry on earth he glorified the Father. 

The most interesting groupings of the Holy Spirit with personal agents are those in which he 

is linked with both the Father and the Son. Among the best known of these are the baptismal 

formula in Matthew 28:19 and the benediction in 2 Corinthians 13:14. There are other instances, 

however. Jude enjoins, “But you, dear friends, by building yourselves up in your most holy faith 

and praying in the Holy Spirit, keep yourselves in God’s love as you wait for the mercy of our 

Lord Jesus Christ to bring you to eternal life” (vv. 20–21). Peter addresses his readers as those 

who are “chosen according to the foreknowledge of God the Father, through the sanctifying 

work of the Spirit, to be obedient to Jesus Christ and sprinkled with his blood” (1 Pet. 1:2). 

Earlier in his message at Pentecost, he had proclaimed, “Exalted to the right hand of God, he 

[Jesus] has received from the Father the promised Holy Spirit and has poured out what you now 

see and hear.… Repent and be baptized, every one of you, in the name of Jesus Christ for the 

forgiveness of your sins. And you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit” (Acts 2:33, 38). Paul 

also coordinates the working of the three, for example, in Galatians 4:6: “Because you are sons, 

God sent the Spirit of his Son into our hearts, the Spirit who calls out, ‘Abba, Father.’ ” A similar 

reference is 2 Corinthians 1:21–22: “Now it is God who makes both us and you stand firm in 

Christ. He anointed us, set his seal of ownership on us, and put his Spirit in our hearts as a 

deposit, guaranteeing what is to come.” Other examples are Romans 15:16; 1 Corinthians 12:4–

6; Ephesians 3:14–17; and 2 Thessalonians 2:13–14. 

The Holy Spirit is also linked with the Father and the Son in various events of Jesus’s 

ministry. At the baptism of Jesus (Matt. 3:16–17), all three persons of the Trinity were present. 

As the Son was baptized, the Father spoke from heaven in commendation of the Son, and the 

Holy Spirit descended on him in visible form. Jesus said his casting out of demons was related to 

the Father and the Spirit: “But if it is by the Spirit of God that I drive out demons, then the 



kingdom of God has come upon you” (Matt. 12:28). The conjunction of the Holy Spirit with the 

Father and the Son in these events is an indication that he is personal, just as are they. 

The Holy Spirit’s personality can also be seen in passages that group him with humans. We 

will cite but one example. The letter from the apostles and elders at Jerusalem to the church at 

Antioch contained a very unusual expression: “It seemed good to the Holy Spirit and to us not to 

burden you with anything beyond the following requirements” (Acts 15:28). This coordinated 

working of the Spirit and Christian leaders is an indication that the Spirit possesses some of the 

very qualities found in human personality. 

And, as a matter of fact, the Spirit’s possession of certain personal characteristics is our third 

indication of his personality. Among the most notable are intelligence, will, and emotions, 

traditionally regarded as the three fundamental elements of personhood. Of various references to 

the Spirit’s intelligence and knowledge, we cite here John 14:26, where Jesus promises that “the 

Advocate, the Holy Spirit, whom the Father will send in my name, will teach you all things and 

will remind you of everything I have said to you.” The will of the Spirit is attested in 1 

Corinthians 12:11, which states that the recipients of the various spiritual gifts are “the work of 

one and the same Spirit, and he distributes them to each one, just as he determines.” That the 

Spirit has emotions is evident in Ephesians 4:30, where Paul warns against grieving the Spirit. 

The Holy Spirit can also be affected as is a person, thus displaying personality passively. It is 

possible to lie to the Holy Spirit, as Ananias and Sapphira did (Acts 5:3–4). Paul speaks of the 

sins of grieving the Holy Spirit (Eph. 4:30) and quenching the Spirit (1 Thess. 5:19). Stephen 

accuses his adversaries of always resisting the Holy Spirit (Acts 7:51). While it is possible to 

resist a mere force, one cannot lie to or grieve something impersonal. And then, most notably, 

there is the sin of blasphemy against the Holy Spirit (Matt. 12:31; Mark 3:29). This sin, which 

Jesus suggests is more serious than blasphemy against the Son, surely cannot be committed 

against something impersonal. 

In addition, the Holy Spirit engages in moral actions and ministries that can be performed 

only by a person. Among these activities are teaching, regenerating, searching, speaking, 

interceding, commanding, testifying, guiding, illuminating, and revealing. One interesting and 

unusual passage is Romans 8:26: “In the same way, the Spirit helps us in our weakness. We do 

not know what we ought to pray for, but the Spirit himself intercedes for us with wordless 

groans.” Surely, Paul has a person in view. And so does Jesus whenever he speaks of the Holy 

Spirit, as, for example, in John 16:8: “When he comes, he will convict the world of guilt in 

regard to sin and righteousness and judgment.” 

All of the foregoing considerations lead to one conclusion. The Holy Spirit is a person, not a 

force, and that person is God, just as fully and in the same way as are the Father and the Son. 

Implications of the Doctrine of the Holy Spirit 

A correct understanding of who and what the Holy Spirit is carries certain implications: 

1. The Holy Spirit is a person, not a vague force. Thus, he is someone with whom we can 

have a personal relationship, someone to whom we can and should pray. 

2. The Holy Spirit, being fully divine, is to be accorded the same honor and respect that we 

give to the Father and the Son. It is appropriate to worship him as we do them. He should 

not be thought of as in any sense inferior in essence to them, although his role may 

sometimes be subordinated to theirs. 



3. The Holy Spirit is one with the Father and the Son. His work is the expression and 

execution of what the three of them have planned together. There is no tension among 

their persons and activities. 

4. God is not far off. In the Holy Spirit, the Triune God comes close, so close as to actually 

enter into each believer. He is even more intimately involved with us now than in the 

incarnation. Through the operation of the Spirit he has truly become Immanuel, “God 

with us.” 

Praise ye the Spirit! Comforter of Israel, 
Sent of the Father and the Son to bless us; 
Praise ye the Father, Son and Holy Spirit, 
Praise ye the Triune God. 

Elizabeth Rundle Charles 
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The Work of the Holy Spirit 

Chapter Objectives 

After you have carefully studied this chapter, you should be able to do the following: 

1. Examine the work of the Holy Spirit in the Old Testament. 
2. Describe the work of the Holy Spirit in the life and ministry of Jesus. 
3. Show how the work of the Holy Spirit affects the life of the believer at the beginning of the Christian 

life and throughout. 
4. Evaluate the occurrence of the miraculous gifts today. 
5. Draw several conclusions about the significance of the work of the Holy Spirit today. 

Chapter Summary 

While there has been some controversy over the work of the Holy Spirit in the Old Testament, it is evident 

that the Spirit was at work throughout the Old Testament era. He was particularly evident in the life and 

ministry of Jesus. He continues to work in the lives of persons whom God calls to repentance and faith. He 

guides the believer from spiritual birth to maturity. With the changes in attitude toward the gifts of the 

Spirit in recent years, the miraculous gifts have assumed a significant role in some circles. Some 

assessment needs to be made regarding how one should view these gifts. 

Study Questions 

• Trace the work of the Holy Spirit during the Old Testament era. What do you learn about the Spirit 

from his action during that era? 
 

• How did the Holy Spirit minister in the life of Jesus? What can be learned about his work? 
 

• How does the Holy Spirit work in the life of the Christian believer? Consider the experience of the new 

birth and the growth toward maturity. 
 

• What is the purpose for which the gifts were bestowed upon the church? 
 

• As you consider the miraculous gifts of the Spirit, what role should the gifts play in the life of the 

believer and the church? Defend your position. 
 

• From your study, how would you summarize what you know about the Spirit? 
 

Outline 

The Work of the Holy Spirit in the Old Testament 
The Work of the Holy Spirit in the Life of Jesus 
The Work of the Holy Spirit in the Life of the Christian 



The Beginning of the Christian Life 
The Continuation of the Christian Life 

The Miraculous Gifts Today 
Implications of the Work of the Spirit 

The work of the Holy Spirit is of special interest to Christians, for it is particularly through this 

work that God is personally involved and active in the life of the believer. Moreover, in the 

recent past this facet of the doctrine has been the subject of the greatest controversy regarding the 

Holy Spirit. While this controversy centers on certain of his more spectacular special gifts, that is 

too narrow a basis on which to construct our basic discussion here. For the work of the Spirit is a 

broad matter covering a variety of areas. The controversial issues must be seen against the 

backdrop of the Spirit’s more general activity. 

The Work of the Holy Spirit in the Old Testament 

It is often difficult to identify the Holy Spirit within the Old Testament, which reflects the 

earliest stages of progressive revelation. In fact, the term “Holy Spirit” is rarely employed here. 

Rather, the usual expression is “the Spirit of God.” Hebrew is a concrete language with a relative 

scarcity of adjectives. Where in English we might use a noun and an adjective, Hebrew tends to 

use two nouns, one of them functioning as a genitive. For example, where in English we might 

speak of “a righteous man,” what we typically find in Hebrew is “a man of righteousness.” 

Similarly, most Old Testament references to the Third Person of the Trinity consist of the two 

nouns Spirit and God. It is not apparent from this construction that a separate person is involved. 

The expression “Spirit of God” could well be understood as being simply a reference to the will, 

mind, or activity of God. There are, however, some cases where the New Testament makes it 

clear that an Old Testament reference to the “Spirit of God” is a reference to the Holy Spirit. One 

of the most prominent of these New Testament passages is Acts 2:16–21, where Peter explains 

that what is occurring at Pentecost is the fulfillment of the prophet Joel’s statement, “I will pour 

out my Spirit on all people” (2:17). Surely the events of Pentecost were the realization of Jesus’s 

promise, “But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes on you” (Acts 1:8). In short, 

the Old Testament “Spirit of God” is synonymous with the Holy Spirit. 

There are several major areas of the Holy Spirit’s working in Old Testament times. First is 

the creation. We find in the creation account a reference to the presence and activity of the Spirit 

of God: “Now the earth was formless and empty, darkness was over the surface of the deep, and 

the Spirit of God was hovering over the waters” (Gen. 1:2). God’s continued working with the 

creation is attributed to the Spirit. Job writes, “By his breath [or spirit] the skies became fair; his 

hand pierced the gliding serpent” (26:13). Isaiah looks to a future outpouring of the Spirit as a 

time of productivity within the creation: there will be desolation “till the Spirit is poured on us 

from on high, and the desert becomes a fertile field, and the fertile field seems like a forest” 

(32:15). 

Another general area of the Spirit’s work is the giving of prophecy and Scripture. The Old 

Testament prophets testified that their speaking and writing were a result of the Spirit’s coming 

upon them. Ezekiel offers the clearest example: “As he spoke, the Spirit came into me and raised 

me to my feet, and I heard him speaking to me” (2:2; cf. 8:3; 11:1, 24). The Spirit even entered 

such unlikely persons as Balaam (Num. 24:2). As a sign that Saul was God’s anointed, the Spirit 

came mightily on him and he prophesied (1 Sam. 10:6, 10). Peter confirmed the testimony of the 

prophets regarding their experience: “For prophecy never had its origin in the human will, but 



prophets, though human, spoke from God as they were carried along by the Holy Spirit” (2 Pet. 

1:21). In addition, the book of Acts gives witness that the Holy Spirit spoke by the mouth of 

David (Acts 1:16; 4:25). Since the Holy Spirit produced the Scriptures, they can be referred to as 

“God-breathed” (θεόπνευστος—theopneustos—2 Tim. 3:16). 

Yet another work of the Spirit of God in the Old Testament was in conveying certain 

necessary skills for various tasks. For example, we read that in appointing Bezalel to construct 

and furnish the tabernacle, God said, “and I have filled him with the Spirit of God, with wisdom, 

with understanding, with knowledge and with all kinds of skills—to make artistic designs for 

work in gold, silver and bronze, to cut and set stones, to work in wood, and to engage in all kinds 

of crafts” (Exod. 31:3–5). It is not clear whether Bezalel had previously possessed this set of 

abilities or whether they were suddenly bestowed upon him for this particular task. Nor is it clear 

whether he continued to possess them afterward. When the temple was rebuilt by Zerubbabel 

after the Babylonian captivity, there was a similar endowment: “ ‘Not by might nor by power, 

but by my Spirit,’ says the LORD Almighty” (Zech. 4:6). 

Administration also seems to have been a gift of the Spirit. Even Pharaoh recognized the 

Spirit’s presence in Joseph: “So Pharaoh asked them, ‘Can we find anyone like this man, one in 

whom is the spirit of God?’ ” (Gen. 41:38). When Moses needed assistance in leading the people 

of Israel, part of the Spirit was taken from him and given to others: “Then the LORD came down 

in the cloud and spoke with him, and he took some of the power of the Spirit that was on him and 

put it on the seventy elders. When the Spirit rested on them, they prophesied—but they did not 

do so again” (Num. 11:25). Here the gift of administration was accompanied by or involved the 

gift of prophesying. While it is not clear whether Joshua’s capacity for leadership was especially 

related to the working of the Spirit of God, there does seem to be an allusion to that effect: “Now 

Joshua son of Nun was filled with the spirit of wisdom because Moses had laid his hands on him. 

So the Israelites listened to him and did what the LORD had commanded Moses” (Deut. 34:9). 

In the time of the judges, administration by the power and gifts of the Holy Spirit was 

especially dramatic. Much of what was done was accomplished by what we would today call 

“charismatic leadership.” Of Othniel it is said, “The Spirit of the LORD came on him, so that he 

became Israel’s judge and went to war. The LORD gave Cushan-Rishathaim king of Aram into 

the hands of Othniel, who overpowered him” (Judg. 3:10). There is a similar description of the 

call of Gideon: “Then the Spirit of the LORD came on Gideon, and he blew a trumpet, 

summoning the Abiezrites to follow him” (Judg. 6:34). The Spirit’s working at the time of the 

judges consisted largely of granting skill in waging war, for example, with Othniel and Gideon. 

Gideon’s soldiers proved unusually effective, out of all proportion to their numbers. Similarly, 

Samson was filled with extraordinary strength when the Spirit came upon him, and he was able 

to perform supernatural feats: “Then the Spirit of the LORD came powerfully upon him. He went 

down to Ashkelon, struck down thirty of their men, stripped them of everything and gave their 

clothes to those who had explained the riddle” (Judg. 14:19). 

The Spirit also endowed the early kings of Israel with special capabilities. We have already 

noted that Saul prophesied when the Spirit came upon him (1 Sam. 10:10). David’s anointing 

was likewise accompanied by the coming of the Spirit of God: “So Samuel took the horn of oil 

and anointed him in the presence of his brothers, and from that day on the Spirit of the LORD 

came powerfully upon David” (1 Sam. 16:13). 

The Spirit is seen not only in dramatic incidents, however. In addition to the qualities of 

national leadership and the heroics of war he was present in Israel’s spiritual life. In this 

connection he is referred to as a “good Spirit.” Addressing God, Ezra reminded the people of 



Israel of the provision made for their ancestors in the wilderness: “You gave your good Spirit to 

instruct them. You did not withhold your manna from their mouths, and you gave them water for 

their thirst” (Neh. 9:20). The psalmist beseeches God: “Teach me to do your will, for you are my 

God; may your good Spirit lead me on level ground” (Ps. 143:10). The goodness of the Spirit is 

seen also in two references to him as a “holy Spirit.” In each of these instances there is a contrast 

between sinful human actions and the holiness of God. Asking that his sins be blotted out, David 

prays, “Do not cast me from your presence or take your Holy Spirit from me” (Ps. 51:11). And 

Isaiah refers to the people who have “rebelled and grieved [the Lord’s] Holy Spirit” (Isa. 63:10). 

The good and holy quality of the Spirit becomes clearer yet in light of the work he does and 

its results. He is described as producing the fear of the Lord and various qualities of 

righteousness and judgment in the promised Messiah (Isa. 11:2–5). When the Spirit is poured out 

(Isa. 32:15), the result is justice, righteousness, and peace (vv. 16–20). Devotion to the Lord 

results from outpouring of the Spirit (Isa. 44:3–5). Ezekiel 36:26–28, a passage that adumbrates 

the New Testament doctrine of regeneration, speaks of a careful obedience and a new heart as 

accompaniments of God’s giving his Spirit. 

The foregoing considerations from the Old Testament depict the Holy Spirit as producing the 

moral and spiritual qualities of holiness and goodness in the person upon whom he comes or in 

whom he dwells. In cases in the book of Judges, his presence seems to be intermittent and related 

to a particular activity or ministry. 

The Old Testament witness to the Spirit anticipates a coming time when the ministry of the 

Spirit is to be more complete. Part of this relates to the coming Messiah, upon whom the Spirit is 

to rest in an unusual degree and fashion, as noted in Isaiah 11:1–5. Similar passages include 

Isaiah 42:1–4 and 61:1–3 (“The Spirit of the Sovereign LORD is on me, because the LORD has 

anointed me to proclaim good news to the poor. He has sent me to bind up the brokenhearted, to 

proclaim freedom for the captives and release from darkness for the prisoners …”). Jesus quotes 

the opening verses of Isaiah 61 and indicates that they are now being fulfilled in him (Luke 

4:18–21). There is a more generalized promise, however, not restricted to the Messiah. This is 

found in Joel 2:28–29: “And afterward, I will pour out my Spirit on all people. Your sons and 

daughters will prophesy, your old men will dream dreams, your young men will see visions. 

Even on my servants, both men and women, I will pour out my Spirit in those days.” At 

Pentecost Peter quoted this prophecy, indicating that it had now been fulfilled. 

The Work of the Holy Spirit in the Life of Jesus 

In Jesus’s life we find a pervasive and powerful presence and activity of the Spirit. Even the very 

beginning of his incarnate existence was a work of the Holy Spirit. Both the prediction and the 

record of Jesus’s birth point to a special working of the Spirit. After informing Mary that she was 

to have a child, the angel explained, “The Holy Spirit will come on you, and the power of the 

Most High will overshadow you. So the holy one to be born will be called the Son of God” 

(Luke 1:35). After the conception had taken place, the angel appeared to Joseph, who was 

understandably troubled, and explained, “Joseph, son of David, do not be afraid to take Mary 

home as your wife, because what is conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit” (Matt. 1:20). The 

opening words of the narrative are: “This is how the birth of Jesus the Messiah came about: His 

mother Mary was pledged to be married to Joseph, but before they came together, she was found 

to be pregnant through the Holy Spirit” (Matt. 1:18). 



John the Baptist’s announcement of Jesus’s ministry also highlights the place of the Holy 

Spirit. The Baptist had himself been filled with the Holy Spirit, even from his mother’s womb 

(Luke 1:15). His message emphasized that, unlike his own baptism, which was merely with 

water, Jesus would baptize with the Holy Spirit (Mark 1:8). Matthew (3:11) and Luke (3:16) add 

“and with fire.” John does not himself claim to have the Spirit; and, in particular, he makes no 

claim to give the Spirit. He attributes to the coming Messiah the giving of the Spirit. 

The Spirit is present in dramatic form from the very beginning of Jesus’s public ministry, 

when there was a perceivable coming of the Holy Spirit upon him at his baptism (Matt. 3:16; 

Mark 1:10; Luke 3:22; John 1:32). John makes clear that John the Baptist also saw the Spirit and 

bore witness to the fact. None of the accounts mention any particular immediate manifestations, 

that is, visible effects or anything similar. We do know, however, that immediately afterward, 

Jesus was “full of the Holy Spirit” (Luke 4:1). The writers in effect leave us to infer from 

ensuing events just what the works of the Holy Spirit in the life of Jesus were. 

The immediate result of Jesus’s being filled with the Spirit was the major temptation, or 

series of temptations, at the inception of his public ministry. Jesus was directed by the Holy 

Spirit into the situation where the temptation took place. In Matthew 4:1 and Luke 4:1–2 Jesus is 

described as being led by the Holy Spirit into the wilderness. Mark’s statement is more forceful: 

“At once the Spirit sent him out into the wilderness” (1:12). Jesus is virtually “expelled” 

(ekballō) by the Spirit. What is noteworthy here is that the presence of the Holy Spirit in Jesus’s 

life brings him into direct and immediate conflict with the forces of evil. 

The rest of Jesus’s ministry as well was conducted through the Spirit’s power and direction. 

This was obviously true of Jesus’s teaching. Luke tells us that following the temptation “Jesus 

returned to Galilee in the power of the Spirit, and news about him spread through the whole 

countryside” (4:14). He proceeded then to teach in all the synagogues. Coming to his hometown 

of Nazareth, he went into the synagogue and stood up to read. He read from Isaiah 61:1–2, and 

asserted that it was now fulfilled in him (Luke 4:18–21), thus claiming that this ministry was a 

result of the working of the Holy Spirit in and upon him. 

What is true of Jesus’s teaching is also true of his miracles, particularly his exorcism of 

demons. Here the confrontation between the Holy Spirit and the unholy forces at work in the 

world is manifest. On one occasion the Pharisees claimed that Jesus cast out demons by the 

prince of demons. Jesus pointed out the internal contradiction within this statement (Matt. 12:25–

27) and then countered, “But if it is by the Spirit of God that I drive out demons, then the 

kingdom of God has come upon you” (v. 28). His condemnation of the Pharisees’ words as 

“blasphemy against the Spirit” (v. 31) and his warning that “anyone who speaks against the Holy 

Spirit will not be forgiven” (v. 32) are evidence that what he had just done was done by the 

power of the Holy Spirit. Jesus was apparently disavowing personal causation of his miracles, 

attributing them instead to the Holy Spirit. 

Not only his teaching and miracles, but Jesus’s whole life at this point was “in the Holy 

Spirit.” When the seventy returned from their mission and reported that even the demons were 

subject to them in Jesus’s name (Luke 10:17), Jesus was “full of joy through the Holy Spirit” (v. 

21). Even his emotions were “in the Holy Spirit.” This is a description of someone completely 

filled with the Spirit. 

There is no evidence of growth of the Holy Spirit’s presence in Jesus’s life. There is no series 

of experiences of the coming of the Holy Spirit, just the conception and the baptism. There is, 

however, a growing implementation of the Spirit’s presence. Nor does one find evidence of any 

type of ecstatic phenomena in Jesus’s life. There certainly were times when he was seized by a 



sense of the urgency of the task that was his (as when he said, “As long as it is day, we must do 

the works of him who sent me. Night is coming, when no one can work” [John 9:4]). But we do 

not find in Jesus’s life the type of charismatic phenomena reported in Acts and discussed by Paul 

in 1 Corinthians 12–14. Not only is there no report of such phenomena in his own experience, 

but we have no teaching of his on the subject either. In light of the problems the church 

encountered in Corinth, and the phenomena of Pentecost and later experiences recorded in Acts, 

it is surprising, especially for those who hold that the existential Sitz im Leben was the prime 

determinant of what materials were incorporated in the Gospels, that neither the Savior’s 

personal life nor his teaching gives any hint of such charismata. 

The Work of the Holy Spirit in the Life of the Christian 

The Beginning of the Christian Life 

In Jesus’s teaching we find an especially strong emphasis on the work of the Holy Spirit in 

initiating persons into the Christian life. Jesus taught that the Spirit’s activity is essential in both 

conversion, which from the human perspective is the beginning of the Christian life, and 

regeneration, which from God’s perspective is its beginning. 

Conversion is the human’s turning to God. It consists of a negative and a positive element: 

repentance, that is, abandonment of sin; and faith, that is, acceptance of the promises and the 

work of Christ. Jesus spoke especially of repentance, and specifically of conviction of sin, which 

is the prerequisite of repentance. He said, “When he [the Counselor or Advocate] comes, he will 

convict the world of guilt in regard to sin and righteousness and judgment: in regard to sin, 

because people do not believe in me; in regard to righteousness, because I am going to the 

Father, where you can see me no longer; and in regard to judgment, because the prince of this 

world now stands condemned” (John 16:8–11). Without this work of the Holy Spirit, there can 

be no conversion. 

Regeneration is the miraculous transformation of the individual and implantation of spiritual 

energy. Jesus made very clear to Nicodemus that regeneration is essential to acceptance by the 

Father: “Very truly I tell you, no one can see the kingdom of God unless they are born again.… 

No one can enter the kingdom of God unless they are born of water and the Spirit. Flesh gives 

birth to flesh, but the Spirit gives birth to spirit” (John 3:3, 5–6). Clearly, regeneration is a 

supernatural occurrence, and the Holy Spirit is the agent who produces it. The flesh (i.e., human 

effort) is not capable of effecting this transformation. Nor can this transformation even be 

comprehended by the human intellect. Jesus in fact likened this work of the Spirit to the blowing 

of the wind: “The wind blows wherever it pleases. You hear its sound, but you cannot tell where 

it comes from or where it is going. So it is with everyone born of the Spirit” (v. 8). 

The Continuation of the Christian Life 

The work of the Spirit is not completed when one becomes a believer; on the contrary, it is 

just beginning. He performs a number of other roles in the ongoing Christian life. 

One of the Spirit’s other roles is empowering. Jesus probably left his disciples flabbergasted 

when he said, “Very truly I tell you, whoever believes in me will do the works I have been doing, 

and they will do even greater works than these, because I am going to the Father” (John 14:12). 

These greater works were apparently dependent on both his going and the Holy Spirit’s coming, 

for the two events were closely linked. Indeed, when the disciples were evidently grieved at the 



thought of his leaving, Jesus said: “But very truly I tell you, it is for your good that I am going 

away. Unless I go away, the Advocate will not come to you; but if I go, I will send him to you” 

(John 16:7). It probably seemed incredible to the disciples, who by now were very much aware 

of their own weaknesses and shortcomings, that they would do greater works than the Master 

himself had done. Yet Peter preached on Pentecost Sunday and three thousand believed. Jesus 

himself never had that type of response, as far as we know. Perhaps he did not gather that many 

genuine converts in his entire ministry! The key to the disciples’ success was not in their abilities 

and strengths, however. Jesus had told them to wait for the coming of the Holy Spirit (Acts 1:4–

5), who would give them the power that he had promised, the ability to do the things that he had 

predicted: “You will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes on you; and you will be my 

witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth” (v. 8). 

Another element of Jesus’s promise was that the Holy Spirit would indwell and illuminate 

the believer: “And I will ask the Father, and he will give you another advocate to help you and be 

with you forever—the Spirit of truth. The world cannot accept him, because it neither sees him 

nor knows him. But you know him, for he lives with you and will be in you” (John 14:16–17). 

Jesus had been a teacher and leader, but his influence was that of external word and example. 

The Spirit, however, is able to affect one more intensely because, dwelling within, he can get to 

the very center of one’s thinking and emotions, and lead one into all truth, as Jesus promised. 

Even the name used for the Spirit in this context suggests this role: “But when he, the Spirit of 

truth, comes, he will guide you into all truth. He will not speak on his own; he will speak only 

what he hears, and he will tell you what is yet to come. He will glorify me because it is from me 

that he will receive what he will make known to you” (John 16:13–14). 

The Spirit evidently has a teaching role. Earlier in the same discourse we read that he would 

bring to mind and clarify for the disciples the words Jesus had already given to them: “But the 

Advocate, the Holy Spirit, whom the Father will send in my name, will teach you all things and 

will remind you of everything I have said to you” (John 14:26). Jesus also pledged that “when 

the Advocate comes, whom I will send to you from the Father—the Spirit of truth who goes out 

from the Father—he will testify about me” (John 15:26). This ministry of illumination by the 

Holy Spirit was not merely for that first generation of disciples, but also includes helping 

believers today to understand Scripture. Illumining us is a role that falls to the Spirit, for Jesus is 

now permanently at work carrying out other functions mentioned in this same passage (e.g., he is 

preparing a place for believers [14:2–3]). 

Another point of particular interest is the intercessory work of the Holy Spirit. We are 

familiar with Jesus’s intercession, as the High Priest, on our behalf. Paul also speaks of a similar 

intercessory prayer by the Holy Spirit: “In the same way, the Spirit helps us in our weakness. We 

do not know what we ought to pray for, but the Spirit himself intercedes for us through wordless 

groans. And he who searches our hearts knows the mind of the Spirit, because the Spirit 

intercedes for God’s people in accordance with the will of God” (Rom. 8:26–27). Thus believers 

have the assurance that when they do not know how to pray, the Holy Spirit wisely intercedes for 

them that the Lord’s will be done. 

The Holy Spirit also works sanctification in the life of the believer. By sanctification is meant 

the continued transformation of moral and spiritual character so that the believer’s life actually 

comes to mirror the standing he or she already has in God’s sight. In the earlier part of Romans 

8, Paul dwells on this work of the Holy Spirit. The Spirit has liberated us from the law (v. 2). 

Henceforth believers do not walk and live according to the flesh, their old nature, but according 

to the Spirit (v. 4), having their minds set on the Spirit (v. 5). Christians are in the Spirit (v. 9), 



and the Spirit dwells in them, a thought that is repeated three times (vv. 9, 11 twice). As the 

Spirit indwells believers, he guides and leads them, and the deeds of the flesh are, accordingly, 

put to death (v. 13). All those who are thus “led by the Spirit of God are the children of God” (v. 

14). The Spirit is now at work giving them life, witnessing that they are children rather than 

slaves, and thus supplying clear evidence that they are truly in Christ (vv. 15–17). 

This life in the Spirit is what God intends for the Christian. Paul in Galatians 5 contrasts life 

in the Spirit with life in the flesh. He instructs his readers to walk by the Spirit instead of 

gratifying the desires of the flesh (v. 16). If they heed this instruction, the Spirit will produce in 

them a set of qualities collectively referred to as the “fruit of the Spirit” (v. 22). Paul lists nine of 

these qualities: “But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, forbearance, kindness, goodness, 

faithfulness, gentleness and self-control” (vv. 22–23). These qualities cannot in their entirety be 

produced in human lives by unaided self-effort. They are a supernatural work. They are opposed 

to the works of the flesh—a list of sins in verses 19–21—just as the Spirit himself is in 

opposition to the flesh. The work of the Holy Spirit in sanctification, then, is not merely the 

negative work of mortification of the flesh (Rom. 8:13), but also the production of a positive 

likeness to Christ. 

The Spirit also bestows certain special gifts on believers within the body of Christ. In Paul’s 

writings there are three different lists of such gifts; there is also a brief one in 1 Peter (see figure 

5). Certain observations need to be made regarding these lists. First, while all of them have 

reference to the gifts of the Spirit, their basic orientations differ. Ephesians 4:11 is really a listing 

of various offices in the church, or of persons who are God’s gifts to the church. Romans 12:6–8 

and 1 Peter 4:11 catalog several basic functions performed in the church. The list in 1 

Corinthians is more a matter of special abilities. It is likely that when these passages speak of the 

“gifts of the Spirit,” they have different meanings in view. Hence no attempt should be made to 

reduce this expression to a unitary concept or definition. Second, it is not clear whether these 

gifts are endowments from birth, special enablements received at some later point, or a 

combination of the two. Third, some gifts, such as faith and service, are qualities or activities 

expected of every Christian; in such cases it is likely that the writer has in mind an unusual 

capability in that area. Fourth, since none of the four lists includes all of the gifts found in the 

other lists, it is quite conceivable that collectively they do not exhaust all possible gifts of the 

Spirit. These lists, then, individually and collectively, are illustrative of the various gifts with 

which God has endowed the church. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



FIGURE 5 
The Gifts of the Spirit 
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It is also important at this point to note several observations Paul made regarding both the 

nature of the gifts and the way in which they are to be exercised. These observations appear in 1 

Corinthians 12 and 14. 

1. The gifts are bestowed on the body (the church). They are for the edification of the whole 

body, not merely for the enjoyment or enrichment of the individual members possessing 

them (12:7; 14:5, 12). 

2. No one person has all the gifts (12:14–21), nor is any one of the gifts bestowed on all 

persons (12:28–30). Consequently, the individual members of the church need each other. 

3. Although not equally conspicuous, all gifts are important (12:22–26). 

4. The Holy Spirit apportions the various gifts to whom and as he wills (12:11). 

The Miraculous Gifts Today 

Certain of the more spectacular gifts have attracted particular attention and stirred considerable 

controversy in recent years. These are sometimes referred to as remarkable gifts, miraculous 

gifts, special gifts, sign gifts, or charismatic gifts, the last being a somewhat redundant 

expression, since χαρίσματα (charismata) basically means gifts. Most frequently mentioned are 

faith healing, exorcism of demons, and especially glossolalia or speaking in tongues. The 

question that has occasioned the most controversy is whether the Holy Spirit is still dispensing 

these gifts in the church today, and, if so, whether they are normative (i.e., whether every 

Christian can and should receive and exercise them). Because glossolalia is the most prominent 

of these gifts, we will concentrate on it. Our conclusions will serve to evaluate the other gifts as 

well. 



We need to examine both sides of this controversial issue if it is to be correctly understood 

and dealt with. The case for glossolalia, relying heavily on the narrative passages in the book of 

Acts, is a rather straightforward one. The argument usually begins with the observation that 

subsequent to the episodes of conversion and regeneration recorded in Acts, there customarily 

came a special filling or baptism with the Holy Spirit, and that its usual manifestation was 

speaking in an unknown tongue. There is no indication that the Holy Spirit would cease to 

bestow this gift on the church. Indeed, there are evidences that the gift continued throughout the 

history of the church to the present. Although it often occurred only in small, relatively isolated 

groups, it fueled those groups with a special spiritual vitality. 

Often an experiential argument is also employed in support of glossolalia. People who have 

experienced the gift themselves or have observed others practicing it have a subjective certainty 

about the experience. They emphasize the benefits that it produces in the Christian’s spiritual 

life, especially vitalizing one’s prayer life. 

In addition, the advocates of glossolalia argue that the practice is nowhere forbidden in 

Scripture. In writing to the Corinthians, Paul does not censure proper use of the gift, but only 

perversions of it. In fact, he said, “I thank God that I speak in tongues more than all of you” (1 

Cor. 14:18). Further he urged that his readers “eagerly desire the greater gifts” (1 Cor. 12:31) and 

“eagerly desire gifts of the Spirit” (1 Cor. 14:1). Identifying “higher gifts” and “spiritual gifts” 

with tongues, the advocate of glossolalia concludes that the gift of speaking in tongues is both 

possible and desirable for the Christian. 

Those who reject the idea that the Holy Spirit is still dispensing the charismatic gifts argue 

that historically the miraculous gifts ceased; they were virtually unknown throughout most of the 

history of the church. When they were present, it was generally in isolated groups characterized 

by unorthodox beliefs on a number of other major doctrines. A few who reject the possibility of 

contemporary glossolalia utilize 1 Corinthians 13:8 as evidence: “where there are tongues, they 

will be stilled.” They note the distinction in that verse between the verb used with “tongues” and 

the verb used with “prophecy” and “knowledge.” Not only is a different word involved, but the 

middle voice is used in the former instance and the passive in the latter. On this basis it is argued 

that tongues, unlike prophecy and knowledge, were not intended to be continually given until the 

end time, but have already ceased. Therefore, tongues are not included in the reference to the 

imperfect gifts, which will pass away when the perfect comes (vv. 9–10). Some theologians 

would argue for the passing of the miraculous gifts on the basis of Hebrews 2:3–4: “Salvation, 

which was first announced by the Lord, was confirmed to us by those who heard him. God also 

testified to it by signs, wonders and various miracles, and by gifts of the Holy Spirit distributed 

according to his will.” The thrust of this argument is that the purpose of the miraculous gifts was 

to attest to and thus authenticate the revelation and the incarnation. When that purpose had been 

fulfilled, the miracles, being unnecessary, simply faded away. 

A second aspect of the negative argument is the existence of parallels to glossolalia that are 

obviously not to be interpreted as special gifts of the Holy Spirit. It is noted, for example, that 

similar phenomena are found in other religions. The practices of certain voodoo witch doctors 

are a case in point. Further, the phenomenon was not unique to Christianity even in biblical 

times. The oracle of Delphi, not far from Corinth, made ecstatic utterances not unlike the 

glossolalia found in the Corinthian church. Psychology, too, finds parallels between speaking in 

tongues and certain cases of heightened suggestibility caused by brainwashing or electroshock 

therapy.
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One particular point of interest has been the study of glossolalia by linguists. Some advocates 

of glossolalia maintain that the tongues of Corinth were, like those at Pentecost, actual 

languages. They likewise maintain that tongues today are actual languages, and anyone familiar 

with the particular language being spoken would be able to understand without the aid of an 

interpreter. Others, however, say that, unlike the tongues at Pentecost, the tongues of Corinth and 

those today are utterances of apparently unrelated syllables and therefore do not display the 

characteristics of any known human language. The latter group are not affected by the research 

of linguists. However, those who hold that modern-day tongues do represent existing human 

languages must answer scientific charges that many cases of glossolalia simply do not display a 

sufficient number of the characteristics of language to be classified as such. 

Is there a way to deal responsibly with the considerations raised by both sides of this dispute? 

Because the issue has a significant effect on how one conducts one’s Christian life, and even on 

the very style or tone of the Christian life, the question cannot simply be ignored. While few 

dogmatic conclusions can be drawn in this area, a number of significant observations can be 

made. 

Regarding the baptism of the Holy Spirit, we note first that the book of Acts speaks of a 

special work of the Spirit subsequent to new birth. It appears, however, that the book of Acts 

covers a transitional period. Since that time the normal pattern has been for 

conversion/regeneration and the baptism of the Holy Spirit to coincide. Paul writes in 1 

Corinthians 12:13, “For we were all baptized by one Spirit so as to form one body—whether 

Jews or Gentiles, slave or free—and we were all given the one Spirit to drink.” From verse 12 it 

is very clear that this “one body” is Christ. Thus Paul appears to be saying in verse 13 that we 

become members of Christ’s body by being baptized into it by the Spirit. Baptism by the Spirit 

appears to be, if not equivalent to conversion and new birth, at least simultaneous with them. 

But what of the cases in Acts where there clearly was a separation between 

conversion/regeneration and the baptism of the Spirit? In keeping with the observation in the 

preceding paragraph that Acts covers a transitional period, it is my interpretation that these cases 

did indeed involve people who were regenerated before they received the Holy Spirit. They were 

the last of the Old Testament believers. They were regenerate because they believed the 

revelation they had received and feared God. They had not received the Spirit, however, for the 

promise of his coming could not be fulfilled until Jesus had ascended. (Keep in mind that even 

the disciples of Jesus, who were certainly already regenerate under the New Testament system, 

were not filled with the Spirit until Pentecost.) But when on Pentecost those who were already 

regenerate under the Old Testament system received Christ, they were filled with the Spirit. As 

soon as that happened, there were no longer any regenerate Old Testament believers. After the 

events of Pentecost we find no other clear cases of such a postconversion experience among 

Jews. What happened to the Jews as a group (Acts 2) also happened to the Samaritans (Acts 8) 

and to the Gentiles (Acts 10). Thereafter, regeneration and the baptism of the Spirit were 

simultaneous. The case of the disciples of Apollos in Acts 19 appears to be a matter of 

incompletely evangelized believers, for they had been baptized only into the baptism of John, 

which was a baptism of repentance, and had not even heard that there is a Holy Spirit. In none of 

these four cases was the baptism of the Holy Spirit sought by the recipients, nor is there any 

indication that the gift did not fall upon every member of the group. This interpretive scheme 

seems to fit well with the words of Paul in 1 Corinthians 12:13, with the fact that Scripture 

nowhere commands us to be baptized in or by the Holy Spirit, and with the record in Acts. 



In my judgment it is not possible to determine with any certainty whether the contemporary 

charismatic phenomena are indeed gifts of the Holy Spirit. There simply is no biblical evidence 

indicating the time of fulfillment of the prediction that tongues will cease. It is questionable at 

best to conclude on the basis of the differences between the verbs in 1 Corinthians 13:8 that 

tongues will cease at one time, and prophecy and knowledge at another. Nor is the historical 

evidence clear and conclusive. The situation here is somewhat like the situation with respect to 

the doctrine of apostolic succession. There is a great deal of evidence on both sides. Each group 

is able to cite an impressive number of data that are to its advantage, bypassing the data 

presented by the other group. This lack of historical conclusiveness is not a problem, however. 

For even if history proved that the gift of tongues has ceased, there is nothing to prevent God 

from reestablishing it. On the other hand, historical proof that the gift has been present through 

the various eras of the church would not validate the present phenomena. 

What we must do, then, is to evaluate each case on its own merits. This does not mean that 

we are to sit in judgment on the spiritual experience or the spiritual life of other professing 

Christians. What it does mean is that we cannot assume that everyone who claims to have had a 

special experience of the Holy Spirit’s working has really had one. Scientific studies have 

discovered enough non-Spirit-caused parallels to warn us against being naively credulous about 

every claim. Certainly not every exceptional religious experience can be of divine origin, unless 

God is a very broadly ecumenical and tolerant being indeed, who even grants special 

manifestations of his Spirit to some who make no claim to Christian faith and may actually be 

opposed to it. Certainly if demonic forces could produce imitations of divine miracles in biblical 

times (e.g., the magicians in Egypt were able to imitate the plagues up to a certain point), the 

same may be true today as well. Conversely, however, no conclusive case can be made for the 

contention that such gifts are not for today and cannot occur at the present time. Consequently, 

one cannot rule in a priori and categorical fashion that a claim of glossolalia is spurious. In fact, 

it may be downright dangerous, in the light of Jesus’s warnings regarding blasphemy against the 

Holy Spirit, to attribute specific phenomena to demonic activity. 

In the final analysis, whether the Bible teaches that the Spirit dispenses special gifts today is 

not an issue of great practical consequence. For even if he does, we are not to set our lives to 

seeking them. He bestows them sovereignly; he alone determines the recipients (1 Cor. 12:11). If 

he chooses to give us a special gift, he will do so regardless of whether we expect it or seek it. 

What we are commanded to do (Eph. 5:18) is be filled with the Holy Spirit (a present imperative, 

suggesting ongoing action). This is not so much a matter of our getting more of the Holy Spirit; 

presumably all Christians possess the Spirit completely. It is, rather, a matter of his possessing 

more of our lives. Each of us is to aspire to giving the Holy Spirit full control of his or her life. 

When that happens, our lives will manifest whatever gifts God intends for us to have, along with 

all the fruit and acts of his empowering that he wishes to display through us. It is to be 

remembered, as we noted earlier, that no one gift is for every Christian, nor is any gift more 

significant than the others. 

Of more importance, in many ways, than receiving certain gifts is the fruit of the Spirit. 

These virtues are, in Paul’s estimation, the real evidence of the Spirit at work in Christians. Love, 

joy, and peace in an individual’s life are among the surest signs of a vital experience with the 

Spirit. In particular, Paul stresses love as more desirable than any gifts, no matter how 

spectacular (1 Cor. 13:1–3). 

But what is proper procedure with regard to an actual case of modern-day public practice of 

what is claimed to be the biblical gift of glossolalia? First, no conclusions should be drawn in 



advance as to whether it is genuine or not. Then, the procedure laid down by Paul so long ago 

should be followed. Thus, if one speaks in tongues, there should be an interpreter so that the 

group as a whole may be edified. Only one should speak at a time and no more than two or three 

at a session (1 Cor. 14:27). If no one is present to interpret, whether the speaker or some other 

person, then the would-be speaker should keep silent in the church and restrict the use of tongues 

to personal devotional practice (v. 28). We must not prohibit speaking in tongues (v. 39); on the 

other hand, we are nowhere commanded to seek this gift. 

Finally, we should note that the emphasis in Scripture is on the one who bestows the gifts 

rather than on those who receive them. God frequently performs miraculous works without 

involving human agents. We read, for example, in James 5:14–15, that the elders of the church 

are to pray for the sick. It is the prayer of faith, not a human miracle-worker, that is said to save 

them. Whatever be the gift, it is the edification of the church and the glorification of God that are 

of ultimate importance. 

Implications of the Work of the Spirit 

1. The gifts that we have are bestowals upon us by the Holy Spirit. We should recognize 

that they are not our own accomplishments. They are intended to be used in the 

fulfillment of his plan. 

2. The Holy Spirit empowers believers in their Christian life and service. Personal 

inadequacies should not deter or discourage us. 

3. The Holy Spirit dispenses his gifts to the church wisely and sovereignly. Possession or 

lack of a particular gift is no cause for pride or regret. His gifts are not rewards to those 

who seek or qualify for them. 

4. No one gift is for everyone, and no one person has every gift. The fellowship of the body 

is needed for full spiritual development of the individual believer. 

5. We may rely on the Holy Spirit to give us understanding of the Word of God and to guide 

us into his will for us. 

6. It is appropriate to direct prayer to the Holy Spirit, just as to the Father and the Son, as 

well as to the Triune God. In such prayers we will thank him for and especially ask him 

to continue the unique work that he does in us.1 
 

                                                           
1 Millard J. Erickson, Christian Theology, 3rd ed. (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2013), 769–804. 
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