The Person and Work of the Holy Spirit #1

“Who Is The Holy Spirit?”

selected Scriptures


One key to being an effective evangelist is being innovative and, occasionally, downright imaginative. The apostle Paul certainly fit this description, often using objects familiar to his audience in order to get across spiritual truth. An example of this is seen when Paul was in Athens as recorded in Acts 17:22-23, 

Paul then stood up in the meeting of the Areopagus and said: “Men of Athens! I see that in every way you are very religious. For as I walked around and looked carefully at your objects of worship, I even found an altar with this inscription: to an unknown god. Now what you worship as something unknown I am going to proclaim to you.”


We shake our heads and chuckle at the thought of worshiping “an unknown god.” Yet I wonder, how many of us Bible-believing Christians are not, in fact, doing much the same thing? Michael Green writes,

The Christian Church has always had a good many professing members who know about as much about the Holy Spirit in their experience as those disciples at Ephesus who were asked by Paul, “Did you receive the Holy Spirit when you believed?” and replied, “No, we have never even heard that there is a Holy Spirit” (Acts 19:2). Many churchmen of all denominations have been in the same state. They have heard in a vague way about the Holy Spirit, but have either put it all down to typical ecclesiastical in-talk, or assumed that it was not intended for ordinary folk like themselves. For all practical purposes, the Holy Spirit could be discounted.


I suggest that the Holy Spirit is the “unknown God” of evangelical Christianity. To most folks, the person, work, and ministry of the Holy Spirit are a mystery. He is not only invisible but also confusing and even a little bit eerie…espe​cially when, for years, He was referred to as “It” and formally ad​dressed as “the Holy Ghost.”


Why is this the case? I believe this distant stance many have taken regarding the Holy Spirit is the result of an overreaction. In the early twentieth century the Pentecostal movement swept through Christianity, particularly in the United States. Some took this to extremes, elevating the Holy Spirit above the Father and the Son, and claiming that, unless a person had a similar experience of speaking in tongues or other miraculous signs as they did, well, that person did not have the Holy Spirit. Worship sometimes became out of control, and supernatural phenomena became commonplace, even demanded.


In response to this, non-Pentecostal Christians went to the opposite extreme. Speaking in tongues and healing were declared “not for today.” Supernatural signs and wonders were seen with suspicion, at times even declared demonic. Preachers stopped preaching about the Holy Spirit to avoid being labeled “charismatic.” Churches stopped singing hymns or choruses that glorified and worshiped the Spirit. I personally knew one church elder who said, “If someone started speaking in tongues in my church, I’d pick them up and physically throw them out the door!” (He was large enough to do that, too!)


As usual, both extremes are wrong. The extreme Pentecostals go to far (and please don’t lump all Pentecostal Christians in this camp; there are some well-balanced, godly Christians in this number), and extreme Evangelicals don’t go far enough. As Chuck Swindoll confesses in his excellent book, Flying Closer to the Flame,
During my growing-up years, including my years in semi​nary, I kept a safe distance. I was taught to be careful, to study Him from a doctrinal distance but not to enter into any of the realms of His supernatural workings or to tolerate the possibil​ity of such. Explaining the Spirit was acceptable and encouraged; experiencing Him was neither. Today, I regret that. I have lived long enough and ministered broadly enough to realize that fly​ing closer to the flame is not only possible, it is precisely what God wants.


Unfortunately, this is all too lacking among Christians. Wherever one looks in the church today, there is an evident need for a deeper work of the Holy Spirit.
 Whereas extreme Pentecostals may take enthusiasm too far, too many Evangelicals live dull, cold lives that are far too predictable and mundane.


Let me say at the beginning of this series that this is for every Christian—not just church leaders, not just “super-saints” (there are no such things), or just for an elite few.
 As John Stott puts it, “The Christian life is life in the Spirit. It would be impossible to be a Christian, let alone to live and grow as a Christian, without the ministry of the gracious Spirit of God. All we have and are as Christians we owe to him.”
 This is not an elective course in the Christian life. We need to know the truth. We need to break through the apprehension and suspicion that has surrounded Him. We need to get back to what the Bible has to say about who the Holy Spirit is and what He does. But it needs to go beyond theory and theology; our focus must be on practical living. As Swindoll admonishes, “Since the Spirit of God was sent not only to be studied but ultimately to be experienced, it seems to me we have stopped short of God’s intended purpose if we merely discuss and debate His presence instead of exulting in Him on an intimate basis.”


Let’s begin to examine—and experience—the person and work of the Holy Spirit.

The Holy Spirit Is a Divine Power to be Appropriated


First, the Holy Spirit is a divine power to be appropriated. Throughout both the Old and New Testaments, the words “Spirit” and “power” often go together. (We will consider this in more detail next Sunday.) 


This is particularly true in the life of Jesus. From the beginning throughout His earthly life and ministry, the Son of God was empowered by the Spirit of God. Even before He was born this is evident, as seen in Gabriel’s words to Mary in Luke 1:35, “The Holy Spirit will come upon 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.”

How did the miracle of Jesus’ conception happen? Through the power of the Holy Spirit. That first phrase should not be understood that the “Holy Spirit” and the “power of the Most High” are two distinct things. In true Hebrew parallelism, Gabriel says the same thing with different words. The Holy Spirit is the power of the Most High. And that word “overshadow” is the same used to describe the presence of God in the holy of holies in the Jewish tabernacle and later in the temple.
 Jesus was born in the power of the Spirit.


Furthermore, Jesus lived in the power of the Spirit. Luke 4:14 records, “Jesus returned to Galilee in the power of the Spirit…” Peter stated in Acts 10:38, “How God anointed Jesus of Nazareth with the Holy Spirit and power, and how he went around doing good and healing all who were under the power of the devil, because God was with him.” 


Jesus also rose again in the power of the Spirit. Paul writes in Ephesians 1:17-20,

I keep asking that the God of our Lord Jesus Christ, the glorious Father, may give you the Spirit of wisdom and revelation, so that you may know him better. I pray also that the eyes of your heart may be enlightened in order that you may know the hope to which he has called you, the riches of his glorious inheritance in the saints, and his incomparably great power for us who believe. That power is like the working of his mighty strength, which he exerted in Christ when he raised him from the dead and seated him at his right hand in the heavenly realms…

The word translated “power” here is the Greek term dunamis. (This is the same Greek word translated “power” in the passages above.) Kenneth Wuest points out,

The word in the Greek means “power,” in the sense of that which overcomes resistance. Our English word “dynamite,” comes from this Greek word. The gospel is God’s spiritual dynamite which breaks the granite-like heart of the sinner into rock dust, pulverizing it so that it becomes rich soil in which the seed of the Word finds root and grows. The gospel is the most powerful thing in all the world. When it is unloosed in the Spirit-empowering preaching of the Word, souls are saved.

Now I want you to notice that Paul says this power of the Spirit that raised Jesus from the dead is the same power working in us today. Later in the same letter to the Ephesians we read,

I pray that out of his glorious riches he may strengthen you with power through his Spirit in your inner being, so that Christ may dwell in your hearts through faith. [Eph 3:16].


There’s that word again—dynamic, dynamite-like power. What does the power of the Spirit enable us to do? I’d like to share a few this morning.


First He empowers us to share Christ with others. Jesus told His disciples in Acts 1:8, “But 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.” When would they receive power? When the Spirit came on them. What would they do with that power? Be witnesses of Christ. The power and the Spirit are inseparable here; in fact, as J. Vernon McGee puts it, “The power to carry the witness to the world is the Holy Spirit.”
 


Furthermore, in Romans 8:26-27 we see that the Spirit gives us the power to pray.

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 groans that words cannot express. And he who searches our hearts knows the mind of the Spirit, because the Spirit intercedes for the saints in accordance with God’s will. 


Have you ever experienced a time when you wanted to pray, you knew that you should pray, but you couldn’t put your prayer into words? The Holy Spirit comes in that moment and prays for us. He puts those thoughts into words, and prays on our behalf!


Not only that, but the Spirit gives us power over Satan. We read in 1 John 4:4, 

“You, dear children, are from God and have overcome them, because the one who is in you is greater than the one who is in the world.” We need not fear the power of the enemy, because the power of God through the Holy Spirit is greater.

What was true then is true today. The power (or dynamic) that Jesus promised the disciples was the Spirit’s unparalleled help and enablement, immea​surably surpassing their own human ability. Think of it! It’s the very same dynamic that is resident within every Christian today. But where has it gone? Why is it so seldom evident among us?

The Holy Spirit Is a Divine Person to be Appreciated


But there is more. Not only is the Holy Spirit a divine power to be appropriated, but He is a divine person to be appreciated. As British preacher R. A. Torrey wrote, “A frequent source of error and fanaticism about the work of the Holy Spirit is the attempt to study and understand His work without first of all coming to know Him as a Person.”


At this point some cults are guilty of doctrinal error. The Jehovah’s Witnesses believe that the Holy Spirit is neither God nor a person, according to Watchtower teaching. “It” is simply an impersonal “active force” that God uses in doing his will.
 Yet Jesus repeatedly refers to the Holy Spirit as He—a person of the Trinity—not an “it.”
 A. W. Tozer emphatically writes,
He is a Person. Put that down in capital letters—that the Holy Spirit is not only a Being having another mode of existence, but He is Himself a Person, with all the qualities and powers of personality. He is not matter, but He is substance. The Holy Spirit is often thought of as a beneficent wind that blows across the Church. If you think of the Holy Spirit as being literally a wind, a breath, then you think of Him as non-personal and non-individual. But the Holy Spirit has will and intelligence and feeling and knowledge and sympathy and ability to love and see and think and hear and speak and desire the same as any person has.


How do we know this? Let’s look in the Word. From 1 Corinthians 2:10-11,

But it was to us that God revealed these things by his Spirit. For his Spirit searches out everything and shows us God’s deep secrets. No one can know a person’s thoughts except that person’s own spirit, and no one can know God’s thoughts except God’s own Spirit. [nlt]

From this we acknowledge that the Holy Spirit has a mind, or intellect.


Ephesians 4:30 states, “And do not grieve the Holy Spirit of God, with whom you were sealed for the day of redemption.” Here we see that the Holy Spirit has feelings or emotion. Can we say that of a force? Can gravity be grieved? Can electricity be elated? Of course not! Only a personality can experience these emotions. And the Spirit does.


We also read in 1 Corinthians 12:11 [nkjv], “But one and the same Spirit works all these things, distributing to each one individually as He wills.” This verse tells us that the Holy Spirit has a will, or volition. There are all three elements of personality—mind, heart, and will (or intellect, emotion, and volition)—evident in the Holy Spirit. He is a “He,” not an “it.”

So the Holy Spirit is a Person. That’s what He is. Now, who is He? The church throughout history has said that He is God. Let me quote from the Nicene Creed: “I believe in the Holy Ghost, the Lord and Giver of life, which proceedeth from the Father and the Son, and with the Father and the Son together is worshipped and glorified.”
 

Did you notice that last line? The Holy Spirit, with the Father and Son together, is to be worshiped and glorified. Yet I have known of preachers and churches (sadly from our own brotherhood) who teach and practice that the Holy Spirit is not to be worshiped! If we truly believe that He is God, how can we not worship the Holy Spirit? How can in be wrong to pray to the Holy Spirit if indeed He is God?

As Torrey concludes,

It is of the highest importance from the standpoint of worship that we decide whether the Holy Spirit is a Divine Person, worthy to receive our adoration, our faith, our love, and our entire surrender to Himself, or whether it is simply an influence emanating from God or a power or an illumination that God imparts to us. If the Holy Spirit is a person, and a Divine Person, and we do not know Him as such, then we are robbing a Divine Being of the worship and the faith and the love and the surrender to Himself which are His due.
 

How do we know that the Spirit is God? In several books of the Bible, all three members of the Trinity are mentioned together, such as 2 Corinthians 13:14, “May the grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, and the love of God, and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit be with you all.” In Matthew 10:20, He is referred to as “the Spirit of your Father.” Romans 8:9 calls Him “the Spirit of Christ.” And in Acts 2:32-33 He is mentioned along with the Father and the Son as the third person of the godhead.


But perhaps the strongest argument that the Holy Spirit is God can be found in Matthew 28:19, when Jesus told His disciples, “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.” You see, in those days many religions baptized their followers. Being baptized in a name means to be identified with a god. Notice what Jesus says here: “in the name [singular] of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit [plural].” One God, three distinct persons. Thus the Holy Spirit is God.


As we draw this message to a close, I want to move beyond the lesson and into the living. We’ve considered the question, “Who is the Holy Spirit?” We have seen that He is a divine power to be appropriated and a divine person to be appreciated. But as we conclude, I want to ask one more question: “Who is the Holy Spirit…to you?” I’m not asking for your doctrinal belief of the third person of the trinity; I’m asking who the Holy Spirit is in your life. We may know about some famous or historical person, but that does not mean that we know him or her. I am afraid Tozer is accurate when he writes about the doctrine of the Spirit,

Evangelical Christianity believes it, but nobody experiences it. It lies under the snow, forgotten. I am praying that God may be able to melt away the ice from this blessed truth, and let it spring up again alive, that the Church and the people who hear may get some good out of it and not merely say “I believe” while it is buried under the snow of inactivity and non-attention.
 

To remain at a distance from Him is worse than wrong; it is downright tragic.
 Let’s get beyond the theory and into the truth. In the words of the hymn, “Beyond the sacred page, I seek Thee, Lord.” I can think of no better place to begin than that.
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