The Doctrine of the Holy Spirit

This morning we are thinking about the doctrine of the Holy Spirit.  We have a vast subject and a short space of time so we will launch straight into it.

1) The name and titles of the Holy Spirit.

Holy

“Holy” tells us that the Holy Spirit is separate from man, pure and untainted by sin.

Spirit

The Hebrew word for “Spirit” (ruach) is also the Hebrew word for “wind” or “breath”.  When the OT speaks of the “Spirit of the LORD” it speaks of the energy and activity of God.  However, it is not simply speaking of the force or energy of God, but of God extending himself in a personal way (Psalm 139:7 “Where can I go from your Spirit? Where can I flee from your presence?”).

Similarly, the Greek word for “Spirit” (pneuma) can also mean “wind” or “breath”.  It carries the idea of life and energy.  It is a word that is sometimes used to speak of the spirit of men (Luke 8:55).  Again, when we read in the NT of God’s Spirit it is not simply a force or energy that is being spoken of.  In the NT teaching concerning the Holy Spirit becomes clearer than in the OT and, as we will see in a moment, the Holy Spirit is clearly revealed to be a divine person.

Other titles

In Romans 8:9-11 the Holy Spirit is described as the “Spirit of God” and as the “Spirit of Christ”.  He is the Spirit of the Father and he is the Spirit of Christ of the Son.

In John 14-16 the Holy Spirit is referred to as the “Comforter / Counsellor”.  He is the “paraclete”, an advocate who takes up another’s case and strengthens and encourages.  In that same passage he is referred to as the “Spirit of truth”.

We could say much more and could refer to other titles, but that is just a little about the names and titles of the Holy Spirit.  Who / what is the Holy Spirit?

2) The person of the Holy Spirit.

The Holy Spirit is not a force or an influence, but he is a person.  The Scriptural evidence for this is overwhelming.  The Lord Jesus Christ referred to the Holy Spirit as a person: “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” (John 16:13).

Speaking of the gifts of the Spirit in 1 Corinthians 12:11, Paul shows that the Holy Spirit has a sovereign will and that he gives gifts according to his will: “All these are the work of one and the same Spirit, and he gives them to each one, just as he determines”.

In addition to this we read of the Holy Spirit teaching (John 14:26).  We read of him calling, commanding and sending (Acts 13:2-4 & 20:28).  The Holy Spirit can be lied to (Acts 5:3) and he can be grieved (Ephesians 4:30).  All of this shows him to be a person.

God the Father and God the Son are persons, and the Holy Spirit is spoken of as a person equal with the other persons of the Trinity.  In Matthew 18:19 Jesus told his disciples to “go and make disciples of all nations, baptising them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit”.  Paul ended his second letter to the Corinthians with the words: “May the grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, and the love of God, and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit be with you all”.

These verses speak of the person of the Holy Spirit and also lead us to consider the deity of the Holy Spirit.

3) The deity of the Holy Spirit.

The two verses that we have just read refer to the Holy Spirit along with God the Father and God the Son.  They imply the deity of the Holy Spirit, and this is clearly seen in other places as well.  In Acts 5:3 Peter says that Ananias lied to the Holy Spirit and in v4 he says that Ananias lied to God.  In 2 Corinthians 3:17&18 we are told twice that the Lord is the Spirit.  In Psalm 95:6-11 we have words spoken by God our maker, and in Hebrews 3:7-11 these words are attributed to the Holy Spirit.  

There are places where we read of the Holy Spirit doing things that only God can do.  Here are just three examples:

· He creates (Job 26:13&33:4).  

· He raised Jesus Christ from the dead (1 Peter 3:18).

· He will raise believers from the dead (Romans 8:11).

The Trinity

At this point, it is probably worth saying a little about the Trinity.  At the heart of the Christian faith is the doctrine of the Trinity.  There is one God who is three distinct persons.  Simply saying this shows us that God is beyond our understanding and worthy of our humble worship. 

The doctrine of the Trinity is more clearly revealed in the NT than in the OT, but it is revealed in the OT.  We are told in the OT that God is one (Deuteronomy 6:4), yet we also find God referring to himself in plural terms (Genesis 1:26,3:22&11:7).  We have OT references to the coming Messiah as one who is divine (e.g. Psalm 2 & Isaiah 9:6).  We have already mentioned some OT references to the Spirit of the LORD.  This is revealed more clearly in the NT.  We have already referred to the words of the great commission and the benediction at the end of 2 Corinthians.  Think also of voice of the Father and the descent of the Spirit at Jesus’ baptism or of a verse like Ephesians 2:18 where we are told that through Christ we have access to the Father, by the Spirit.

While we cannot understand this, the doctrine of the Trinity is a vitally important doctrine.  If we go wrong here, then we go wrong everywhere.  Take, for example, the doctrine of justification.  The Father declares us righteous on the basis of the finished work of the Son, applied to us by the Spirit.  The doctrine of the Trinity is at the heart of the gospel.  The doctrine of the Trinity is also vitally important for our enjoyment of the Christian life.  Think of it like this: At the end of John 13 the disciples were bewildered and afraid.  Jesus had told them that he was going to die, that one of them was going to betray him and that one of them was going to deny him.  Those men desperately needed to be comforted and encouraged.  So what did Jesus do?  Basically, he spent the next three chapters expounding the doctrine of the Trinity to them.  He prepared them for what lay ahead by teaching them about the work of God; Father, Son and Holy Spirit.  He assured them that the triune God was with them and was working for them.

So when we are thinking about the Holy Spirit we are thinking about the third person of the Trinity who is distinct from the Father and the Son, but is one with the Father and Son, proceeding from them and working in harmony with them.

What then is the work of the Holy Spirit?

4) The work of the Holy Spirit.

This is a vast subject and we can only touch upon some aspects of it.

His work in the Old Testament

We read of his activity in different places in the OT.  We have already referred to how in the creation account God refers to himself in plural terms (“Let us make man in our image, in our likeness”. Genesis 1:26).  In Genesis 1:2 we read of the Spirit of God hovering over the waters, carrying the idea of cherishing and nourishing the earth, bringing to fruition what was planned in the mind of God.  We are told in Job 26:13 that “By his breath [Spirit / ruach] the skies became fair”.  In Job 33:4 we read, “The Spirit [ruach] of God has made me; the breath of the Almighty gives me life”.  

In the OT we read of the Holy Spirit giving men gifts for various duties enabling them to govern, lead and fight  (Numbers 11:16ff. Judges 15:14).  We read of him giving intellectual and artistic gifts (Exodus 31:2&3).

Of course, an important part of his work in the OT that continued into the NT is his work in giving the word of God.  In 2 Peter 1:20&21 Peter writes of how Scripture came into being as “men spoke from God as they were carried along by the Holy Spirit”.  In his first letter he writes of the “Spirit of Christ in” the prophets (1 Peter 1:11).  Paul writes of all Scripture, whether that be OT or NT, being breathed out by God (2 Timothy 3:16).

Also in the OT we find a redemptive aspect to the work of the Spirit as he works in the hearts of men and women.  This is clearly seen in Psalm 51:10-12.  In Isaiah 63:7-14 we read of the work of the Spirit in a saving context and we also read here of him being grieved by the rebellion of the people.  While this saving aspect of the work of the Spirit is seen in the OT, it is revealed far more fully and gloriously in the NT and we will think about this in a moment.  

While the person and work of the Holy Spirit is revealed to us in the OT, it is in the NT that his person and work becomes clear.  Sinclair Ferguson says: “it must be said that the story of the Spirit remains an incomplete one when limited to the pages of the OT…The entire OT revelation has a ‘not yet’ written over it as it looks forward to its goal in Christ” (p32).  The OT looks forward to a day of the Spirit when he will be poured out upon his people (Joel 2:28).  It looks forward to the coming of a Messiah who would be filled with the Spirit (Isaiah 11:2, 42:1 & 61:1).

His work in the New Testament

His work in the life of Christ.

This is an often neglected, but very important subject. The Messiah would be filled with the Spirit and when we read the records of Jesus’ birth, especially in Luke’s gospel, we read much of the work of the Holy Spirit.  Mary was told that the Holy Spirit would come upon her and the power of the Most High would overshadow her so that she would give birth to the Son of God.  Jesus was anointed with the Holy Spirit at his baptism.  The Holy Spirit enabled him throughout his life and ministry (Acts 10:38).  The Holy Spirit enabled him in his death (Hebrews 9:14).  In Romans 1:4, 1 Timothy 3:16 & 1 Peter 3:18 we read of the Holy Spirit’s role in the resurrection of Jesus Christ.  After the resurrection of Jesus Christ he ascended to Heaven and he poured out the Holy Spirit upon the church on the day of Pentecost (Acts 2:33). The Holy Spirit supplies the church with the gifts and graces they need to preach the word.  We can put it like this; the Holy Spirit supplies the bodily absence of Christ.  B.B.Warfield uses the illustration of a pent-in stream that has had the barriers broken down.  In the OT the Holy Spirit preserved God’s people.  His work was like a pent-in stream but now, since Pentecost, the barriers have been broken down and the pent-in stream is like a mighty flood.  The Holy Spirit is equipping the church to proclaim Jesus Christ to all the world.

In John chapters 14-16 the Lord Jesus Christ had spoken to his disciples about the coming of the Holy Spirit and we see the promises that he made being fulfilled as we read the book of Acts.  He would convict the world of guilt in regard to sin and righteousness and judgment.  He would remind the disciples of what they had heard and seen and would testify to them about Jesus Christ (14:26. 15:26-27. 16:7-11. 16:13-14).  These things were fulfilled as the gospel was preached and people were saved and the NT scriptures were written.  Still today the Holy Spirit works through the Scriptures and in the hearts of men and women to bring salvation and to exalt Jesus Christ.  It is no surprise that his great concern should be to exalt Christ for he is the Spirit of Christ.  

His work of applying the work of Christ.

The Holy Spirit applies the finished work of Jesus Christ.  All the blessings of salvation are the result of the work of Jesus Christ and the Holy Spirit applies the benefits of his work to us.  It is through the work of the Holy Spirit that we have union with Jesus Christ, that we are in Christ.  The great blessings of this union come to us by the work of the Spirit.

Regeneration is the sovereign and mysterious work of the Holy Spirit whereby he gives dead sinners spiritual life (John 3:5-8).  He awakens people so that they see their sin and they see Jesus Christ as the only saviour.  The Holy Spirit gives people new life so that they know God, love God, worship God and live for God.

The Holy Spirit brings people to repentance and to faith in Jesus Christ.  He so works in the hearts of men and women that they look to Jesus Christ and go to the cross and trust in him.  They are forgiven.  They are given a right standing before God – they are justified.  

The Holy Spirit comes to his people as the Spirit of adoption / sonship and they are brought into the family of God and enjoy all the privileges of being a child of God (Romans 8:14-17).  It is by the work of the Holy Spirit that we are in Christ, that we are new creations and enjoy all the benefits of redemption and of being the children of God.  In Titus 3:4-7 we have a magnificent statement of the way that salvation is the work of the triune God: “But when the kindness and love of God our Saviour appeared, he 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, whom he poured out on us generously through Jesus Christ our Saviour, so that, having been justified by his grace, we might become heirs having the hope of eternal life”.
We cannot separate this from the work of the Holy Spirit in sanctification.  The Holy Spirit works in us to bring us to salvation.  While we are saved from sin and God’s judgment upon it, we remain sinners living in a sinful world.  The Holy Spirit works in us to sanctify us, to make us holy, to make us like Jesus Christ (Galatians 5:22&23).  He gives us understanding of the things of God (1 Corinthians 2:6-16) and he enables us to turn from sin and follow Christ (Romans 8:13).  The Holy Spirit helps us to pray (Romans 8:26&27).  Through the work of the Holy Spirit we are given assurance of and a foretaste of the glory and the love of Heaven (Ephesians 1:14. Romans 8:23).  Listen to 2 Corinthians 3:18, “And we, who with unveiled faces all reflect the Lord’s glory, are being transformed into his likeness with ever-increasing glory, which comes from the Lord, who is the Spirit”.  The Holy Spirit transforms us into glory which will be completed when Christ returns.  
The Holy Spirit provided Jesus Christ with a physical body and he provides him with a spiritual body – the church.  In all of these things we are brought back to the fact that the great work of the Holy Spirit is to glorify Christ.

In his hymn on the Trinity Isaac Watts, after having written of the worship we are to give to the Father and to the Son, writes:

To God the Spirit’s Name
Immortal worship give,
Whose new-creating power
Makes the dead sinner live;
His work completes the great design,
And fills the soul with joy divine.

Almighty God, to Thee
Be endless honours done,
The undivided Three,
And the mysterious One:
Where reason fails, with all her powers,
There faith prevails, and love adores.
