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The Holy Spirit

Power or Person?
by Mike Bull

Many men and women who have read the Bible and listened to Christian teachers have been puzzled about the Holy Spirit. Who or what is the Holy Spirit? Is the Holy Spirit a God, or a part of God? What is the truth?

In order to answer these questions, we will turn to the Bible itself as the only authority. Please turn to the Bible passages mentioned in this booklet to confirm the truth about the Holy  Spirit for yourself.

Not a Mystery

When questioned about the Holy Spirit, many religious teachers today reply that it is a mystery, and that we should not seek to understand in detail what it means. They will often say that believers must accept their explanations, 'in faith', without requiring a logical explanation.

This is just an excuse. Comments like this overlook the passages in the Bible which show that the mystery of God has already been revealed through the work of Jesus Christ:

"Having made known to us the mystery of His will, according to His good pleasure" (Ephesians 1 :9)

"The mystery. ..now made manifest, and by the prophetic Scriptures made known to all nations" (Romans 16:25-26)

"The mystery which... has now been revealed to his saints." (Colossians 1 :26)
These are not ,the only Bible passages which show that the 'mysteries' of religion have now been revealed (see also Romans 11 :25; Ephesians 3:3; 6: 19; Colossians 4:3; 1 Corinthians 15:51). If the Bible repeatedly says that now there is no 'mystery' in the fundamental teachings of the gospel, then we can be confident that the truth about the Holy Spirit also can be found in the Bible, if we read through it and look for ourselves.

Never did any disciple of Jesus say, "this is a mystery, so do not try to understand it". Instead they took pains to show their hearers logical explanations of the things from the Bible.

The Spirit of God

Many times throughout the Bible, the word 'spirit' is referred to as "the spirit of God". The very beginning of the Bible says that "the spirit of God was moving over the waters" (Genesis 1:2) as God was about to create everything on earth.

The spirit spoken about in the Bible is of God. It is God's spirit, something that belongs to him, and comes from him. That is why the phrase "the spirit of the Lord" appears so many times in the Bible. (For example Isaiah 11:2, 40:7, 61:1; Micah 3:8).

The spirit of God summarises many things about him. The Hebrew word (ruakh) translated "spirit" in the Old Testament of the Bible in the first sense means "breath" or "power". God's spirit is therefore His "breathing", the very essence of God, reflecting His mind.

God's actions are reflected in how He thinks, much like with us as human beings. In the Bible man's spirit shows how he is. We think of something, and then do it. For example, our 'spirit', or mind, responds to the hunger in our stomach, and we will seek out some food. This explains why the Hebrew word for spirit can mean all of these English words: breath, mind, and power. Our spirit -the essential us - refers to our thoughts, and therefore also to our actions which reflect the thoughts or disposition of our mind.

On a far more glorious scale, God's spirit is the same; it is the power by which He displays His essential being, His character and purpose. God thinks and therefore does things: "Surely as I have thought, so it shall come to pass, and as I have purposed, so it shall stand" (Isaiah 14:24).

The Limitless Power of God

God is all powerful. He is the creator of the world. In contrast to other so-called gods worshipped throughout the ages, the God of the Bible is the only true God.

"The Lord is the true God; He is the living God and the everlasting king. He has made the earth by his power, He has established the world by His wisdom." (Jeremiah 10:10-12)
God used His power from the very beginning, when He created the world and everything in it. God continues to be in control of the world by this same power which was used to create people and animals.

"I have made the earth, the man and the beast that are on. the ground, by my great power and by my outstretched arm, and have given it to whom it seemed proper unto me." (Jeremiah 27:5)

Because God by His very nature is powerful, His spirit is powerful. We as human beings have some power, but ours of course is limited. We have the power to carry out only some of the actions that we desire. God has an ability that we do not. He can give His power to human beings.

"He gives power to the weak, and to those who have no

might He increases strength" (Isaiah 40:29).
Sometimes, this gift of power is called the spirit.

Power and Spirit

God's power or spirit given to one of His prophets is spoken about in the following way:

"But truly I am full of power by the spirit of the Lord, and of justice and of might" (Micah 3:8)

The spirit gave power to the prophet Micah as he spoke God's word. Many others in the Bible received power to do various miracles, or to show signs to people that God was with them.

Greatest of all, Jesus Christ received power from God, the Holy Spirit, to accomplish good things.

"God anointed Jesus of Nazareth with the Holy Spirit and with power, who went about doing good and healing all who were oppressed by the devil, for God was with him." (Acts 10:38)

This power was a gift of God to His son, Jesus Christ. The power was the Holy Spirit.

The above passage speaks of Jesus being anointed with the Holy Spirit. Earlier on in the Bible, the time when the Holy Spirit was given to Jesus is described. This was just before Jesus began to preach. John the Baptist baptized him in the Jordan River. Immediately afterwards, the Holy Spirit came upon Jesus, as God spoke in the following words.

"You are my beloved son; in. you I am well pleased." (see

Luke 3:21-22)
The power of the Holy Spirit was at work in the life of Jesus even before this. Before he was born, an angel of God appeared to Mary his mother. The angel told her that she would have a special son, who would be called the Son of  God. When Mary asked her how this would be, since she was a virgin, the angel replied:

"The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power of the Highest will overshadow you; therefore, also, that holy one who is to be born will be called the Son of God."  (Luke 1:35)

The miracle of the birth of Jesus was brought about by God's power, called in this verse "the power of the highest", and also revealed as the Holy Spirit.

Jesus Christ is never called "the son of the Holy Spirit", in the Bible, he is only known as the 'Son of Man' (by Mary), or 'Son of God', because it was God's Holy Spirit that worked the marvel of his birth. It was God's desire that a son be born; therefore He carried it out by His spirit.

What is Spirit?

As we have said, "spirit" is more than God's power. It is a part of God, just as air in the lungs is a part of human beings.

Jesus explained:

"God is spirit, and those who worship Him must worship in spirit and truth." (John 4:24).

Spirit in the Bible is also associated with God's mind, and His thinking, and the words that proceed from him.

"Who has directed the spirit of the Lord, or as His counsellor has taught him", (Isaiah 40:13).

Later, in the New Testament, the apostle Paul quoted these

words as follows:

"Who has known the mind of the Lord? Or who has become His counsellor?" (Romans 11:34)

God's mind and His word have great power. What He proposes to do in His mind, and the words of His mouth, always come to pass. In the beginning, God said, "let there be light." (Genesis 1:3). We do not understand how God accomplishes this, but we can see what was done. The Bible uses the same Hebrew word (ruakh) 'spirit' or 'breath' in the sense of "mind" when Abraham's son Isaac, and his wife Rebekah were unhappy with Esau their son because he did things they did not approve of.

'They were a grief of mind to Isaac and Rebekah" (Genesis

26:35).
Again "mind" is the same Hebrew word (ruakh) ordinarily translated as "spirit', "breath" or "wind" in the Old Testament. There is also an association in the Bible between God speaking and His spirit. When God speaks, it is done. His words have power.

"By the word of the Lord the heavens were made, and all the host of them by the breath of His mouth... For He spoke, and it was done, He commanded, and it stood fast." (Psalm 33:6,9).

The word "breath" above is the same word in the original language that is often translated "spirit" in English. God's words have power, and whatever He says is done. The same word is also related to the words "wind" or "breeze", as well as "breath", as we have seen before. The Bible says that Adam and Eve heard the voice of God in "the cool of the day." (Genesis 3:8) Again the word "cool" in the original is the same as the word for "spirit". It was the time of the day when there was a wind or breeze running through the garden. God's spirit is like wind. We cannot see it, but we can see its effects. The wind blows through the trees, and we see the leaves blow, though we do not see the wind. God acts in the earth, and we see His power in what He brings to pass.

The word used for spirit is translated as "breath" or "wind" in a number of Bible passages. (For example Genesis 7:15; Exodus 10:13,19; Numbers 11 :31; 2 Samuel 22:16; 1 Kings 18:45; 19:11; Job 4:9)

Church Teaching about the Holy Spirit

Many Christian churches and leaders today say that the Holy Spirit is a person -one of the persons of what they call the Trinity -composed of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit, This term is not found in the Bible, and was a teaching introduced into the church only 300 years after Christ.

If this teaching is true, then we must find it clearly taught in the Bible, God's word, The Bible should be our only authority. Although the terms "Trinity" and "God the Holy Spirit" are never found in the Bible, there are some passages which have been taken as supporting this teaching, Let us examine some of these to see for ourselves.

(1) "The Holy Ghost"

In the King James Bible the holy spirit is sometimes called "the Holy Ghost", Surely a ghost must be a person? In fact this is just antiquated English -no modern Bible has this translation.

(2) Capital letter 'S' for "Spirit"

Another common misunderstanding is the capital letter "S", often used in English Bibles with the word "Spirit", Usually in English a capital letter means that what is referred to is a person (for example capital 'J' for John), But in the Bible this only reflects the fact that Bible translations are generally sponsored by churches which teach the Trinity -and naturally therefore those churches wish their translations to reflect this belief. But in the original languages of the Bible such a distinction is entirely lacking.

(3) 'He' and 'who'

Another reason, in English Bibles, why people think that the Holy Spirit is a person is because in modern versions (such as NIV or NKJV) the "it" referring to the Holy Spirit in older versions has been changed to "he". Likewise in many modern Bible versions "the Holy Spirit which" (a power) becomes "the Holy Spirit who"(a person). As with the capital letter 'S', such a distinction is unknown in the original Bible  languages.

The Greek words that the translators have rendered as "he" or "who" in English versions are not necessarily used for a person in the original language. These words can also be translated as "it" and "which" as well. The choice of "he" or "it" should be determined by Bible teaching on God's spirit.

(4) Grieving the spirit

There is one passage in particular in the Bible that has suggested to many people that God and His Spirit are separate, and which speaks of "grieving" the Holy Spirit. How, it is asked, can the spirit be grieved if it is not a person? Firstly it should be noted that the passage does not just say "the Holy Spirit' but "the holy Spirit of God”:  
"And do not grieve the holy Spirit of God" (Ephesians 4:30)

This is normal Bible language. Compare a similar statement:

"I Daniel was grieved in my spirit" (Daniel 7: 15)

This does not mean that Daniel, and his spirit, were separate

persons. It only tells us that Daniel was grieved in his heart, or mind. The same is true of God being grieved in His spirit.

(5) The Elders in Ephesus

The apostle Paul helped establish new congregations of Christian believers on His missionary journeys. Elders were appointed to take responsibility for organising and serving each group of believers. Speaking to one of these groups of elders, Paul said:

"Therefore take heed to yourselves and to all the flock, among which the Holy Spirit has made you overseers to shepherd the church of God which he purchased with His own blood." (Acts 20:28)

Did the Holy Spirit as a person make these elders overseers? Or was it God's power -the Holy Spirit –upon those people who appointed the elders? Turning to the Bible for our answer, we find that:

"when they (Paul and Barnabas) had appointed elders in every church, and prayed with fasting, they commended them to the Lord". (Acts 14:23)

It was Paul himself who had appointed them, aided by God's power of the Holy Spirit in the selection. Again, when the same apostle Paul wrote to Titus he instructed,

 "for this reason I left you in Crete, that you should set in order the things that are lacking, and appoint elders in every city as I commanded you." (Titus 1:5)

Therefore, it was not the Holy Spirit as a person that appointed overseers, it was the apostles and leaders of the early Church who did so, aided by the gift of God's power, the Holy Spirit.

Another example of a Bible passage that appears to speak as if the Holy Spirit is a person is when it was prophesied that the apostle Paul would be arrested:

"As we stayed many days, a certain prophet named Agabus came down from Judea. When he had come to us, he took Paul's belt, bound his own hands and feet, and said, 'Thus says the Holy Spirit, So shall the Jews at Jerusalem bind the man who owns this belt, and deliver him into the hands of the Gentiles.'" (Acts 21:10-11)

Was it the Holy Spirit as a person who made the pronouncement that this would happen, or was it God's power

of the Holy Spirit that gave the knowledge to the prophet to say these things?

(6) "Sent from God"

The Holy Spirit is often shown in the Bible to be sent from heaven. It is certainly true that the prophets did not speak their own words. They spoke the words of God. The Holy Spirit was sent from heaven as the power that gave them the words of God. Consider the following:

"To them (the prophets) it was revealed that, not to themselves, but to us they were ministering the things which have been reported to you through those who have preached the gospel to you by the Holy Spirit sent from heaven." (1 Peter 1:12).

The Holy Spirit was sent from heaven that the prophets might preach the gospel. God's words were given to them by God's power.

The same was true of Jesus Christ, who said of himself:

"the spirit of the Lord is upon me, because He has anointed me to preach the gospel to the poor" (Luke 4: 18).

The spirit of the Lord upon Jesus was not a person, but rather was the gift of the Father for doing good, and carrying out His purpose.

It was God who sent His Holy Spirit. Clearly, someone who sends something is greater than the thing sent. God controls His own spirit, and it was given as a gift to those that He chose. This is why the Bible also refers to "the gift of the Holy Spirit." (Acts 2:38; 10:45; Hebrews 2:4)

Therefore we come to the conclusion that prophets who spoke saying "thus says the Holy Spirit" were telling their listeners that the word was not their own. It was by God's power that future events were known and revealed, or miracles were performed, including the prophecy of Agabus about Paul.

(7) "The Comforter"

There is one final passage where the Bible does seem to speak as if the Holy Spirit were a person. Jesus spoke of the Holy Spirit as "the comforter" in the gospel of John:

 "These things have I spoken unto you, being yet present with you. But the Comforter, which is the Holy Ghost, whom the Father will send in my name, he shall teach you all things, and bring all things to your remembrance, whatsoever I have said unto you. " (John 14:25-26, King James Version)

We notice first that Jesus said that the Father would send the comforter. This is the same as other examples of God sending his spirit, or power, or breath into the world.

Secondly, the purpose of the comforter was so that the disciples of Jesus would be able to remember what he had said after he had ascended into heaven. What was it that would help them remember? Was it a person, or was it rather God's power of the Holy Spirit that would bring their master's words to their remembrance, and thus comfort them?

In practice, what was it that was given to the disciples of Jesus Christ after he rose from the dead? It was the gifts of the Spirit.

Gifts of the Holy Spirit

The disciples of Jesus gathered together in Jerusalem after Jesus had ascended into heaven.

"Suddenly there came a sound from heaven, as of a rushing mighty wind, and it filled the whole house where they were sitting. Then there appeared to them divided tongues, as of fire, and one sat on each of them. And they were all filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak with other tongues, as the Spirit gave them utterance." (Acts 2:2-4)

The promise of Jesus had been kept. The Holy Spirit was given to his disciples. In this case they were given a specific ability -to speak in other languages. The day when the. Holy Spirit was given was during a feast when Jews throughout the Roman Empire were in Jerusalem celebrating Pentecost.

"Then they were all amazed and marvel/ed, saying to one another, 'Look, are not all these who speak Galileans? And how is it that we hear, each in our own language in which we were born?’” (Acts 2:7-8).

The Holy Spirit, God's power, gave them the miraculous power to speak in other languages just at the right time. People from allover the world were able to hear the good news that the disciples had to tell them about the risen Christ.

Other abilities were given to the disciples. The apostle Paul when writing to the Corinthians mentions a number of different gifts:

"There are diversities of gifts, but the same Spirit. There are differences of ministries, but the same Lord. And there are diversities of activities, but it is the same God who works all in all. But the manifestation of the Spirit is given to each one for the profit of all: for to one is given the word of wisdom through the Spirit, to another the word of knowledge through the same Spirit, to another faith by the same Spirit, to another gifts of healings by the same spirit, to another the working of miracles, to another prophecy, to another discerning of spirits, to another different kinds of tongues, to another the interpretation of tongues. But one and the same Spirit works all these things, distributing to each one individually as he wills.” (1 Corinthians 12:4-11).

God's gift of the power of the Holy Spirit showed itself in various abilities. The Holy Spirit truly was power, a power be used to bring mankind to God through the gospel, and consolidate the early churches of Christianity in the faith. Paul speaks of it in another of his letters:

"Now may the God of hope fill you with all joy and peace in believing, that you may abound in hope by the power of the Holy Spirit. "(Romans 15:13).

We can see why Jesus called the Holy Spirit a comforter. It increased their hope for a better life in the future, a life in the kingdom of God, as Paul had preached. (Acts 28:30-31)

The Holy Spirit was both a comforter, and a witness to the truth of the preaching of the apostles of Jesus. It was power given to them to show various miracles that confirmed that God was with them. This was one of the reasons that Christianity spread so quickly in the first century. Paul spoke of this also, a few verses after the quotation above, as follows:

"I have reason to glory in Jesus Christ in the things which pertain to God... in mighty signs and wonders, by the power of the Spirit of God, so that from Jerusalem to Illyricum I have fully preached the gospel of Christ."  (Romans 15:17,19).

God was using the Holy Spirit to bring about His purpose, to save those of mankind who would listen to the good news that was offered to them.

"So shall my word be that goes forth from my mouth; it shall not return to me void, but it shall accomplish what l please, and it shall prosper in the thing for which I sent it" (Isaiah 55:11).

Was this Holy Spirit a person? No, it was, and still is, the power of God, used to accomplish His purpose in the earth.

Does Having the Holy Spirit Guarantee Being Saved?

Some Christian groups teach that possession of the Holy Spirit will lead a person or a community of people to all truth, and that reading and studying of the Bible is secondary. 

Is this true? Does the Bible say that having a gift of the Holy Spirit is a guarantee that one will be saved?

Quite the opposite is true. The Bible specifically says those who have received God's gifts and powers may very well fall away from the way of God, and find no way to repent:

"For it is impossible for those who were once enlightened and have tasted of the heavenly gift, and have become partakers of the Holy Spirit, and have tasted the good word of God and the powers of the age to come, if they fall away, to renew them again to repentance, since they crucify again for themselves the Son of God, and put him to an open shame." (Hebrews 6:4-6)

These are serious and sobering words. The gift of the Holy Spirit would not lead a Christian automatically in God's way and keep them in the way of truth. Paul the apostle wrote to one group who were not putting God's spiritual gifts to best use and in fact were misusing them. (1 Corinthians 14:19). There must be something besides the gift of the Holy Spirit to help a believer stay within the right way.

What Must We Do To Be Saved?

There were some Jews who the apostle Paul and travelling companion Silas preached to during his missionary journeys. These Jews were already well acquainted with the Old Testament of the Bible, the Jewish scriptures. The gospel that Paul preached to them was something different from what they had understood in the past. However, being Jews just as Paul was a Jew, they both used the same scriptures. Paul used the Old Testament to prove that Jesus of Nazareth was the Messiah that the Jews were looking for.

These Jews lived in a city called Berea. Paul arrived there after other Jews at Thessalonica had rejected him and forced him run for his life by night,

"Then the brethren immediately sent Paul and Silas away by night to Berea. When they arrived, they went into the synagogue of the Jews. These were more fair-minded than those in Thessalonica, in that they received the word with all readiness, and searched the Scriptures daily to find out whether these things were so. Therefore many of them believed, and also not a few of the Greeks, prominent women as well as men." (Acts 17: 10-12)

Notice what it was that changed the lives of these men and women to believers in the gospel. It was the preaching of Paul and Silas, followed by checking in the Bible for confirmation of what was said. 

Having the miraculous powers of the Holy Spirit was not the means to save someone. Rather, it was a belief in the good news of the kingdom of God, (Acts 19:8; 28:23), and being baptised as commanded by Jesus Christ (Mark 16: 15-16), and as was practised by the apostles during all of their preaching. (Acts 2:38, 41; 9:18; 10:47-48; 16:15,33; 18:8; 19:5; 22:16).

Conclusion

The Holy Spirit is the very breath of God, the power by which He accomplishes His purpose with mankind. It is associated with many special things that He has done, including the miraculous birth of His son, the Lord Jesus Christ.

God gave the Holy Spirit as a special gift to many men of old, including prophets and apostles who spoke and wrote down His word. Greatest of all, the Holy Spirit was given to Jesus, who healed many people, as he himself said, by the spirit of God. (see Matthew 12:28).

Although the Holy Spirit was given to first century believers it was no assurance that they would be saved. Instead Christians had to understand and believe the gospel of the kingdom of God and the name of Jesus Christ, and repent of their sins, being baptised in water.

Please read the Bible for yourself. Find out whether these things are so.

MIKE BULL

Questions

1. What is the original meaning of 'spirit'?

2. What are other meanings of the same word?

3. Give three examples of God using His Spirit.

4. Give an example of Christ working with the Holy Spirit.

5. Should God's Spirit be called 'he' or 'it'?

6. Explain Ephesians 4:30

7 What was the Comforter?

8. Does the Holy Spirit guarantee salvation?

9. Give verses to support your answer to above.

10. What is the relation of the Bible to the Spirit?

