
The Holy Spirit 

Keith Clark - Hohenwald Church of Christ - March 27, 2011 

 

“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. Peace I leave with you; my peace I give 

you. I do not give to you as the world gives. Do not let your hearts be troubled and do not be 

afraid.”  

--John 14:26-27 

 

“Do not leave Jerusalem, but wait for the gift my Father promised, which you have heard me 

speak about. For John baptized with water, but in a few days you will be baptized with the Holy 

Spirit. . . . 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.” 

--Acts 1:4-5, 8 

 

When the day of Pentecost came, they were all together in one place. Suddenly a sound like the 

blowing of a violent wind came from heaven and filled the whole house where they were sitting. 

They saw what seemed to be tongues of fire that separated and came to rest on each of them. All 

of them were filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak in other tongues as the Spirit enabled 

them. Now there were staying in Jerusalem God-fearing Jews from every nation under heaven. 

When they heard this sound, a crowd came together in bewilderment, because each one heard 

their own language being spoken. Utterly amazed, they asked: “Aren’t all these who are speaking 

Galileans? Then how is it that each of us hears them in our native language? Parthians, Medes 

and Elamites; residents of Mesopotamia, Judea and Cappadocia, Pontus and Asia, Phrygia and 

Pamphylia, Egypt and the parts of Libya near Cyrene; visitors from Rome (both Jews and 

converts to Judaism); Cretans and Arabs—we hear them declaring the wonders of God in our 

own tongues!” Amazed and perplexed, they asked one another, “What does this mean?” Some, 

however, made fun of them and said, “They have had too much wine.” 

Acts 2:1-13 

 



It’s relatively easy for us to talk about and think about God. We have a 

host of adjectives, nouns, and verbs at our disposal with which we can 

talk about God and which shape the way we think about God. 

 

Likewise, it’s relatively easy for us to talk about and think about Jesus. 

We have a stockpile of stories, a plethora of parables, a cache of 

commands with which we can talk about Jesus and which shape the way 

we think about Jesus. 

 

But as we continue to familiarize ourselves with the cast of fellow 

characters in this script in which we have a role, we come to a character 

about whom it’s tough to talk and taxing to think: we come to the Holy 

Spirit. In some respects, it seems as though it shouldn’t be so tough to 

talk about and think about the Holy Spirit, after all the scriptures offer us 

many resources similar to those we’ve noticed in regard to God the 

Father and Jesus the Son. We’ve got adjectives to describe the Spirit.... 

We’ve got nouns to name the Spirit.... We’ve got verbs to testify to the 

Spirit’s action.... We’ve got a stockpile of stories in which the Holy 

Spirit is said to have been a main character.... And yet, despite all those 

resources, we find it tough to talk about and taxing to think about the 

Holy Spirit. 

 



Now it may seem as though this is a problem, the fact that we find it 

tough to talk about and taxing to think about the Holy Spirit, as 

compared to God the Father and Jesus the Son. Indeed, many of us may 

feel as though this means our faith, or at least our knowledge base, is 

inadequate. Some of us may become frustrated by this and give up trying 

to think about or talk about the Holy Spirit. Others of us may become 

frustrated by this and try harder to increase our knowledge base, seek to 

attain some sense of certainty regarding our beliefs about the Holy 

Spirit, and attempt to formulate a thorough definition with which we can 

talk about the Holy Spirit and which will frame the way we think about 

the Holy Spirit. We think, “If only we could be as sure about the Spirit 

as we are about God the Father and Jesus the Son.” 

 

It’s helpful to remember, though, what we said a few weeks ago, as we 

reflected on God: as much as we seek to define God, to understand God, 

to figure out God, and as important as that is, we realize in the process 

just how limited is our ability to define God, to understand God, to 

figure out God. The truth of the matter is, it’s tough for us to figure out 

ourselves, it’s even tougher to figure out each other, and it’s toughest of 

all to figure out God. In fact, that is part of what it means for God to be 

God, right? If God is completely definable, if God is completely 

understandable, if God is completely figure-out-able, God is no longer 

God. So even our best attempts to define, to understand, and to figure 



out God are ultimately destined to come up short. Which doesn’t mean 

we should quit trying, it just means we should hold on loosely to our 

definitions, to our understanding, to our conclusions, and realize that just 

as God has surprised God’s people over and over again through history, 

God’s more than likely to surprise us a few times as well. We can either 

accept and live with the tension, or we can live without God, but we 

can’t have our cake and eat it too. 

 

It seems to me that the difficulty we have talking about and thinking 

about the Holy Spirit forces us to acknowledge this truth. Given our 

tendency to allow the adjectives, nouns, and verbs to form an idolatrous 

box in which God neatly fits, we frequently need to be reminded to 

acknowledge that we can’t in fact fit God in a box. And given the way in 

which we allow the stories, parables, and commands (at least the ones 

we’ve selectively chosen) to create a mold in which Jesus neatly fits, we 

frequently need to be reminded to acknowledge that we can’t in fact fit 

Jesus in a mold. We must talk and think about God the Father, we must 

talk and think about Jesus the Son, with humility and with restraint; after 

all the scriptures pass on story after story of our ancestors of the faith 

being shocked and even upset when God didn’t fit in their boxes, when 

Jesus didn’t fit in their molds. The way in which we struggle to talk 

about and think about the Holy Spirit, reminds us that as humans our 



talking and thinking are always limited, always finite, we can never fully 

capture God—Father, Son, or Holy Spirit—with talk or thoughts. 

 

And yet we don’t give up trying; we follow the example set by our 

ancestors in the faith, whose awareness of the dangers of boxes and 

molds led them not to abandon talking and thinking about God—Father, 

Son, and Holy Spirit—but led them to hold carefully, yet loosely, to that 

talk and those thoughts. We keep trying to talk, keep trying to think, 

keep trying to learn so that we can talk and think, and we do so with 

humility and restraint. When it comes to the Holy Spirit, this is 

particularly important for us, because many of us have grown up in a 

setting in which the Holy Spirit has, for all practical purposes, been 

largely ignored—perhaps in part because it’s so difficult for us to 

provide absolute answers when we talk or think about the Holy Spirit. 

So we focus on what our ancestors in the faith have felt comfortable 

saying and thinking about the Holy Spirit, that we might recognize the 

Spirit’s place alongside God the Father and Jesus the Son. 

 

The Holy Spirit is a power, which Jesus tells Nicodemus is analogous to 

the wind, you hear its sound but you do not know where it comes from 

or where it is going. Like the wind, this power cannot be calculated, 

limited, managed, manipulated, or packaged and sold. Like the wind, 

which blows where it will, the Spirit’s power moves freely and easily, 



often catching us off guard, showing up at unexpected times and in 

unexpected places. And yet, at the same time, Christians have always 

believed that the Holy Spirit, this power, while free to blow where it 

will, also takes up residence in the lives of those who follow Jesus. Paul 

speaks of this as a sort of down-payment which allows us to begin to 

experience the life we’ll one day enjoy with God, even now, in our 

everyday lives. Acts speaks repeatedly of the way in which the Spirit’s 

power shows up in just such a way in the lives of the earliest disciples of 

Jesus. 

 

The Holy Spirit is a power, and yet the Holy Spirit is also mysteriously a 

person. The Holy Spirit speaks, makes things clear, and testifies 

according to the author of Hebrews. Jesus, even more clearly, speaks of 

the Holy Spirit as a person, when he speaks of the Holy Spirit as the 

“advocate” who will serve as his continuing presence among his people, 

even after he is no longer with them. Not only will the Spirit be an 

advocate, but the Spirit, Jesus says, will be a guide, guiding Jesus’ 

followers fully into truth. Similarly, in John’s Revelation, the Spirit 

speaks to the churches to which John ministered, seeking to guide them 

or shape them into ever more faithful communities of faith. Acts, too 

speaks of the Holy Spirit as a person, testifying to the Spirit’s speaking 

to folks like Philip and Peter, and providing direction for decision-

making and direction-charting in the early church. 



 

The Holy Spirit is at work in those who speak on God’s behalf, those 

who have historically been called prophets. The Holy Spirit was at work 

in the prophets of the Old Testament who called the wandering people 

back to God. The Holy Spirit was at work in Jesus, as Jesus called the 

wandering people back to God. The Holy Spirit was at work in the early 

followers of Jesus, as they proclaimed Jesus as the one who fulfilled the 

calling God had given humanity hundreds of years earlier, to be selfless 

sharers of God’s blessings with all the people of the world, and as they 

proclaimed that God wants every human to join Jesus in fulfilling that 

calling as well. The Holy Spirit has been at work in followers of Jesus 

since then, and is at work in followers of Jesus, even today, as they 

proclaim Jesus and as they invite others to join Jesus in fulfilling the 

calling to be selfless sharers of God’s blessings with all the people of the 

world. While we can’t pinpoint the precise location or the exact nature 

of the Spirit’s work, Christians believe deeply that the Holy Spirit works 

in and speaks through those who speak on God’s behalf. 

 

The Holy Spirit is at work transforming the hearts, minds, and lives of 

those who allow themselves to be open to the Spirit’s work. So it is that 

Paul speaks of walking by the Spirit, of keeping in step with the Spirit, 

of the Spirit helping believers know God more fully, of the Spirit 

enabling Jesus’s followers to be united and stand firm, of the Spirit 



enabling Jesus’s followers to serve God. And, again, as Jesus said to his 

disciples, the Spirit guides his followers into all truth and dwells with his 

followers, empowering them and equipping them to live faithful lives. 

 

The Holy Spirit gifts each one of us with gifts to use in the pursuit of the 

common good, to use on behalf of others. As Paul says in 1 Corinthians 

12, “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. Now to each one the manifestation of the Spirit is 

given for the common good. To one there is given through the Spirit a 

message of wisdom, to another a message of knowledge by means of the 

same Spirit, to another faith by the same Spirit, to another gifts of 

healing by that one Spirit, to another miraculous powers, to another 

prophecy, to another distinguishing between spirits, to another speaking 

in different kinds of tongues, and to still another the interpretation of 

tongues. All these are the work of one and the same Spirit, and he 

distributes them to each one, just as he determines.” Or as Paul says in 

Romans 12, “We have different gifts, according to the grace given to 

each of us. If your gift is prophesying, then prophesy in accordance with 

your faith; if it is serving, then serve; if it is teaching, then teach; if it is 

to encourage, then give encouragement; if it is giving, then give 



generously; if it is to lead, do it diligently; if it is to show mercy, do it 

cheerfully.” 

 

There we have it. The Holy Spirit is a power and a person, a person and 

a power, and yet how the Holy Spirit can be both is almost as mysterious 

as how Jesus can be both fully human and fully divine. The Holy Spirit 

works in and speaks through people, and yet how the Holy Spirit works 

in and speaks through people is unclear and even whom the Holy Spirit 

speaks through is not always clear. The Holy Spirit is at work 

transforming the hearts, minds, and lives of those who allow themselves 

to be open to the Spirit’s work, and yet we can’t spot the transforming 

action any more than we can spot the moment-by-moment, cell-by-cell 

growth of a young child’s body. The Holy Spirit gives gifts to each and 

every person, and we cannot control or manipulate or somehow buy 

those gifts. Nor can we exchange our gifts or return them for a refund. 

We are simply beneficiaries of whatever gracious gifts the Spirit has 

mysteriously given, to use on behalf of others for the common good. 

We’ve reached the limits of language, the limits of thought, at least as 

our ancestors in the faith have recognized them. Even with all we’ve 

said about the Holy Spirit, there is still a sense in which we haven’t 

really figured out the Holy Spirit, we don’t fully understand the Holy 

Spirit. 

 



But thank God, that faithfulness is not a matter of fully figuring out 

God—Father, Son, and Spirit. Thank God, that the Holy Spirit’s not 

contingent upon our ability to fully understand the Spirit’s power, 

person, speaking, and transformation. Thank God, that the Holy Spirit 

works in ways we can’t understand and in the people and places we’d 

least expect, to bring about transformation greater than we could have 

ever asked for or imagined. And thank God, that the Holy Spirit 

continues to work even among us—in you, in me, in this church 

family—toward the completion of the good work God has begun in us. 

 

We may not understand it. We may not fully grasp it. We may not be 

able to satisfactorily explain it to others. We may not be as certain as 

we’d like to be or as others would like us to be. But this is not cause for 

worry or fear or shame. This is cause for worship, for which Paul 

provides us the perfect words: 

 

“Oh the depth of the riches of the wisdom and knowledge of God! How 

unsearchable God’s judgments, and God’s paths beyond tracing out! 

Who has known the mind of the Lord? Or who has been the Lord’s 

counselor? Who has ever given to God, that God should repay them? For 

from God and through God and to God are all things. To God be the 

glory forever! Amen.” 


