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“We Believe in the Holy Spirit”: 
Revisiting the Deity of the Spirit
Matthew Barrett

IntroductIon

We believe in the Holy Spirit.” This short, 
succinct affirmation of the Spirit in the 

Nicene Creed leaves the reader wanting much 
more. While the creed clearly and specifically con-
fessed the deity of the Son against the onslaught of 
Arianism, nevertheless, a more extensive confes-
sional statement on the deity of the Spirit awaited. 
Athanasius, so famously known for his defense of 
Christ’s divinity and equality with the Father, is 
less recognized for his defense of the Holy Spirit. 

But without question Athanasius 
affirmed the deity of the Spirit 
as well, arguing that the Spirit is 
“one with the Godhead which is 
in the unoriginated Triad.”1 The 
Spirit, said Athanasius, “has the 
same oneness with the Son as 
the Son has with the Father.”2 
Therefore, contra Arianism, the 
Spirit does not have a beginning 
nor is he created at some point in 
time. Rather, he is consubstantial 

(i.e., homoousios) with the Father and the Son. And 
yet, at the same time, the Spirit is distinct from the 
Father and the Son. As Gregg Allison explains, 
“Although eternal and equal, the three are eternally 
and immutably distinct.”3 Athanasius’s contribu-
tion was pivotal. His Letters to Serapion on the Holy 
Spirit (355–360) sought to refute the Tropici who 
affirmed the Son’s divinity while rejecting the 
Spirit’s divine equality, claiming instead that he is 
a created being. 4 

But Athanasius would not be alone in his affir-
mation of the Spirit’s deity. The Cappadocian 
fathers—Basil the Great, Gregory of Nyssa, and 
Gregory of Nazianzus—would likewise defend 
the Spirit’s divinity. The Pneumatomachi (fight-
ers against the Spirit; also called Macedonians) 
refused to worship the Spirit, arguing that the 
Spirit was not equal in deity to God. But in 376 
Basil the Great (330–379) refuted the Pneuma-
tomachians with On the Holy Spirit, where he 
argued for the full deity of the Spirit, and at the 
same time was clear that the Spirit is not to be 
confused with the Father and the Son but is a 
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distinct hypostasis. Therefore, while there is one, 
undivided divine ousia, there are three, distinct 
divine hypostaseis.5 

Gregory of Nazianzus would be more forth-
right still. While Basil and Gregory of Nyssa were 
hesitant to title the Spirit homoousios with the 
Father and the Son “for fear of alienating poten-
tial supporters,” Gregory of Nazianzus was not.6 
Gregory writes in his Orations, “What then? Is the 
Spirit God? Most certainly. Well then, is he con-
substantial (homoousios)? Yes, if he is God.”7 The 
Spirit’s deity was no abstract matter either. Wor-
ship and prayer, for Gregory, hinge on the matter. 
To worship or pray to one of the three (e.g., Spirit) 
is to adore all three persons given the equality of 
the three in deity.8 

The issue progressed in 381 with the Council of 
Constantinople, which elaborated upon the Creed 
of Nicea resulting in the Nicene-Constantinop-
olitan Creed. We believe “in the Holy Spirit, the 
Lord and life-giver, who proceeds from the Father, 
who is worshipped and glorified together with the 
Father and the Son, who spoke by the prophets.” 
The Spirit is not a created being, nor subordinate 
in deity, but is the Lord and to be worshipped 
along with the Father and Son!9 And he is a person, 
one who speaks and gives life. 

The debates of the fourth century over the deity 
of the Spirit seem so far removed from our twenty-
first century context for a variety of reasons. 10 
With the birth of the Pentecostal movement the 
attention has shifted in pneumatology from the 
deity of the Spirit to the gifts of the Spirit; from his 
divine person to his work in “Spirit baptism” and 
the debate over whether he bestows extraordinary 
gifts on the church today (e.g., tongues, prophecy). 
The shift in pneumatology towards the work of the 
Spirit can also be seen in soteriological contro-
versies. Religious pluralism and inclusivism have 
raised considerable debate over whether or not 
the Spirit works in other religions, even apart from 
the gospel of Jesus Christ. In short, the work of the 
Spirit has taken center stage, and understandably 
since how we define the Spirit’s work in salvation, 

sanctification, and the church is central to Chris-
tian faith and living.

However, if we, as evangelicals, simply relegate 
the subject of the person of the Spirit to an ancient 
era, then we neglect to see the Spirit’s relevancy to 
Christian doctrine and doxology. In the twenty-
first century, as Fred Sanders has observed, evan-
gelicals face two dangers: (1) coldness toward 
the Trinity and (2) shallowness in regards to the 
Trinity.11 And if this is the case with the Trinity at 
large, how much more so with the Holy Spirit in 
particular, who is often the forgotten member of 
the three? But as this study will demonstrate, not 
only is the person and deity of the Spirit biblically 
rooted, but it transforms how we think about the 
most important aspects of the Christian faith.12

Our purpose in what follows is to revisit the 
biblical doctrine of the person and deity of the 
Holy Spirit. In doing so we are seeking to put into 
practice a pneumatology from above, one that is 
faithfully grounded in the biblical text. In order 
to do so, three questions must be answered: (1) 
Is the Holy Spirit a person? (2) Is the Holy Spirit 
God? (3) What difference does the deity of the 
Spirit make?13

Is the holy spIrIt a person?
Is the Holy Spirit a person, or is the Holy Spirit 

an impersonal force or power?14 Scripture does 
connect the Spirit with the power of God (Mic 
3:8; Zech 4:6; Luke 1:17, 35; 4:14; Acts 1:8; 10:38; 
Rom 1:4; 15:13, 19; 1 Cor 2:4; 1 Thess 1:5; 2 Tim 
1:7).15 However, God’s power is never thought of 
in Scripture as impersonal. Rather, as John Frame 
asserts, “It is a power directed by God’s intelligent 
plan to accomplish his purposes.”16 Additionally, 
to substitute “power” for “Spirit” is exegetically 
problematic since there are many passages where 
“power” and “Spirit” are both used in distinction 
from one another (Acts 10:36-38; Rom 15:13; 1 
Cor 2:3-5). In some of these passages “power” is 
attributed to the Spirit, demonstrating his person-
hood. In other words, the Spirit is a person who 
possesses divine power, as he does other attri-
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butes such as wisdom, love, holiness, omniscience, 
omnipresence, etc. But perhaps the most signifi-
cant reason why it is erroneous to conceive of the 
Spirit as an impersonal power or force is because 
there are many indicators that the biblical authors 
affirmed the full personhood of the Spirit. 

The Spirit Performs Actions that  
Can Only Be Attributed to Him If He Is 
a Person. 

Consider t wo brief examples of personal 
actions that are credited to the Holy Spirit. First, 
the Holy Spirit speaks. In Acts 21 Paul is on his 
way to Jerusalem, but the prophet Agabus bound 
Paul’s feet and hands with his own belt, saying, 
“Thus says the Holy Spirit, ‘This is how the Jews 
at Jerusalem will bind the man who owns this belt 
and deliver him into the hands of the Gentiles’” 
(Acts 21:11). Notice, in this instance the Spirit is 
speaking and Agabus is the prophetic messenger.17 
Likewise, speech is credited to the Spirit in Gala-
tians 4:6. Paul reassures the Galatian believers 
that though they used to be enslaved to the world, 
through Christ they have now been redeemed. 
Consequently, those in Christ are adopted as sons. 
“And because you are sons, God has sent the Spirit 
of his Son into our hearts, crying, ‘Abba! Father!’” 
The Spirit speaks—no, cries out—within us, bearing 
testimony to the new reality that God is our Father.18 

Second, the Holy Spirit intercedes. Not only 
does the Spirit come into our hearts so that we cry 
out “Abba! Father!” but the Spirit also mediates on 
our behalf. Paul writes, “Likewise the Spirit helps 
us in our weakness. For we do not know what to 
pray for as we ought, but the Spirit himself inter-
cedes for us with groanings too deep for words. 
And he who searches hearts knows what is the 
mind of the Spirit, because the Spirit intercedes 
for the saints according to the will of God” (Rom 
8:26-27). When we struggle and are weak, unsure 
what to pray for, it is the Spirit who personally 
intercedes on our behalf.19 While we do not know 
the will of God, the Spirit knows God’s will and 
therefore is able to mediate on our behalf before 

the Father. Some may object that Paul is utilizing 
impersonal language to personify the Spirit as a 
type of energy. How then can Paul say in verses 
26-27 that the Spirit prays on behalf of the believer 
who does not know what to pray for? Certainly 
prayer is not the act of an energy but of a person. 

Scripture has much more to say concerning 
the Spirit. Not only does he speak and intercede, 
but he also performs miracles (Rom 15:19; 1 Cor 
12:9-10; cf. Matt 12:28), constrains (Acts 20:21), 
testifies (Acts 20:21), appoints (Acts 20:28), bears 
witness (Acts 5:32; Rom 8:16), bestows spiritual 
gifts (1 Cor 12:9-11; Heb 2:3), pours out divine 
love within us (Rom 5:5; 15:30), sends (Acts 
10:19-20; 13:2), teaches ( John 14:26), adopts 
(Rom 8:15), sanctifies (Rom 1:4), indwells (Rom 
8:9-11; 1 Cor 3:16; 2 Tim 1:14), renews (Titus 3:5), 
leads (Gal 5:17-25), etc. The testimony of Scrip-
ture is overwhelming when looked at as a whole. 
In every way the Spirit functions not as an imper-
sonal power or force, but as a person.20

The Spirit Possesses the Qualities of  
a Person. 

Not only is the personhood of the Spirit evi-
dent in his divine works, but also in the personal 
qualities designated to him, including intelli-
gence, will, and affections, which have histori-
cally been identified as three basic characteristics 
of personhood. 21 To begin with, consider intelli-
gence. If we return to Romans 8:27 we will notice 
that the Spirit is said to have a mind. Right after 
Paul affirms the intercessory role of the Spirit on 
behalf of the believer (8:26), he then explains 
that God, who searches hearts, “knows what is 
the mind of the Spirit [to phronēma tou pneuma-
tos], because the Spirit intercedes for the saints 
according to the will of God” (8:27). Here is a 
clear affirmation of the Spirit’s intelligence. He is 
not a mere force, power, or energy. Rather, he is a 
person who has a mind and on this basis he is able 
to pray for believers in a manner that is consistent 
with the divine will. 22 As Cole concludes, “Such a 
descriptor would be puzzling indeed if the Spirit 
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were simply divine energy.”23

Additionally, the Spirit is said to have a will and 
to exercise his will. For example, in 1 Corinthians 
12 Paul explains that there are varieties of gifts 
but the same Spirit (12:4). “To each is given the 
manifestation of the Spirit for the common good” 
(12:7). Paul goes on to identify some of these gifts 
of the Spirit as including wisdom, knowledge, 
faith, healing, miracles, prophecy, the ability to 
distinguish between spirits, tongues, and the 
interpretation of tongues. Paul concludes, “All 
these are empowered by one and the same Spirit, 
who apportions to each one individually as he 
wills” (12:11). The Spirit is the personal agent of 
the Trinity who gives these divine gifts to different 
believers in Corinth. And notice, the Spirit gives 
these gifts to different individuals “as he wills.” In 
short, the Spirit is said to give, empower, and exer-
cise his will as he wishes, all of which are descrip-
tions of a personal agent, not a mere force. Or as 
Calvin asserts, “For if the Spirit were not an entity 
subsisting in God, choice and will would by no 
means be conceded to him. Paul, therefore, very 
clearly attributes to the Spirit divine power, and 
shows that He resides hypostatically in God.”24

Finally, not only is intellect and will attributed 
to the Spirit, but so also are certain affections.25 
In Ephesians 4:25ff Paul exhorts the Ephesian 
believers to put away falsehood and instead live 
in a godly manner (e.g., speak the truth, do not 
steel, do not use corrupt talk). Paul then warns 
them, “And do not grieve the Holy Spirit of God, 
by whom you were sealed for the day of redemp-
tion” (4:30). According to Paul, the Holy Spirit 
has sealed each believer for the day of redemption 
(cf. Eph 1:13) and therefore the Christian is not 
to grieve the Spirit by committing acts of wicked-
ness, but to live in a way that is glorifying to God 
(cf. Isa 63:10-11). For our purposes it is crucial to 
observe the simple truth that the Spirit can be sor-
rowed, something that cannot be said of a mere 
force, power, or energy.26

A similar text can be found in 1 Thessalonians 
5:19 where Paul concludes his letter by command-

ing Christians not to “quench the Spirit.” Other 
biblical texts assert that the Spirit can be insulted 
by Christians as well (Heb 10:29). In relation to 
unbelievers, Stephen is clear in his martyrdom 
testimony that the Spirit is resisted by those who 
reject the Son of God (Acts 7:51). But perhaps the 
most serious offence against the Spirit is blasphemy 
(Matt 12:31-32; Mark 3:28-29). The sin of blas-
phemy against the Son is pardonable (Matt 12:32a). 
But if the Spirit is blasphemed, there is no forgive-
ness (Matt 12:32b). In regards to the personhood 
of the Spirit, James White puts the matter acutely, 
“We have no reason to believe that there would be 
any less personal element in their blasphemy when 
speaking of the Spirit than when speaking of the 
Son.”27 In summary, each of these passages demon-
strates that the Spirit possesses certain affections 
that are characteristic of personhood. 

The Spirit’s Personhood is Comparable 
to the Personhood of the Father and 
the Son.

That the Spirit is a person is especially evident 
in how Jesus articulates the Trinitarian economy 
in the life of his disciples. Several passages stand 
out in this regard. In John 14:16-17 Jesus promises 
his disciples, “And I will ask the Father, and he will 
give you another Helper, to be with you forever, 
even the Spirit of truth, whom the world cannot 
receive, because it neither sees him nor knows him. 
You know him, for he dwells with you and will be 
in you.” By assuring his disciples that the Father 
will send “another” (allos) Helper (paraklētos; 
“Counselor” in the NIV), the assumption is that 
Christ himself is the first Helper (cf. 1 John 2:1). 
Therefore, these two Helpers are comparable in 
their personhood.28 As Letham observes,

Jesus’ comments here bring the Spirit into the 
closest possible conjunction with the Father 
and the Son. The Father will send the Spirit in 
response to the Son’s request (John 14:16, 26). 
Jesus identifies the Spirit’s coming with his, for 
it is as if Jesus himself is to come in person (John 
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14:18)…. The Spirit’s coming to those who love 
Jesus is the equivalent of the Father and the Son 
coming (John 14:21, 23). The Holy Spirit will 
bring to the disciples’ minds all that Jesus has said 
to them (John 14:26). So close is the connection 
here that Jesus can say that the presence of the 
Holy Spirit is interchangeable with that of the 
Father and the Son.29

Certainly we would not question the person-
hood of the first Helper, Christ. Nor should we 
then question the personhood of the second 
Helper, the Spirit, who is commissioned by the 
Father and the Son. 

In John 15:26 Jesus makes a similar statement, 
“But when the Helper comes, whom I will send to 
you from the Father, the Spirit of truth, who pro-
ceeds from the Father, he will bear witness about 
me.”30 Once again the Spirit is sent from the Father 
and the Son, and he is one who directs our attention 
to Christ, fulfilling his role as the Spirit of truth. 31 

Or consider John 16:7 where the disciples are 
filled with sorrow upon hearing of Jesus’ future 
departure. Jesus, however, comforts them, instruct-
ing them that it is actually to their advantage that 
he leaves. “Nevertheless, I tell you the truth: it is 
to your advantage that I go away, for if I do not go 
away, the Helper will not come to you. But if I go, I 
will send him to you. And when he comes, he will 
convict the world concerning sin and righteousness 
and judgment” (John 16:7-8). Only if the Spirit’s 
personhood (and divine status) is equal to the 
Father and the Son, can he then proceed from the 
Father and the Son in order to convict the world.32

Likewise, in John 16:13-14 Jesus once again 
reiterates his promise to send the Spirit of truth. 
“When the Spirit of truth comes, he will guide you 
into all the truth, for he will not speak on his own 
authority, but whatever he hears he will speak, and 
he will declare to you the things that are to come. 
He will glorify me, for he will take what is mine 
and declare it to you.” Like John 15:26, Jesus attri-
butes works to the Spirit that only a person can do. 
The Spirit will speak, declare, and glorify the Son. 

Is the holy spIrIt God?
So far we have seen that in Scripture the Spirit 

is referred to in categories of personhood. But 
what about the personhood of the Spirit would 
lead us to conclude that he is more than a person, 
indeed, that he is a divine person, and not only a 
divine person but one who is equal to the Father 
and the Son in deity, sharing in the one divine 
essence of the triune God?33 

The Spirit Shares the One Divine Name.
Scripture is replete with triadic passages in 

which either two or all three of the divine persons 
are mentioned together as co-equal partners in 
divine status. Scripture also abounds with passages 
where the Spirit and “God” are used interchange-
ably. In both types of passages the implication is 
that the Spirit is equal in deity to the Father and 
the Son. Stated otherwise, those passages where 
the Spirit is mentioned either alongside the Father 
and the Son or is mentioned synonymously with 
God demonstrate that the third person of the 
Trinity fully shares in the one divine name and by 
inference in the one divine essence as well. 

First, there are numerous triadic passages 
where the Spirit is mentioned (and in some cases 
made visible; cf. Matt 3:16) alongside the Father 
and the Son. 34 

And when Jesus was baptized, immediately he 
went up from the water, and behold, the heaven 
were opened to him, and he saw the Spirit of God 
descending like a dove and coming to rest on 
him; and behold, a voice from heaven said, “This 
is my beloved Son, with whom I am well pleased” 
(Matt 3:16-17; cf. Mark 1:10; Luke 3:22). 

Go therefore 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).

Now there are varieties of gifts, but the same 
Spirit; and there are varieties of service, but the 
same Lord; and there are varieties of activities, 
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but it is the same God who empowers them all in 
everyone (1 Cor 12:4-6).

The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ and the love 
of God and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit be 
with you all (2 Cor 13:14).

For through him [Christ] we both have access in 
one Spirit to the Father. So then you are no longer 
strangers and aliens, but you are fellow citizens 
with the saints and members of the household of 
God, built on the foundation of the apostles and 
prophets, Christ Jesus himself being the corner-
stone, in whom the whole structure, being joined 
together, grows into a holy temple in the Lord. In 
him you also are being built together into a dwell-
ing place for God by the Spirit (Eph 2:18-22).

There is one body and one Spirit—just as you 
were called to the one hope that belongs to your 
call—one Lord, one faith, one baptism, one God 
and Father of all, who is over all and through all 
and in all (Eph 4:4-6).

But we ought always to give thanks to God for 
you, brothers beloved by the Lord, because God 
chose you as the firstfruits to be saved, through 
sanctification by the Spirit and belief in the truth. 
To this he called you through our gospel, so that 
you may obtain the glory of our Lord Jesus Christ 
(2 Thess 2:13-14).

Peter, an apostle of Jesus Christ, To those who are 
elect exiles of the Dispersion in Pontus, Galatia, 
Cappadocia, Asia, and Bithynia, according to the 
foreknowledge of God the Father, in the sanctifi-
cation of the Spirit, for obedience to Jesus Christ 
and for sprinkling with his blood: May grace and 
peace be multiplied to you (1 Pet 1:1-2). 

But you, beloved, building yourselves up in your 
most holy faith and praying in the Holy Spirit, 
keep yourselves in the love of God, waiting for 
the mercy of our Lord Jesus Christ that leads to 

eternal life (Jude 1:20-21).

John to the seven churches that are in Asia: Grace 
to you and peace from him who is and who was and 
who is to come, and from the seven spirits who are 
before his throne, and from Jesus Christ the faith-
ful witness, the firstborn of the dead, and the ruler 
of kings on earth. To him who loves us and has 
freed us from our sins by his blood (Rev 1:4-5).35

Similarly, there are also biblical texts where 
the Son and Spirit are mentioned together as 
equal partners.36

For I will not venture to speak of anything except 
what Christ has accomplished through me to bring 
the Gentiles to obedience—by word and deed, by 
the power of signs and wonders, by the power of the 
Spirit of God—so that from Jerusalem and all the 
way around to Illyricum I have fulfilled the ministry 
of the gospel of Christ (Rom 15:18-19).

I appeal to you, brothers, by our Lord Jesus Christ 
and by the love of the Spirit, to strive together with 
me in your prayers to God on my behalf (Rom 15:30).
And such were some of you. But you were washed, 
you were sanctified, you were justified in the 
name of the Lord Jesus Christ and by the Spirit 
of our God (1 Cor 6:11).

So if there is any encouragement in Christ, any 
comfort from love, any participation in the Spirit, 
any affection and sympathy (Phil 2:1).
For we are the circumcision, who worship by the 
Spirit of God and glory in Christ Jesus and put no 
confidence in the flesh (Phil 3:3).

How much worse punishment, do you think, 
will be deserved by the one who has trampled 
underfoot the Son of God, and has profaned the 
blood of the covenant by which he was sanctified, 
and has outraged the Spirit of grace? (Heb 10:29).

Second, t here a re ot her passages where 
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“Spirit” is used interchangeably with “God.” One 
of the greatest examples is in Acts 5 at the incep-
tion of the NT church. We read that Ananias and 
Sapphira sold their property, kept back some of 
the proceeds, and then laid the rest of the pro-
ceeds at the apostles’ feet. Sin, however, enters 
into the picture.

But Peter said, “Ananias, why has Satan filled 
your heart to lie to the Holy Spirit and to keep 
back for yourself part of the proceeds of the land? 
While it remained unsold, did it not remain your 
own? And after it was sold, was it not at your 
disposal? Why is it that you have contrived this 
deed in your heart? You have not lied to man but 
to God.” When Ananias heard these words, he fell 
down and breathed his last (Acts 5:3-4).

Three hours later Sapphira enters the same 
room, not knowing what had previously taken 
place. She also lies to Peter. 

But Peter said to her, “How is it that you have 
agreed together to test the Spirit of the Lord? 
Behold, the feet of those who have buried your 
husband are at the door, and they will carry you 
out.” Immediately she fell down at his feet and 
breathed her last (Acts 5:9-10).

To lie to the Spirit, says Peter, is to lie to God! 
Furthermore, when Peter encounters Sapphira 
he states that she and her husband have tested 
“the Spirit of the Lord” (5:9), again affirming the 
divinity of the Spirit. In summary, not only does 
Acts 5 support the personhood of the Spirit—
after all, how can one lie to a mere force, power, or 
energy?—but the deity of the Spirit as well.37 

Peter’s reference to the Spirit as the “Spirit of 
the Lord” in Acts 5:9 is similar to Romans 8:9, 
“You, however, are not in the flesh but in the Spirit, 
if in fact the Spirit of God dwells in you. Anyone 
who does not have the Spirit of Christ does not 
belong to him.” Here Paul associates the Spirit not 
only with the Father (i.e., the Lord), but with the 

Son as well (i.e., Christ). The divinity of the Spirit 
is further demonstrated in what Paul says next, “If 
the Spirit of him who raised Jesus from the dead 
dwells in you, he who raised Christ Jesus from 
the dead will also give life to your mortal bodies 
through his Spirit who dwells in you” (Rom 8:11). 
Again the Spirit is tied to the Father. But the Spirit 
is also said to be the divine agent through whom 
the Father raised Christ from the dead. Certainly 
such a supernatural act is only the work of God 
and yet it is predicated of the Spirit. 

Additionally, this same Spirit who raised Christ 
from the dead will one day give life to our mortal 
bodies. It is the Spirit, says Paul, who dwells within 
the believer (Rom 8:11b). 

Do you not know that you are God’s temple 
and that God’s Spirit dwells in you? If anyone 
destroys God’s temple, God will destroy him. 
For God’s temple is holy, and you are that temple 
(1 Cor 3:16-17).

And again,

Or do you not know that your body is a temple 
of the Holy Spirit within you, whom you have 
from God? You are not your own, for you were 
bought with a price. So glorify God in your body 
(1 Cor 6:19-20).

In the OT the temple, the “house of the Lord” (2 
Chron 3:1), was the dwelling place of God, where he 
manifested his presence and glory to his people (2 
Chron 7:1-2). But with the advent of our great high 
priest, Jesus Christ—whose death has ushered the 
sinner into the holy of holies, justified and clothed in 
the righteousness of Christ (Eph 2:11-22)—God no 
longer dwells in a building made with stone, but with 
his children directly (2 Cor 6:16). And he does so 
through the Spirit, as Paul makes clear in Ephesians 
2:11-22. 38 It is through the Spirit that we have access 
to the Father, no longer being aliens and strangers, 
but members of the household of God. In Christ 
believers are “being built together into a dwelling 
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place for God by the Spirit” (Eph 2:22). Therefore, 
we can rightly conclude that the indwelling presence 
of the Spirit is the indwelling presence of God him-
self. As Augustine, and later Turretin, observed, if it 
is idolatry and sacrilege to erect a temple to a mere 
creature, what blasphemy it would be for Paul to call 
our own bodies temples of one who is not God.39

Finally, the deity of the Spirit is especially evi-
dent in Jesus’ teaching on the sin of blasphemy. In 
Matthew 12 Jesus heals a demon-oppressed man 
who was blind and mute. While the people were 
amazed, asking themselves whether Jesus could 
be the Son of David, the Pharisees were infuriated. 
“It is only by Beelzebul, the prince of demons, that 
this man casts out demons” (Matt 12:24). Know-
ing their thoughts, Jesus responds that a kingdom 
cannot be divided against itself. How can Satan 
cast out Satan and stand? “But if it is by the Spirit 
of God that I cast out demons, then the kingdom of 
God has come upon you” (Matt 12:28). Jesus’ state-
ment is telling. Notice, it is by the “Spirit of God” 
that Jesus expels demons. Surely the Spirit must be 
divine, otherwise it is difficult to explain (1) how he 
is titled the “Spirit of God,” (2) how it is that Jesus 
could cast out demons through him, and (3) how 
the Spirit is able to have dominion and power over 
the demonic realm. But Jesus is not finished. 

Therefore I tell you, every sin and blasphemy will 
be forgiven people, but the blasphemy against the 
Spirit will not be forgiven. And whoever speaks 
a word against the Son of Man will be forgiven, 
but whoever speaks against the Holy Spirit will 
not be forgiven, either in this age or in the age to 
come (Matt 12:31-32).

To blaspheme the Spirit is to blaspheme God 
himself. The Pharisees were attributing the work 
of the Spirit to Satan. In doing so they were not 
merely resisting Jesus, but the gospel call of the 
Spirit to salvation.40 Furthermore, the deity of 
the Spirit is evident in the fact that the sin of blas-
phemy is unforgivable. Truly, only if the Spirit is 
God does this sin have such dire consequences. 

The Spirit Possesses Divine Attributes.
Not only is the Spirit included in triadic pas-

sages and not only does he carry the full meaning 
of the divine name, but the Spirit also is said to 
possess divine attributes. For example, in Isaiah 
11:2 the divine attributes of the Spirit are also 
ascribed to the Messiah. “And the Spirit of the 
Lord shall rest upon him, the Spirit of wisdom and 
understanding, the Spirit of counsel and might, 
the Spirit of knowledge and the fear of the Lord.” 
Three observations deserve our attention. First, 
the deity of the Spirit is evident in his name, “The 
Spirit of the Lord.” But second, the Spirit’s deity 
is also in plain sight given the divine attributes 
associated with him: the Spirit of wisdom, under-
standing, counsel, might, knowledge, and fear of 
the Lord. And third, to make the issue especially 
clear, it is the Spirit, in all of his glorious attributes, 
that then rests upon the Messiah, Christ Jesus. As 
Gregory of Nyssa argued, if the Spirit is not divine 
then he cannot anoint Jesus as Christ, as king, as 
our divine Mediator.41

But perhaps the most obvious divine attribute 
can be found in the traditional label itself, the 
Holy Spirit.42 The Spirit is the Spirit of holiness 
(Rom 1:4). Over one hundred times in Scripture 
the Spirit is said to be “holy” (e.g., Ps 51:11; Isa 
63:10-11; Matt 1:18-20; 3:11; 12:32; 28:19). And 
rightly so since the Spirit is the very presence of 
God manifested within the believer, working 
within the holiness without which no one will see 
the Lord (Heb 12:14; cf. 2 Cor 7:1). Hence, Chris-
tians are called temples of the Holy Spirit (1 Cor 
3:16-17; 6:19-20).43 

The Spirit also possesses the divine attribute of 
omniscience.44 In 1 Corinthians 2 Paul expounds 
upon the wisdom that comes from the Spirit. Paul 
is clear that he decided to know nothing among 
them but Christ crucified. Paul did not approach 
the Corinthians using “lofty speech or wisdom” 
to make know the testimony of God. Rather, he 
says, “I was with you in weakness and in fear and 
much trembling, and my speech and my message 
were not in plausible words of wisdom, but in dem-



40

onstration of the Spirit and of power, that your 
faith might not rest in the wisdom of men but in 
the power of God” (1 Cor 2:3-4). Paul, however, 
does not dismiss “wisdom” altogether. No, he 
writes, “we do impart wisdom” among the mature. 
However, it is not the wisdom of this age for the 
rulers of this age crucified the “Lord of glory.” To 
the contrary, Paul imparts a “secret and hidden 
wisdom of God” (1 Cor 2:7). And how does Paul 
know this secret wisdom? The wisdom from God 
has been revealed to him “through the Spirit” (1 
Cor 2:10). But what makes the Spirit qualified to 
be the agent through whom this secret and hid-
den wisdom of God comes? Paul answers: “For 
who knows a person’s thoughts except the spirit of 
that person, which is in him? So also no one com-
prehends the thoughts of God except the Spirit 
of God” (1 Cor 2:11). In other words, the Spirit is 
the one who knows the very thoughts of God for 
he is the “Spirit of God.” As Cole remarks, “Only 
God can know God in this way. Otherwise there 
would be two omniscient beings. Scripture allows 
no such metaphysical dualism.”45

Paul goes on to then apply the Spirit’s divine 
knowledge to the individual believer. “Now we 
have received not the spirit of the world, but the 
Spirit who is from God, that we might understand 
the things freely given us by God. And we impart 
this in words not taught by human wisdom but 
taught by the Spirit, interpreting spiritual truths to 
those who are spiritual” (1 Cor 2:12-13). Accord-
ing to Paul, there is a clear antithesis between the 
spirit of the world and the Spirit of God. Those 
possessed by the former are doomed to pass away, 
for they have a wisdom of this age that is foolish-
ness, leading to death. However, those who pos-
sess the latter have a wisdom that comes from God 
because the Spirit, who knows and searches the 
depths of God, has given them understanding (v. 
13). The message of Christ crucified, which to the 
world appears to be foolishness (see 2:13, 14), is 
actually the secret and hidden wisdom of God that 
the Spirit makes known to believers. 

Much more could be said about the work of the 

Spirit in making the wisdom of God known to the 
sinner, turning him from a “natural” person into 
a “spiritual” person. But the present study draws 
our attention specifically to the knowledge of the 
Spirit. The Spirit’s deity is not only emphasized 
in his title, “Spirit of God,” but in his ability to 
comprehend the very depths of God. Unless the 
Spirit is fully God, not only would he be incapable 
of comprehending the thoughts of God (2:11), but 
he could not reveal to us the “things freely given us 
by God” (2:12). He is the divine interpreter, inter-
preting spiritual truths to those who are spiritual 
(2:13). 

The omniscience of the Spirit is a biblical segue 
into the omnipresence of the Spirit. Psalm 139, for 
example, begins with David praising the Lord for 
his omniscience. 

O Lord, you have searched me and known me!
You know when I sit down and when I rise up;
you discern my thoughts from afar.
You search out my path and my lying down
and are acquainted with all my ways.
Even before a word is on my tongue,
behold, O Lord, you know it altogether.
You hem me in, behind and before,
and lay your hand upon me.
Such knowledge is too wonderful for me;
it is high; I cannot attain it (Ps 139:1-6; cf. vv.13-18).

What does David conclude from the piercing, 
penetrating, and all-encompassing knowledge 
of God?

Where shall I go from your Spirit?
Or where shall I flee from your presence?
If I ascend to heaven, you are there!
If I make my bed in Sheol, you are there!
If I take the wings of the morning
and dwell in the uttermost parts of the sea,
even there your hand shall lead me,
and your right hand shall hold me  (Ps 139:7-10).
Some have interpreted David negatively, as one 

who is frustrated, unable to escape the Spirit. But 
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quite the opposite is in view. David rejoices in the 
presence of the Spirit. It is precisely because the 
Spirit is everywhere (from heaven to Sheol) that 
David can rest assured that his God will lead him 
and that his “right hand shall hold” him secure. 

The Spirit’s omniscience and omnipresence 
always assumes the Spirit’s omnipotence. Even in 
Psalm 139 the Spirit’s omnipresence is meant to 
display the power of God, whose works are won-
derful (139:14), who determines our days before 
they begin (139:16), and whose thoughts are 
vast (139:17). Throughout Scripture the Spirit is 
referred to as the power of God (Mic 3:8; Luke 
1:35; Acts 1:8; 10:38; 1 Cor 2:4; 1 Thess 1:5; 2 Tim 
1:7). As we have seen, such a reference does not 
negate the Spirit’s personhood. It does, however, 
highlight his attribute of omnipotence (e.g., Rom 
15:13, 19).46 In Luke’s birth narrative, for instance, 
the angel Gabriel appears to Mary with the incred-
ible news that the child in her womb is the “Son of 
the Most High.” Mary responds, “How will this 
be, since I am a virgin?” Gabriel answers, “The 
Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power of 
the Most High will overshadow you; therefore the 
child to be born will be called holy—the Son of 
God” (Luke 1:33-35). What is physically impos-
sible with man, is absolutely possible for God 
because of the Spirit who descends upon Mary 
with divine power. Therefore, the Spirit is often 
titled the Spiritus Recreator, for he creates not only 
physical life, but spiritual life as well. As we will 
see, the Spirit’s divine power takes the dead sin-
ner and breaths new life into him, making him a 
new creature in Christ (John 3:5-8), exhibiting his 
divine omnipotence in salvation (cf. Matt 19:26).47

Finally, the Spirit is eternal. In the book of 
Hebrews we read,

But when Christ appeared as a high priest of the 
good things that have come, then through the 
greater and more perfect tent (not made with 
hands, that is, not of this creation) he entered 
once for all into the holy places, not by means 
of the blood of goats and calves but by means 

of his own blood, thus securing an eternal 
redemption. For if the blood of goats and bulls, 
and the sprinkling of defiled persons with the 
ashes of a heifer, sanctify for the purification 
of the flesh, how much more will the blood of 
Christ, who through the eternal Spirit offered 
himself without blemish to God, purify our con-
science from dead works to serve the living God  
(Heb 9:11-14).

The entire ministry of Christ is characterized 
by the presence of the Holy Spirit. In Hebrews 9 
Christ is spoken of as our great high priest who has 
entered into the holy place once for all by means 
of his own blood and in doing so has secured an 
eternal redemption (Heb 9:12). But the author 
goes on to specify that Christ offered himself up 
on the cross as a blood sacrifice without blem-
ish “through the eternal Spirit.” Consequently, 
believers have a conscience that is purified from 
dead works and liberated to serve the living God 
(9:14). Two observations are in order: (1) Hebrews 
9 is explicit in affirming that the Spirit is eternal, 
not created at some point in time (contra Arian-
ism); and (2) Christ’s sacrifice secures an eternal 
redemption but this eternal redemption is only 
possible through an eternal Spirit. As O’Brien 
observes, “the Holy Spirit anointed Jesus as high 
priest for every aspect of his ministry, including 
his sacrificial death.”48 

Certainly many other divine attributes could 
be mentioned, but what has been seen w ith 
attributes like holiness, omniscience, omnipres-
ence, omnipotence, and eternality is that the 
Spirit is fully God, possessing the very attributes  
of God.49

the spIrIt perfor ms the Works 
of God.

One of the strongest pieces of evidence in sup-
port of the deity of the Spirit can be found in the 
divine works that Scripture attributes to the Spirit. 
If the Spirit shares in the one divine nature, being 
equal in deity to the Father and the Son, then we 
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would expect the Spirit to also perform the very 
works of God, thereby attesting to his divinity. 
When we examine the Scriptures, this is exactly 
what we find.

The Holy Spirit Creates and Sustains 
the Universe. 

Scripture begins with the creation of the uni-
verse. From the very start we learn not only that 
God is the creator of the heavens and the earth, 
but the text hints that the Spirit is involved as 
well. Genesis 1:2 reads, “The earth was without 
form and void, and darkness was over the face 
of the deep. And the Spirit of God was hovering 
over the face of the waters.” Verse 2 is the launch-
ing pad for the rest of chapter 1, for it commu-
nicates that something supernatural is about to 
happen, namely, God is going to begin creating 
everything that exists. But it is the Spirit of God 
who is hovering over the waters in preparation for 
creation. 50 In other words, it is through the Spirit 
that God speaks into existence all of creation.51 
As John Calvin remarks, Genesis 1:2 shows that 
“the beauty of the universe (which we now per-
ceive) owes its strength and preservation to the 
power of the Spirit.”52

The role of the Spirit in creation is elaborated 
upon in Psalm 104, which highlights the great-
ness of God in creation. The psalmist begins by 
praising the Lord who is “very great!” He is the 
one who stretches out the heavens like a tent 
(104:2), lays the beams of his chambers on the 
waters (104:3), makes the clouds his chariot, and 
rides on the wings of the wind (104:3). He “set 
the earth on its foundations, so that it should 
never be moved” and “covered it with the deep 
as with a garment” (104:5-6). The psalmist pro-
ceeds, explaining that God sets the boundaries 
of the earth in place and is the creator and sus-
tainer of all things (104:7-29). And then verse 
30; “When you send forth your Spirit, they are 
created, and you renew the face of the ground” 
(cf. Ps 33:6; Job 26:13; 33:4, 14-15).53 Surely this 
work of creation and renewal is the work of God 

and only can be attributed to the Spirit if he is 
fully God. Calvin summarizes the matter well, 
“For it is the Spirit who, everywhere diffused, 
sustains all things, causes them to grow, and 
quickens them in heaven and in earth. Because 
he is circumscribed by no limits, he is excepted 
from the category of creatures; but in transfus-
ing into all things his energy, and breathing into 
them essence, life, and movement, he is indeed 
plainly divine.”54

The Holy Spirit Breathes out Scripture. 
It should not surprise us that the Spirit is the 

divine person by which the Scriptures are inspired. 
He is not only the Trinitarian agent through whom 
the heavens and the earth are created, but he is the 
one through whom the Scriptures are created by 
means of human authors. He is the rûach (OT) or 
pneuma (NT) of God. Therefore when the bibli-
cal authors say that the Scriptures are breathed 
out by God (theopneustos) they are affirming that 
the Scriptures are the product of the Holy Spirit.55 
For example, in 2 Timothy 3:16-17 we read, “All 
Scripture is breathed out by God and profitable for 
teaching, for reproof, for correction, and for train-
ing in righteousness, that the man of God may be 
complete, equipped for every good work.” But in 2 
Peter 1:21 we discover how exactly the Scriptures 
are “breathed out by God.” Peter writes, “For no 
prophecy was ever produced by the will of man, but 
men spoke from God as they were carried along 
by the Holy Spirit.” So Scripture is God-breathed 
(theopneustos) by means of the Holy Spirit who is 
said to have “carried along” the human authors so 
that what they wrote was not their own invention, 
but exactly what God intended (they “spoke from 
God”). In both of these texts it is evident that the 
inspiration of Scripture is the work of God. There-
fore, it follows that if this work is attributed to the 
Spirit he must be God. 

Other passages support the Spirit’s role in 
divine inspiration as well. Throughout the OT it 
is the Spirit who comes upon the prophets so that 
they speak the word of God (Num 11:25; 24:2; 
1 Sam 10:10; 18:10; 19:23; 2 Kings 2:9; 2 Chron 
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18:23; 24:20; Isa 61:1; Ezek 2:2; Mic 3:8). And 
it is the Spirit whom Jesus promises to send for 
the Spirit is the one who will speak through the 
disciples (Matt 10:19-20; Mark 13:11) and teach 
them what they should say (Luke 12:12). One of 
the most persuasive passages, however, is Acts 
28:25-26 where Paul quotes from Isaiah 6:9, say-
ing, “The Holy Spirit was right in saying to your 
fathers through Isaiah the prophet: ‘Go to this 
people, and say, You will indeed hear but never 
understand, and you will indeed see but never per-
ceive’” (Acts 28:25-26). But when we look at Isaiah 
6:9 the text does not mention the Spirit but simply 
says that God spoke through Isaiah (“voice of the 
Lord” in 6:8). In other words, “Lord” and “Spirit” 
are used interchangeably by Paul. The Spirit is the 
divine person by whom the Lord speaks through 
his prophet. By substituting “Spirit” for “Lord” 
Paul is assuming the deity of the Spirit.56 

The Holy Spirit Regenerates Sinners.
The Spirit not only creates the universe and 

the Scriptures, but he also creates new life within 
dead sinners and therefore can be titled the Spiri-
tus Recreator.57 To clarify, the work of redemption 
as a whole is by nature Trinitarian. All three per-
sons of the Trinity work together (opus commune) 
to accomplish salvation and, as Robert Letham 
states, “not one of the persons works by himself 
in isolation from the others.”58 Or as Augustine 
asserted, since the three persons are inseparable 
in their divine unity and essence, so also “do they 
work inseparably.”59 Therefore, there is a triadic 
pattern to our redemption whereby the plan of sal-
vation “is brought about from the Father through 
the Son by the Holy Spirit.”60 Consequently, 
every act of redemption involves not just one but 
all three persons of the Trinity so that the opera 
ad extra trinitatis indivisa sunt. Or in the words 
of John Owen, “by whatsoever act we hold com-
munion with any one person, there is an influence 
from every person to the putting forth of that act.” 

61 Such is the case in effectual calling, to take but 
one example. The Father calls (John 6:44, 65; 1 

Cor 1:9; 1 Thess 2:12; 1 Pet 5:10), to and through 
his Son (Matt 11:28; Luke 5:32; John 6:44, 65; 
7:37; Rom 1:6), by the power of the Spirit (Matt 
10:20; John 15:26; Acts 5:31-32).62 

Nevertheless, while each act of redemption 
involves each person of the Trinity, one of the three 
persons may take on the central role as the focal 
agent in any one particular saving act. For example, 
while the Father plans salvation (Eph 1:4-5), the Son 
is sent by the Father to accomplish salvation (Eph 
1:7), and the Father and the Son send the Spirit to 
apply salvation (Eph 1:13-14).63 Or, in the words 
of Johannes van der Kemp, “the Father ordained 
grace for the elect, the Son purchased it, and the 
Holy Ghost applies and dispenses it to the favorites 
of God.”64 As Augustine teaches, all three persons 
of the Trinity have a part in the work of each per-
son and yet each work is attributed to one person 
in particular.65 Such is the case in the application 
of salvation. It is the Holy Spirit in particular who 
takes on the focal role in Scripture as the one who 
makes the new birth effectual (John 3:3-5; Titus 
3:5).66 As the Nicene-Constantinople Creed states, 
the Holy Spirit is “the Lord and Giver of Life.” Like-
wise, John Calvin concludes, “To sum up, the Holy 
Spirit is the bond by which Christ effectually unites 
us to himself.”67 In other words, it is the Spirit who 
brings about our union with Christ (Rom 8:10-11, 
15; Gal 4:6). Therefore, it is specifically the Spirit 
who is the efficient cause of the new birth.68 

For example, Jesus shocks Nicodemus when he 
says that he must be born again to enter the king-
dom of God (John 3:3). But notice, this new birth 
is of “the Spirit” (John 3:7).69 Therefore, Jesus can 
compare the Spirit to the wind. “The wind blows 
where it wishes, and you hear its sound, but you do 
not know where it comes from or where it goes. So 
it is with everyone who is born of the Spirit” (John 
3:8). Likewise, Paul will attribute the new birth to 
the Spirit in Titus 3:5 where the “washing of regen-
eration” is connected to the “renewal of the Holy 
Spirit, whom he poured out on us richly through 
Jesus Christ our Savior” (cf. Ezek 36:25-27). Or 
consider 1 Corinthians 6:11, “You were washed 
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[i.e., regeneration], you were sanctified, you were 
justified in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ and 
by the Spirit of our God.” Clearly Paul believed 
that regeneration was the work of the Holy Spirit. 
But who, other than God himself, has either the 
power or the right to take a condemned, dead, 
and corrupt sinner and breathe new spiritual life 
within him, so that he consequently repents and 
trusts in Christ? And yet this divine, sovereign, 
and supernatural work is credited to the Spirit! 

The Holy Spirit Justifies and Sanctifies. 
We cannot ignore the fact that Paul, in 1 Corin-

thians 6:11, not only says regeneration is the work 
of the Spirit, but so also is justification. We rarely 
speak of justification in such terms, acknowledg-
ing that it is the Spirit that brings about our justi-
fication. But it is the Spirit who not only breathes 
new life into our spiritual dead corpse (regen-
eration), but then grants us faith and repentance 
(Acts 13:48; Eph 2:8-10; Phil 1:29-30; 2 Pet 1:1; 
2 Tim 2:24-26; Acts 5:31; 11:18), faith being the 
instrumental cause of our justification.  

But perhaps the Spirit receives the most atten-
tion in relation to sanctification (Gal 5:22-23). In 
Scripture it is the Spirit of holiness who is qualified 
and able to lead the believer in the pursuit of holi-
ness. In his opening letter Peter addresses believers 
as elect exiles “according to the foreknowledge of 
God the Father, in the sanctification of the Spirit, for 
obedience to Jesus Christ and for sprinkling with his 
blood” (1 Pet 1:1-2). Sanctification can be defined in 
two ways, as definite and progressive. Definite sancti-
fication is not a life long process, but, as John Murray 
calls it, a “once-for-all definitive act” (1 Cor 1:2; 6:11; 
Rom 6:2, 6, 14, 17).70 A decisive breach with sin has 
occurred and the believer has been irreversibly and 
decisively united with Christ (Eph 2:4-6; Col 3:1; 
Rom 6:4, 11; 2 Cor 5:17).71 On the other hand, pro-
gressive sanctification is an ongoing process where 
the Spirit is at work within the believer so that he 
grows in godliness, mortifies sin, becomes more like 
Christ, and seeks to do all things to the glory of God. 
Peter may have either in view. 

But other passages speak specifically of the 
Spirit’s work in a progressive manner. For exam-
ple, Paul writes to the Romans, stating that those 
in Christ have no condemnation for “the law of the 
Spirit of life has set you free in Christ Jesus from 
the law of sin and death” (Rom 8:1). Grounding 
our confidence in the atoning death of Christ, Paul 
then moves to the Spirit, reminding us that since 
we are in Christ we are no longer to walk accord-
ing to the flesh but according to the Spirit (8:4). 
While the mind set on the flesh leads to death, the 
mind set on the Spirit leads to life and peace (8:8). 
But how do we know we are not of the f lesh but 
of the Spirit? You are in the Spirit “if in fact the 
Spirit of God dwells in you” (8:9). It is this same 
indwelling Spirit who will one day give life to our 
mortal bodies and he is able to do it since he is the 
one who raised Christ from the dead (8:11; cf. 1 
Pet 3:18). Only if the Spirit is fully God can he be 
attributed with sanctifying the believer and one 
day granting the believer resurrection life as he 
did Christ Jesus.  

 Paul highlights the Spirit’s work of sanctifi-
cation in Ephesians as well. After discussing the 
mystery of the gospel Paul says, 

For this reason I bow my knees before the Father, 
from whom every family in heaven and on earth 
is named, that according to the riches of his 
glory he may grant you to be strengthened with 
power through his Spirit in your inner being, so 
that Christ may dwell in your hearts through 
faith—that you, being rooted and grounded in 
love, may have strength to comprehend with all 
the saints what is the breadth and length and 
height and depth, and to know the love of Christ 
that surpasses knowledge, that you may be filled 
with all the fullness of God (Eph 3:14-19).

According to Paul, Christ dwells in our hearts 
through faith when God strengthens believers 
through the Spirit. In doing so believers possess 
the strength they need to comprehend the love of 
Christ and be filled with God’s fullness. Surely the 
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Spirit is divine if he is the one who brings about 
the fullness of God within the believer, as he does 
wisdom and knowledge (Eph 1:17).72

Paul’s focus on the Spirit and Christ is reiter-
ated in 2 Corinthians 3. Paul begins by empha-
sizing the newness of the new covenant. Those 
in the new covenant no longer have the law writ-
ten on tablets of stone but rather on the tablets 
of their hearts (3:2; cf. Exod 24:12; 31:18; 32:15; 
34:1; Deut 9:10), as promised in Jeremiah 31:33 
(cf. Ezek 11:19; 36:26; Heb 8:10). God has writ-
ten on the heart not with ink but with “the Spirit 
of the living God” (3:3). Therefore, says Paul, he 
is a minister of “a new covenant, not of the let-
ter but of the Spirit.” The letter kills, but “the 
Spirit gives life” (3:6). Paul continues, arguing 
from the lesser to the greater, that if the ministry 
under Moses brought glory with it (a “ministry 
of condemnation” as he calls it), how much more 
“the ministry of the Spirit,” which is a perma-
nent ministry of righteousness (3:8)? Paul then 
concludes, 

Since we have such a hope, we are very bold, 
not like Moses, who would put a veil over his 
face so that the Israelites might not gaze at the 
outcome of what was being brought to an end. 
But their minds were hardened. For to this day, 
when they read the old covenant, that same veil 
remains unlifted, because only through Christ 
is it taken away. Yes, to this day whenever Moses 
is read a veil lies over their hearts. But when 
one turns to the Lord, the veil is removed. Now 
the Lord is the Spirit, and where the Spirit of 
the Lord is, there is freedom. And we all, with 
unveiled face, beholding the glory of the Lord, 
are being transformed into the same image from 
one degree of glory to another. For this comes 
from the Lord who is the Spirit (2 Cor 3:12-18).

Christ has removed the “veil” over our hearts. 
How so? Paul explains that it is through the Spirit 
for the “Lord is the Spirit, and where the Spirit of 
the Lord is, there is freedom.” Therefore, because 

the veil has been lifted, we are able to behold the 
glory of the Lord as we are being transformed 
into his likeness. But this can only take place if 
it is the Lord’s doing, specifically the “Lord who 
is the Spirit.” Paul’s language, which connects 
“Lord” and “Spirit,” in no way confuses the per-
sons (i.e., modalism), but rather preserves their 
distinctiveness while at the same time highlight-
ing their unity in purpose, namely, the salvation 
of the sinner. 

One more point deserves attention. As those 
who are being transformed by the Spirit, we also 
can say that the Spirit dwells within us. Texts like 
1 Corinthians 3:16-17 and 6:19-20 teach that we 
are temples of the Holy Spirit. And in Ephesians 
5:18 Paul commands us to be filled with the Spirit 
(cf. Acts 2:4; 4:8, 31; 9:17; 13:9, 52). Clearly, in 
Paul’s mind, if one is indwelt or filled with the 
Spirit one is indwelt or filled by God himself. As 
Paul makes evident in 1 Corinthians 3:16-17, “Do 
you not know that you are God’s temple and that 
God’s Spirit dwells in you? If anyone destroys 
God’s temple, God will destroy him. For God’s 
temple is holy, and you are that temple.” There-
fore, Erickson correctly states, “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.”73

To conclude, many other divine works are 
accomplished by the Spirit. The Spirit is said to 
baptize the believer (Matt 3:11; Mark 1:8; Luke 
3:16; John 1:33; Acts 1:5; 11:16; 1 Cor 12:13), seal 
the believer (Eph 1:3), make the believer aware 
of his adoption (Rom 8:15), indwell the believer 
(John 14:17; 1 Cor 3:16; 6:19), pour out God’s 
love in our hearts (Rom 5:5), confer gifts on God’s 
people (Judg 3:10; 6:34; 11:29; 1 Cor 12:4-11; Eph 
4:11; Heb 2:4), intercede as an advocate on behalf 
of God’s children (John 14:16, 26; 15:26; 16:7; 
Rom 8:26), judge the wicked and the righteous 
(John 16:8-11), convict the world concerning sin 
and righteousness and judgment (John 16:8), give 
physical life (Gen 2:7; Job 33:4; Ps 104:30; John 
3:5-8; 6:63; Rom 8:11; 1 Cor 15:45; 2 Cor 3:6), 
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etc. Each and every one of these divine works only 
serves to verify the deity of the Spirit. 

What dIffer ence does the 
deIty of the spIrIt mak e?

What difference does the deity of the Spirit 
make? According to Enlightenment philosopher 
Immanuel Kant (1724-1804), “The doctrine of the 
Trinity, taken literally, has no practical relevance 
at all, even if we think we understand it; and it 
is even more clearly irrelevant if we realize that 
it transcends all our concepts.”74 Should Kant’s 
dismissal of the Trinity in all things pastoral and 
practical be adopted, then the deity of the Holy 
Spirit matters little, if at all, for the Christian life. 
But what we see in Scripture is a very different pic-
ture than the one Kant has painted. Indeed, we 
see the exact opposite. Everything hinges on the 
reality of the Trinity. And likewise with the Spirit; 
the divinity of the Spirit could not have greater 
practical relevance for Christian faith and living. 

Pneumatology and Soteriology
What would be lost if the deity of the Spirit is 

not true? Feinberg’s answer is sobering:

As to the Holy Spirit, if he is not fully God, the 
implications for salvation are again serious. 
Scripture teaches that the Holy Spirit regenerates 
believers and indwells and fills them, but if the 
Holy Spirit is a lesser God or no God at all, how 
can we be sure that he can do any of these things? 
Moreover, unless he is coequal in being and 
purpose with the Father and the Son, what guar-
antees that even if he tried to do such things, the 
Father and the Son would recognize his actions as 
appropriate and relate to us accordingly?75

Though this study has not focused on the Spir-
it’s essential role in the life, death, and resurrection 
of Christ, it is certainly the case that apart from 
the Spirit we have no atonement for our salvation. 
As Fred Sanders observes, even the title “Christ” 
implies that Jesus is the “Son of David anointed 

by the Spirit.” Therefore, “without the Spirit there 
could be no Christ to accomplish salvation.”76 As 
Hebrews makes clear, the blood of Christ purifies 
our conscience from dead works because Christ 
offered himself to God without blemish “through 
the eternal Spirit” (Heb 9:14). 

But not only is it through the Spirit that we 
have redemption accomplished, but redemption 
applied as well. As seen above, regeneration, con-
version, justification, adoption, sanctification, 
and perseverance are all the works of the Spirit. 
But if the Spirit is not divine, then each of these 
works are emptied of their salvific effect. Stated 
positively, it is the deity of the Spirit that is the 
very basis of the work of the Spirit. Athanasius and 
the Cappadocian fathers firmly established that if 
Christ is not fully God, then he has no power to 
save. Can we not say the same about the Spirit? If 
the Spirit is not fully God, then he has no power to 
save. Therefore, our salvation, from the moment 
of the new birth to our glorification, rests entirely 
upon the divinity of the Spirit. 

Furthermore, if the Spirit is not divine, not only 
is it impossible for him to apply the work of salva-
tion within us, but the work of the Father and the 
Son remain incomplete. In other words, what the 
Son has done for us means nothing if the Spirit’s 
work in us is incomplete due to a divine deficiency. 
Sanders, quoting Puritan John Flavel, explains, 
“The reason God’s work waits on the fulfillment 
of the Spirit is that the Spirit is God. It would be 
insulting to say that ‘all that the Father has done... 
and all that the Son has done’ is ineffectual until 
completed by some outside force. Flavel’s point is 
that the Spirit is not some outside force, but a force 
internal to the being of God, of the same substance 
as God the Father and God the Son.”77 

Pneumatology and Doxology
We opened this study by quoting the Nicene-

Constantinople Creed: We believe “in the Holy 
Spirit, the Lord and life-giver, who proceeds 
from the Father, who is worshipped and glorified 
together with the Father and the Son, who spoke 
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by the prophets.” The Spirit is to be worshipped 
and glorified with the Father and Son. W hat is 
lost if the deity of the Spirit is not true? Answer: 
Christian worship. 

Robert Letham argues that in the West the 
Trinity has been removed from the center of 
Christian worship and instead has been margin-
alized. However, says Letham, when we look down 
the halls of church history, we see a different story. 
Reformers like Calvin and Puritans like Owen 
not only argued for the deity of all three persons, 
but argued “forcibly for the distinct worship of 
the three.”78 What distinguishes Christianity is 
its worship, which is distinctively and thoroughly 
Trinitarian. As John Owen writes,

The proper and peculiar object of divine worship 
and invocation is the essence of God, in its infinite 
excellency, dignity, majesty…. Now this is com-
mon to all three persons, and is proper to each 
of them; not formally as a person, but as God 
blessed for ever. All adoration respects that which 
is common to all; so that in each act of adoration 
and worship all are to be adored and worshipped.79

Owen goes on to argue that our communion 
with God is a communion with the Trinity. How 
incomplete our communion with God is if the 
personhood and the deity of the Spirit are denied. 
Letham, relying on Calvin, observes that while 
our salvation comes down to us from the Father 
through the Son by the Spirit, in the church’s wor-
ship the “reverse movement” occurs—by the Holy 
Spirit through Christ to the Father.80 But apart 
from the Spirit, our worship of and communion 
with the Father and the Son is impossible. It is the 
Spirit who grants us faith in Christ and ignites our 
affections for Christ. Should his personhood and 
divinity be abandoned, we no longer have a basis 
for our entire relationship with God, nor an abil-
ity to worship in “Spirit and in truth” (John 4:23-
24). May we not forget that when we call upon our 
Father, on the basis of his Son’s blood, we do so in 
the power of the Spirit.81 
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