







 

 






“This latest addition to the Foundations of Evangelical Theology series maintains the high standard already set. Graham Cole has written the widest-ranging textbook on pneumatology that currently exists. Meticulous and sharp in handling texts, and scrupulous on matters of method, he offers us cool, clear, sober answers to more questions about the Holy Spirit than probably any of us have hitherto thought to ask. New ground is not broken, but solid ground of a mainstream Reformed sort is set forth throughout. Well done, Dr. Cole!”

—J. I. Packer, Professor of Theology, Regent College

“Dr. Graham Cole’s superbly written book is a wide-ranging biblical and theological study of the doctrine of the Holy Spirit that may well become a standard work on the subject. The volume is marked by careful exegesis of the scriptural references to the Spirit, each of which is interpreted within the salvation-historical flow of God’s redemptive purposes. A convinced Trinitarian theologian, Dr. Cole listens carefully to the contributions made by earlier generations of Christian writers from a range of disciplines, including biblical studies, systematic theology, and historical theology. Authors from both the Eastern and Western traditions are drawn in as pertinent, and challenging questions for our generation are raised. Issues of doctrine, understanding, and experience are drawn together in this fine book as the author guides his readers in appropriate worship of the Triune God, Father, Son, and Spirit.”

—Peter T. O’Brien, Senior Research Fellow in New
 Testament, Moore Theological College, Australia
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SERIES INTRODUCTION

Why another series of works on evangelical systematic theology? This is an especially appropriate question in light of the fact that evangelicals are fully committed to an inspired and inerrant Bible as their final authority for faith and practice. But since neither God nor the Bible changes, why is there a need to redo evangelical systematic theology?

Systematic theology is not divine revelation. Theologizing of any sort is a human conceptual enterprise. Thinking that it is equal to biblical revelation misunderstands the nature of both Scripture and theology! Insofar as our theology contains propositions that accurately reflect Scripture or match the world and are consistent with the Bible (in cases where the propositions do not come per se from Scripture), our theology is biblically based and correct. But even if all the propositions of a systematic theology are true, that theology would still not be equivalent to biblical revelation! It is still a human conceptualization of God and his relation to the world.

Although this may disturb some who see theology as nothing more than doing careful exegesis over a series of passages, and others who see it as nothing more than biblical theology, those methods of doing theology do not somehow produce a theology that is equivalent to biblical revelation either. Exegesis is a human conceptual enterprise, and so is biblical theology. All the theological disciplines involve human intellectual participation. But human intellect is finite, and hence there is always room for revision of systematic theology as knowledge increases. Though God and his Word do not change, human understanding of his revelation can grow, and our theologies should be reworked to reflect those advances in understanding.

Another reason for evangelicals to rework their theology is the nature of systematic theology as opposed to other theological disciplines. For example, whereas the task of biblical theology is more to describe biblical teaching on whatever topics Scripture addresses, systematics should make a special point to relate its conclusions to the issues of one’s day. This does not mean that the systematician ignores the topics biblical writers address. Nor does it mean that theologians should warp Scripture to address issues it never intended to address. Rather it suggests that in addition to expounding what biblical writers teach, the theologian should attempt to take those biblical teachings (along with the biblical mind-set) and apply them to issues that are especially confronting the church in the theologian’s own day. For example, 150 years ago, an evangelical theologian doing work on the doctrine of man would likely have discussed issues such as the creation of man and the constituent parts of man’s being. Such a theology might even have included a discussion about human institutions such as marriage, noting in general the respective roles of husbands and wives in marriage. However, it is dubious that there would have been any lengthy discussion with various viewpoints about the respective roles of men and women in marriage, in society, and in the church. But at our point in history and in light of the feminist movement and the issues it has raised even among many conservative Christians, it would be foolish to write a theology of man (or, should we say, a “theology of humanity”) without a thorough discussion of the issue of the roles of men and women in society, the home, and the church.

Because systematic theology attempts to address itself not only to the timeless issues presented in Scripture but also to the current issues of one’s day and culture, each theology will to some extent need to be redone in each generation. Biblical truth does not change from generation to generation, but the issues that confront the church do. A theology that was adequate for a different era and different culture may simply not speak to key issues in a given culture at a given time. Hence, in this series we are reworking evangelical systematic theology, though we do so with the understanding that in future generations there will be room for a revision of theology again.

How, then, do the contributors to this series understand the nature of systematic theology? Systematic theology as done from an evangelical Christian perspective involves study of the person, works, and relationships of God. As evangelicals committed to the full inspiration, inerrancy, and final authority of Scripture, we demand that whatever appears in a systematic theology correspond to the way things are and must not contradict any claim taught in Scripture. Holy Writ is the touchstone of our theology, but we do not limit the source material for systematics to Scripture alone. Hence, whatever information from history, science, philosophy, and the like is relevant to our understanding of God and his relation to our world is fair game for systematics. Depending on the specific interests and expertise of the contributors to this series, their respective volumes will reflect interaction with one or more of these disciplines.

What is the rationale for appealing to other sources than Scripture and other disciplines than the biblical ones? Since God created the universe, there is revelation of God not only in Scripture but in the created order as well. There are many disciplines that study our world, just as does theology. But since the world studied by the non-theological disciplines is the world created by God, any data and conclusions in the so-called secular disciplines that accurately reflect the real world are also relevant to our understanding of the God who made that world. Hence, in a general sense, since all of creation is God’s work, nothing is outside the realm of theology. The so-called secular disciplines need to be thought of in a theological context, because they are reflecting on the universe God created, just as is the theologian. And, of course,
 there are many claims in the non-theological disciplines that are generally accepted as true (although this does not mean that every claim in non-theological disciplines is true, or that we are in a position with respect to every proposition to know whether it is true or false). Since this is so, and since all disciplines are in one way or another reflecting on our universe, a universe made by God, any true statement in any discipline should in some way be informative for our understanding of God and his relation to our world. Hence, we have felt it appropriate to incorporate data from outside the Bible in our theological formulations.

As to the specific design of this series, our intention is to address all areas of evangelical theology with a special emphasis on key issues in each area. While other series may be more like a history of doctrine, this series purposes to incorporate insights from Scripture, historical theology, philosophy, etc., in order to produce an up-to-date work in systematic theology. Though all contributors to the series are thoroughly evangelical in their theology, embracing the historical orthodox doctrines of the church, the series as a whole is not meant to be slanted in the direction of one form of evangelical theology.  Nonetheless, most of the writers come from a Reformed perspective. Alternate evangelical and non-evangelical options, however, are discussed.

As to style and intended audience, this series is meant to rest on the very best of scholarship while at the same time being understandable to the beginner in theology as well as to the academic theologian. With that in mind, contributors are writing in a clear style, taking care to define whatever technical terms they use.

Finally, we believe that systematic theology is not just for the understanding. It must apply to life, and it must be lived. As Paul wrote to Timothy, God has given divine revelation for many purposes, including ones that necessitate doing theology, but the ultimate reason for giving revelation and for theologians doing theology is that the people of God may be fitted for every good work (2 Tim. 3:16–17). In light of the need for theology to connect to life, each of the contributors not only formulates doctrines but also explains how those doctrines practically apply to everyday living.

It is our sincerest hope that the work we have done in this series will first glorify and please God, and, secondly, instruct and edify the people of God. May God be pleased to use this series to those ends, and may he richly bless you as you read the fruits of our labors.

John S. Feinberg 
General Editor



PREFACE

For many years now there has been great popular interest and growing theological interest in the doctrine of the Holy Spirit or, technically put, pneumatology. The rise of modern Pentecostalism and the subsequent manifestation of Pentecostal phenomena and doctrine within mainline denominations through the charismatic movement are indicators of the fresh attention that is being given to the Third Person of the triune Godhead. For someone like myself who teaches in a divinity school, which attracts students from Pentecostal denominations as well as mainline churches, questions about how we are best to understand the Spirit’s nature and work are inescapable. So the invitation to contribute to a theological series of monographs on key doctrines with my brief being the topic of pneumatology was irresistible though daunting. I have taught pneumatology classes in Australia, England, and now the United States. However, to teach systematically about the Holy Spirit, when Scripture itself does not present the story of the Spirit in that way, has always proved a considerable challenge. Moreover, if one believes the biblical testimony—which I do—then when I write about Holy Spirit, surely I ought to be in the Spirit. Moreover, as I write I am actually in the Spirit’s own unseen presence, who may be grieved by what I say and do with the written page. Indeed, in human experience there is something odd, in fact impolite, about talking to a third party about someone else in that person’s very presence and never directly addressing the person under discussion even though he or she is there. Likewise with the Spirit. Sobering!

Special thanks and acknowledgment need to be given to John Feinberg, my editor, for unfailing encouragement, and to two doctoral students for their research assistance, Steve Garrett and Jim Franks. In particular, I am grateful to the Board of Regents of Trinity International University for granting a sabbatical leave which was crucial for this work to progress.
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION

There is no higher pursuit than the worship of God. In fact we become like the God we adore and serve for good or ill. All depends upon the nature of the God or gods we follow. If we follow the living God of biblical revelation then we will image him. If we follow idols we will image them. A. W. Tozer saw this when he wrote,

What comes into our minds when we think about God is the most important thing about us. . . . The history of mankind will probably show that no people has ever risen above its religion, and man’s spiritual history will positively demonstrate that no religion has ever been greater than its idea of God. . . . Always the most revealing thing about the Church is her idea of God, just as her most significant message is what she says about Him or leaves unsaid, for her silence is often more eloquent than her speech. She can never escape the self-disclosure of her witness concerning God.1

Tozer was on solid biblical ground for his view. As the psalmist says of the worship of idols in Psalm 115:8, “Those who make them become like them; so do all who trust in them.” This is a firm biblical principle.

SCRIPTURAL REVELATION

But
 where do we get our ideas of God? Evangelical theology prizes the Scriptures as the revelation of the only God there is. Without revelation from God our theology is blind and represents the best human guesses about the divine. Such guessing would make for an interesting chat show on late-night television but hardly a body of knowledge worth staking one’s life on. Therefore this study will need to examine carefully the witness of Scripture. In so doing it assumes that Scripture ought to occupy a unique place in understanding God’s relationship with creation and ourselves. The important doctrines that spell out that uniqueness include inspiration, inerrancy, sufficiency, clarity, and canon, to name a few. These are not the subject of this study but are presupposed by it. In other words, this study presupposes a high view of biblical authority, which is a defining characteristic of the evangelical tradition.

However, it is one thing to have such a high view of Scripture and quite another to interpret the Bible responsibly. A high view of Scripture requires a respectful hermeneutic. The Reformers had such a respectful and responsible interpretive approach summed up in the notion of the analogy of faith (analogia fidei), which took seriously the unity of the canon.2 Scripture is to interpret Scripture, Scripture is not to be interpreted against Scripture, and the plain Scripture is to interpret the obscure Scripture. I would add to these a fourth principle: Scripture is to be interpreted genre by genre.

However, sometimes conservatively minded Christians can read Scripture in a one-dimensional and wooden way. I recall talking to an elder in a church who insisted that if there wasn’t an actual robbery informing Jesus’ story of the Good Samaritan in Luke 10, then Jesus was not the Son of God. Why? Because Jesus would have attempted to teach truth by a lie. “But it is parable!” I insisted, to little effect.3

What then do the Scriptures tell us? As we shall see, the Scriptures reveal to us a God who is personal. Persons generate narratives or stories that can be told by them and not simply by us. Scripture contains much divine autobiography. God has his own stories. For example, God presents himself to the Israelites as the one who brought them out of the land of Egypt (Ex. 20:1–2). Unless our doctrine of the Spirit can be anchored firmly in the narratives of the self-presentation of the God of creation and redemption as found in the Bible, that doctrine has little, in fact, no claim on Christian allegiance.

OTHER SOURCES

Given that evangelical theologians have such a high regard for Scripture as God’s Word written—albeit in human words—one might expect wrongly that other sources for theological reflection are thereby neglected. But in practice evangelical theologians work with tradition, or with what I call the witness of Christian thought, and do so also with a firm eye on the contemporary world of human predicament which we ourselves experience. We live outside of Eden. We live this side of the fall (Augustine’s lapsus), or as French lay theologian Jacques Ellul (1912–1994) put it, “The Rupture” (“La Rupture”).4 Thus the evangelical theologian seeks to connect the text and today, past and present, the Word and the world. To make these connections both truthful and fruitful requires wisdom and not simply intelligence. Wisdom is our intelligence exercised within the attitudinal framework of the fear of the Lord (Prov. 1:7). Doing theology ought to be therefore a wisdom activity embodying a particular attitude of reverence toward God. When done so it becomes part of the Christian’s reasonable worship—that is to say, worship understood in that broad NT sense of life lived in response to the gospel (Rom. 12:1–2) and not in the traditional but narrower sense of the corporate acknowledgment of the grandeur of God (as in Revelation 4–5).

This study of the doctrine of the Holy Spirit will need then not only to respect Scripture but also to interact with the witness of Christian thought. By that I mean the study will need to be in conversation, as it were, with the creeds and with the great theologians of the past and present who have turned their attention to the person and work of the Spirit of God. Basil of Caesarea, Augustine, Aquinas, Calvin, Owen, Kuyper, Barth, Moltmann, and many others will need to be given their due. Doing theology is an ecclesiastical practice or it runs the risk of idiosyncrasy. Sometimes at a popular level evangelicals can act as though God has not been active in the world and in his people between St. Paul’s conversion and their own. That trap we will need to avoid. Moreover this study will need to make connection with the issues surrounding the doctrine of the Spirit today in the world of human predicament. Last century, Dietrich Bonhoeffer (1906–1945) asked, Who is Christ for us today?5 An analogous question may be asked of the Spirit: Who is the Holy Spirit for us today?

The theological enterprise, therefore, involves the foundational and normative Word of Revelation brought to bear on the World of Human Predicament with an awareness of the Witness of Christian Thought.6 To do so responsibly is a Work of Wisdom predicated on the fear of the Lord and is to be conducted in the Way of Worship offered to the living God.

AN EVIDENCE-BASED APPROACH

In my view an evangelical approach to the doctrine of the Holy Spirit needs to be an evidence-based practice7 Philosophy offers a parallel. In their useful book What Philosophers Think, Julian Baggini and Jeremy Stangroom maintain,

What regulates the flow of ideas in philosophy is rational argumentation. Exactly what makes an argument rational is itself a philosophical question, but in general it is that any conclusions reached are based upon a combination of good evidence, good reasoning and self-evident basic principles of logic. (The ‘evidence’ philosophy draws upon is not usually the special data of science, but the kind of evidence which is available to all. These are facts which are established by every day experience or established science. In this way there is no special evidence-base for philosophy.)8

Like philosophy, theology needs to have its ideas regulated. Like doing philosophy, doing theology is an evidence-based practice. Like philosophy, rational argument is a desideratum for theology as a discipline. But unlike philosophy, as Baggini and Stangroom conceive of it, theology does have a special evidence-base: namely, that provided by special revelation now crystallized as Holy Scripture and by general revelation as interpreted by that same Scripture.

Likewise any evidence provided by contemporary Christian experience needs to be viewed through the grid of Scripture and not the other way around, especially when the question of how best to describe the experience is under examination—a question to which we shall return in a later chapter.

The alternative to the above is to spin theological ideas out of our minds much like one of Francis Bacon’s spiders which spins its web out of its own body.9 In contrast to such self-sufficient spiders, Dietrich Bonhoeffer can still teach a fresh generation when he writes,

We must learn to know the Scriptures again, as the Reformers and our fathers knew them. We must know the Scriptures first and foremost for the sake of our salvation. But besides this, there are ample reasons that make this requirement exceedingly urgent. How, for example, shall we ever attain certainty and confidence in our personal and church activity if we do not stand on solid biblical ground? It is not our heart that determines our course, but God’s Word. But who in this day has any proper understanding of the need for scriptural proof? How often do we hear innumerable arguments ‘from life’ and ‘from experience’ put forward as the basis for the most crucial decisions but the argument of Scripture is missing. And this authority would perhaps point in exactly the opposite direction. It is not surprising, of course, that the person who attempts to cast discredit upon their wisdom should be the one who himself does not seriously read, know, and study the Scriptures. But one who will not learn to handle the Bible for himself is not an evangelical Christian.10

Evidence-based theological practice provides scriptural support for its affirmations and denials.11 Moreover, that scriptural support will be utilized in a way that is sensitive
 to the biblical text in its immediate context in its literary unit in its book in the canon in the light of the flow of redemptive history.12

This is not to say that there is no room for daring theological hypotheses. There is. But they need to be identified as such and offered to the church for debate as theologoumena (theological opinions) rather than as convictions. Some notion of dogmatic rank needs deployment when proposals are offered that far outrun the force of the scriptural evidence. If such proposals lead away from the body of divinity (teaching) found in Scripture then they are to be abandoned. If they are consistent with that body of divinity then they may be embraced heuristically until better are found.

THE HISTORY OF PNEUMATOLOGICAL DISCUSSION AND DEBATE: A SKETCH13

A conventional way to periodize the Christian past is to divide it into four periods.14 The Patristic era covers late NT times to the eighth century, the Medieval Era covers the eighth century to the fifteenth, the Reformational one from the sixteenth to the seventeenth, and the Modern from the eighteenth until today. Let’s examine briefly each period in turn—albeit in broad strokes.15

The great topic of discussion and debate in the Patristic era concerned the ontology of the Spirit in relation to the essential Trinity rather than the work of the Spirit in the economy (administration) of salvation. Was the Spirit as much God as the Father is God and as the Son is God? The orthodox judgment—both East (Greek speaking) and West (Latin-speaking)—was strongly affirmative. The Spirit is to be worshiped with the Father and the Son, one God in three Persons. However, there is a plausible historical argument that despite the espoused equality of the Spirit with the Father and the Son in the Trinity there was operationally a “subordination” of the Spirit, especially in the West, as reflected in the somewhat minimal treatment of the Spirit in comparison with the Father and the Son in the great creeds of Christendom, whether Apostles’, Nicene, or Athanasian.

The Medieval period saw further wrestling over the precise nature of the Spirit’s relation to the Father and the Son within the triune Godhead with respect to the biblical ideas of the sending of the Spirit by the Father and the Son. Did these sendings reflect the inner life of God as Trinity or was the sending of the Spirit from the Son reflective only of an economic function? As Raymond E. Brown observes, “In the first millennium of Christianity at the great Councils the Churches could agree on God and, for the most part, on Jesus Christ; but East and West ultimately split apart over the Spirit.”16 The filioque (“from the Son also”) controversy, which we will explore in more than one place in subsequent discussion, engendered much bitterness and is part of the story of the schism of Eastern and Western Christianity (A.D. 1054) which continues to this day. The West embraces filioque. The East rejects it.

With Reformational Christianity, the conclusions of the Patristic era concerning the ontology of the Spirit (the person of the Spirit) were maintained in their Western form (Luther, Calvin, and Cranmer). What does emerge is more attention given to the work of the Spirit. Brown contends, “The Reformation was a battle among Western Christians who were united in the belief that the Spirit had come forth from the Son (as well as from the Father) but who were divided over how the Spirit functioned in the church.”17 Luther (1483–1546) and Calvin (1509–1564), in particular, emphasized the work of the Spirit in conjunction with the Word to bring about faith both in response to the preached gospel and to Scripture whether taught or read. Both Reformers reacted strongly against the Roman Catholic claim that the Spirit worked in some exclusive way through the official spokespersons of that church: namely, “the hierarchy of bishops” as “the interpreters of the Christian faith.”18 Likewise both Reformers reacted strongly against enthusiasts of the day with their stress on immediate Spirit experience. Calvin, in particular, contributed the lastingly fruitful notion of an inner witness of the Spirit in the believer to the objective Word of God (testimonium internum Spiritus Sancti). He is rightly described by J. I. Packer as “the theologian of the Holy Spirit,” just as Athanasius (c. 296–373) is “the theologian of the incarnation” and Luther “of justification.”19 In the next century the great Puritan divine John Owen (1616–1683) did pioneering work on the Spirit’s role in progressive sanctification or the believer’s growth in godliness.20

The Modern period has witnessed a number of phases of interest in the Spirit’s work. In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries the experiential dimensions of the Spirit’s work were especially to the fore. The mission of the Spirit is to regenerate and sanctify. George Whitefield (1714–1770) especially thematized the former and John Wesley (1703–1791) the latter. Subsequently, in the nineteenth century the topic of Spirit-impelled sanctification was understood in terms of the experience of a “higher Christian life” and holiness before the Lord. In the early twentieth century modern Pentecostalism arose against this holiness background and out of a concern to serve the Lord with power in what was perceived to be an increasingly hostile world. The concern for power to serve was not confined to the rising Pentecostal movement. Prominent evangelists such as R. A. Torrey (1856–1928) also accented the need for “a baptism in the Spirit.” At the present time a number of pneumatological currents are at work. There is the continued growth of the Pentecostal movement worldwide, the influence of the charismatic movement within mainline churches, and the rise of “Third Wave” congregations.21 There is continued interest in such issues as filioque, the Spirit and the power to serve, the Spirit and the gifting of today’s church, the Spirit and the doctrine of the church (ecclesiology per se), the Spirit and the use of gendered language in addressing and describing God, the Spirit and the liberation of oppressed people, and finally the Spirit and claims of authentic religious experience in religions other than Christianity.22 This list is indicative rather than exhaustive.

THE IMPORTANCE OF QUESTIONS

Questions constitute the lifeblood of both conversation and critical inquiry. This is so with theological discussion and inquiry. Important questions for our study include:

[image: Bullet] What does the Bible say about the Holy Spirit?

[image: Bullet] How is the Spirit characterized?

[image: Bullet] Is the Spirit a person?

[image: Bullet] Is the Spirit God?

[image: Bullet] If the Spirit is God, should we then pray to the Holy Spirit?

[image: Bullet] How is the Spirit to be understood in Trinitarian terms?

[image: Bullet] What are we to make of the elusiveness of the Spirit, who is like the wind?

[image: Bullet] What role does the Spirit play in creation?

[image: Bullet] How does the Spirit make the deep things of God known?

[image: Bullet] What is the Spirit’s relation to the institutions of Israel: prophets, priests, kings, tabernacle, and temple?

[image: Bullet] How does the Spirit figure in the messianic hopes of Israel?

[image: Bullet] Were OT believers regenerated and indwelt by the Spirit?

[image: Bullet] What is the Spirit’s relation to Jesus the Messiah?

[image: Bullet] How does the Spirit connect to the life of the believer?

[image: Bullet] What is the blasphemy against the Spirit?

[image: Bullet] How does the Spirit connect to the life of the church?

[image: Bullet] What is the role of the Spirit with regard to Scripture?

[image: Bullet] Are all the gifts of the Spirit for today?

[image: Bullet] Is the Spirit at work in other religions around the world?

[image: Bullet] How are we to discern the Spirit at work today?

[image: Bullet]
 What about ambiguous references to s/Spirit in Scripture?

The list of questions is suggestive rather than exhaustive. This study will address to greater or lesser degrees each of these questions. Moreover it will look to theologians of the past and present to see how they have addressed some of these questions: for example, how Augustine (354–430) understood the Spirit as the bond of love in the triune Godhead; and how Calvin saw the Spirit’s role as integral to our belief in the authority of Scripture; and how Moltmann (1926–), with his strong accent on the Spirit’s relation to creation, understands the Holy Spirit as “the Spirit of Life.”

However, systematically addressing such questions does raise a problem when it comes to the biblical testimony.

A PROBLEM TO FACE

Scripture is not systematic in its form in the way that traditional Western theology is. Scripture is like a garden richly filled with many plant varieties: trees, shrubs, cacti, flowers, and even reports of weeds. The reader of Scripture is not presented with books—or a canon, for that matter—dealing with the standard theological topics in neat order. Put another way, Scripture is not organized like Peter Lombard’s Sentences or Aquinas’s Summa Theologica or Calvin’s Institutes or Barth’s Church Dogmatics or Louis Berkhof’s Systematic Theology. Story or narrative is a feature of Scripture: the story of creation, the story of the fall, the story of Abraham, the story of Israel, the story of the one God who is Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.

The challenge facing the systematician is to do his or her theology in an organized way that does not drain Scripture of its narrative color. This problem especially needs addressing when at issue is the discussion of the personal nature of the triune God in general or of one Person of the Godhead in particular. Otherwise a book on the doctrine of the Holy Spirit—the present task—risks becoming a mere collection of words, propositions, arguments, and conceptual gymnastics. All of these elements will feature in this work. But if only they feature then something is missing: namely, the drama of redemption and how the Spirit plays his role in the Trinity’s reclamation of creation. J. S. Whale captured the problem vividly when he wrote of the doctrine of the atonement:

Instead of putting off our shoes from our feet because the place whereon we stand is holy ground, we are taking nice photographs of the burning bush, from suitable angles: we are chatting about theories of the atonement [and I would add, chatting about interpretations of Pentecost] with our feet on the mantelpiece instead of kneeling down before the wounds of Christ [and I would add, without recognizing that the Spirit is here].23

According to Whale, we need a “living synthesis where those very facts [of doctrine], which the intellect dissects and coldly examines, are given back to us with the wholeness which belongs to life.” But how can such a synthesis be achieved?

Two things are required to achieve the synthesis. First, the narrative nature of Scripture will need to be given its due weight. This study will need to rehearse the stories of the Spirit in the Scriptures and reflect on them as well as examine the didactic portions of Scripture that thematize the Spirit. Second, both the writer will need to write and the reader will need to read intentionally coram Deo (before God). Augustine knew this latter need. In terms of genre, Augustine’s famous Confessions is in the form of a prayer, as is Anselm’s Proslogion. Though this study will not be in prayer form it will presuppose the practice of prayer or paying attention to God, as Simone Weil has taught us.24 After all, as the early church theologian Evagrius Pontus (346–399) observed, “If you are a theologian, you truly pray. If you truly pray, you are a theologian.”25

THE SHAPE OF THE STUDY

In the first part of the book the mystery of the Spirit is addressed. As Daniel L. Migliore observes with regard to theology in general, “Christian theology begins, continues and ends with the inexhaustible mystery of God.”26 And as Richard B. Gaffin Jr. wisely suggests with regard to the Holy Spirit in particular, “Any sound theology of the Holy Spirit . . . will be left with a certain remainder, a surplus unaccounted for, an area of mystery.”27 More recently, Gordon Fee has described Paul’s characterization of the Spirit as “God’s empowering presence.”28 There is merit in Fee’s expression and in his recognition of “the dynamic and experienced nature of the life of the Spirit.”29 In his view that experience at the beginning of the Christian’s life was lost early on in the history of the church, to its hurt. Spontaneity gave way to performance.30 The events that occurred on the first Pentecost after the resurrection of Christ provide a case in point. The Spirit’s outpouring on that day was a dramatic and dynamic experience. But in his encounter with Nicodemus in the Fourth Gospel Jesus taught that the Spirit was like the wind (John 3:8). The wind is a mystery. It blows where it wills. It can be overwhelming as a storm wind (Ex. 14:21) or gentle as a breeze. Paul on the Damascus Road experienced the storm wind (Acts 9:1–19). Timothy, who grew up in the faith, may have experienced the breeze (2 Tim. 1:5; 3:14–15). As John Wesley wrote in his letter to Mary Cooke, “There is an irreconcilable variability in the operations of the Holy Spirit on the souls of men.”31 According to Wesley, “[m]any find Him rushing upon them like a torrent” while in Mary herself the Spirit’s work had been “gentle.” There is an epistemological elusiveness about the Spirit that this part of the study examines. An excursus looks at some of the ambiguities in the biblical text with regard to the Spirit. The issue is whether the issue in a given text is a reference to the Holy Spirit or to the human spirit or to the inanimate wind. Psalm 51, which has four references to “Spirit” or “spirit” (rûach), will provide the case in point. In this part of the discussion we also examine the personhood of the Spirit, the deity of the Spirit, the Spirit’s relation to the triune Godhead. In addition, the question of our language about the Spirit and gender issues will be among those discussed. In particular, we will pursue the question of whether the Spirit should be spoken of as “he” or, as some are suggesting, “she.” Another excursus will treat the debated question of whether the order (taxis) within the Trinity between Father, Son, and Holy Spirit is paradigmatic in some way for Christians’ behavior today.

In the second part we turn our attention from the person of the Spirit to the ministry or the work of the Spirit in the OT presentation. In so doing we will be following the scholastic principle of operari sequitur esse (“operation follows being”).32 Or put another way, what we say of the work of the Spirit needs to be predicated on what can be said of the person of the Spirit.33 Themes covered include: the Spirit and creation as the “Lord of life”; the Spirit’s role in making God known through revelation; the Spirit’s role in the institutional life of God’s OT people Israel; and the Spirit’s part in the messianic hopes of Israel. In this part we will also begin to explore the biblical vocabulary for and symbols of the Holy Spirit (passim). An excursus will address the much debated question of whether OT believers were regenerated by the Spirit.

Part 3 continues the study of the Spirit’s ministry, this time looking at the NT testimony. The Spirit’s role in empowering the Messiah of Israel and then the Messiah’s role in bestowing the Spirit upon God’s NT people will be discussed. Next the Spirit’s role in the corporate life of God’s people will be examined. Here our themes, among others, will include Pentecost revisited, the making of God’s children, the baptism and fullness of the Spirit, the Spirit’s relation to water baptism and the Lord’s Supper, the gifts of the Spirit given to the body of Christ, and the future of the church and cosmos in the light of pneumatology. Some readers may note at this point what may seem to be a strange omission. In this study there is no separate chapter on the Spirit and the Christian. Instead
 when the role of the Spirit in the life of the church is explored, so too will be the implications for the individual believer. The reasons for such an approach are to be found in the chapter itself. But to anticipate: since the rise of modern individualism it comes as so natural in the West to think first of the atom and next, if at all, of the molecule. Or put another way, we concern ourselves with the one and next, if at all, with the many. However, as we shall see, the accent in the scriptural revelation is otherwise. God is making a people for his name.34 Finally, in the last chapter in this part, the question of revelation will again be raised as the Spirit’s role in the inspiration and illumination of the Scriptures is canvassed. This chapter concerns the Spirit and our knowing God. This discussion could have come earlier. Indeed, it could have constituted the very first chapter. However, I have elected to place it last in the part dealing with the Spirit’s ministry in NT perspective. My chief reason for doing so lies in the fact that the NT reveals so much more about the Spirit’s role in epistemology than does the OT, especially Jesus’ teaching about the ministry of the Spirit as the Paraclete in John 14–16 and Paul’s teaching on the Spirit as the searcher of the depths in 1 Corinthians 2:6–16.

The third part also considers matters concerning the manifestation of the Spirit in today’s world. The discussion of these practical questions and issues will flow out of the relevant NT material. Debated questions that will be addressed include the important—because so pastorally freighted—matter of blasphemy against the Spirit as well as whether the gifts of NT times such as tongues and prophecy are available today, and whether there is more than one Spirit-reception to be experienced subsequent to conversion. Also examined are the increasing claims that theology now needs to start from the third article of the creed: namely, the person and work of the Spirit. In so doing some maintain that whatever is good, true, and beautiful in the religions of the world can be cited as the Holy Spirit’s present manifestation. Such controversial issues raise urgent criteriological questions concerning spiritual discernment.

At the end of each chapter in each part there will be a section dealing with implications for belief and behavior arising from the immediately preceding discussion and in some instances an excursus dealing at more length with one of the debated questions mentioned previously. Theology must not be left unapplied. There is always the temptation in formal theology merely to lay out the conceptual geography of the key ideas with the appropriate definitions and logical linkages shown. However, as Karl Barth (1886–1968) wisely wrote, “. . . we must not present the being and work, Word and Spirit of God as an hypothesis which, even with great majesty and glory, simply hovers over the mind and heart and life of man like a radiant ball of glass or soap-bubble, but never leads to the result that something happens.”35  The Spirit is real and no mere idea. His reality calls for the appropriate understanding, attitudes, and actions on our part.

Drawing out theological implications from the scriptural testimony must be done in a responsible way. Bernard Ramm helpfully argues that, “Theological exegesis extends grammatical exegesis in that theological exegesis is interested in the largest implications of the text.”36 And yet a caveat is needed:

Propositions imply other propositions. In formal systems (logic, mathematics, geometry), the process of drawing propositions from other propositions is strictly controlled. In material systems (science, history, psychology, etc.), the implications of a proposition are not always obvious and the verification of a proposition may be very difficult. The Bible as a literary and historical document does not belong to the formal but to the material. Therefore deducing propositions from Scripture faces all of the problems typical of deducing propositions in a material system.37

As we endeavor to draw out the implications of the scriptural text we will keep Ramm’s caveat in mind.

Finally, the whole argument of the study under the broad heads of the mystery and ministry of the Spirit will be summarized by way of conclusion. In the conclusion the magnificence of the self-effacing Spirit comes into prominence. In particular the Spirit as the searcher of the depths of God, as the bond within the Godhead, as the executor of the divine purposes, and as the perfecter of those purposes will come to the fore. The Holy Spirit of God is the glorifier of others. A glossary rounds out the work to help the reader to navigate some of the technical language of the discussion.

HOW TO USE THIS STUDY

Since the study falls into four parts, several reading strategies are possible for a work of this kind. One might read from beginning to end. The logic of the work is more easily seen this way: first the person of the Spirit theologically considered and then the work of the Spirit biblically revealed. The questions and issues in contemporary Christian thought and practice, that arise from the NT’s presentation of the work of the Spirit, will figure prominently. Or one may turn first to the discussion of the biblical evidence concerning the Spirit in either OT or NT. Again, the contemporary scene may be the driver and so the last part of each chapter on the person or the work of the Spirit in either Old or New Testament perspective which deals, by way of application, with contemporary matters, may be the place to go. Or the reader might turn first to the debated questions and controversial issues found in the excurses, before exploring other parts. Or one might start at the end with the conclusion and then read the rest to explore in detail the path that led there.

Whichever reading strategy is adopted, the witness of Christian song also needs to be heard at the start of this venture. For the best of our songs arise from the life of God’s people with their God. Bianco da Siena’s (d. A.D. 1434) great pneumatological hymn is no exception. It is redolent with biblical allusions and expresses a desire that any serious reader of Scripture needs to foster:

Come down, O Love divine,
 Seek Thou this soul of mine,
 And visit it with Thine own ardor glowing.
 O Comforter, draw near,
 Within my heart appear,
 And kindle it, Thy Holy flame bestowing.

O let it freely burn,
 Till earthly passions turn
 To dust and ashes in its heat consuming;
 And let Thy glorious light Shine ever on my sight,
 And clothe me round,
 the while my path illuming.

Let holy charity
 Mine outward vesture be,
 And lowliness become mine inner clothing;
 True lowliness of heart,
 Which takes the humbler part,
 And o’er its own shortcomings weeps with loathing.

And so the yearning strong,
 With which the soul will long,
 Shall far outpass the power of human telling;
 For none shall guess its grace,
 Till he become the place
 Wherein the Holy Spirit makes His dwelling.38

May this become our prayer in the course of this study.
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I: THE MYSTERY OF THE SPIRIT



CHAPTER  TWO: THE ELUSIVENESS OF THE SPIRIT

In his celebrated encounter with Nicodemus, Jesus makes a crucial point about the elusiveness of the Spirit (John 3:3–8).1 Jesus said that the Spirit’s action is like that of the wind. The movements of the wind have a mystery to them. You can’t tell where the wind comes from or where it is going.2 Likewise the Spirit. Indeed the Spirit blows where he wills. No one is master of the Spirit. As John Goldingay points out with regard to both Old and New Testaments, “Wind suggests something of the mysterious, invisible, dynamic power of God.”3  Nicodemus should have known such things, according to Jesus (John 3:10). After all he was a teacher of Israel, a learned Pharisee and community leader. He presumably knew his Scriptures. Perhaps Jesus had in mind that scene in Ezekiel where the valley of dry bones comes alive through the mighty wind of God blowing through it (Ezekiel 37). A whole people needed to be born again. But all Jesus’ talk of being born from above or again had passed Nicodemus by. He simply did not get the thrust of the metaphor and was thinking in crass, all too literal categories. How could man enter his mother’s womb and be born a second time (John 3:4)? It made no sense.

Jesus’ words are salutary. Anyone writing about God in general and the Spirit of God in particular needs to reckon with mystery.4 As George S. Hendry suggests, “The true doctrine of the Holy Spirit will always be one that recognizes the inherent subtlety and complexity of the subject and is most conscious of its inadequacy to grasp the mystery after which it gropes.”5 Back in the nineteenth century Sir Leslie Stephen was able to criticize some of the theologians of his day for discussing God as Trinity as though they could define “. . . the nature of God Almighty with an accuracy from which modest naturalists would shrink in describing the genesis of a black beetle.”6 Of course, the hopefully dead beetle was a mere object and therefore legitimately subject to human manipulation and control. However, the living God—and the Spirit of the living God—is always subject, never object in the sense that we can manipulate or control deity. God is God, and we are not. Christians don’t practice magic.

Bernard Ramm was aware of the difficulty of writing about the Spirit when he commented,

To profess to know a great deal about the Spirit of God is contrary to the nature of the Spirit of God. There is a hiddenness to the Spirit that cannot be uncovered. There is an immediacy of the Spirit that cannot be shoved into vision. There is an invisibility of the Spirit that cannot be forced into visibility. There is a reticence of the Spirit that cannot be converted into openness. For these reasons one feels helpless, inadequate, and unworthy to write a line about the Spirit.7

Bernard Ramm is one evangelical theologian to whom Sir Leslie Stephen’s strictures don’t apply.

This work will be filled with analyses and syntheses, but the mystery will remain. But just what is mystery as a theological category, and is it a valid one?

MYSTERIES, PUZZLES, RIDDLES, AND PROBLEMS

To begin with, some conceptual brush clearing is in order. A mystery is not a puzzle.8 A jigsaw puzzle may be solved by putting the various pieces together in a way that a coherent picture appears and no piece is left over or is out of place. At last, Mount Rushmore comes clearly into view. Puzzles can be solved. Once the solution is found, we move on. Detective mysteries are really detective puzzles. The reader of the novel would be desperately disappointed if at the end of the book the murderer’s identity were still unknown—if it wasn’t the butler, then who?—or if there had not been sufficient clues along the way—the footprint with the distinctive sole and the bloodstained scarf, don’t they mean something?—to make the final identification of the murderer plausible. In other words, as with a jigsaw puzzle, all the pieces (clues) have been put together in a coherent way and the murderer comes clearly into view. A mystery is not a riddle either. Riddles may find an answer. Riddles are usually found expressed in words that require some lateral thinking and knowledge to unravel. Samson’s riddle about the honey and lion is a biblical example (Judg. 14:10–18). Nor is a mystery a problem. There are problems in math. Fermat’s last theorem was eventually solved by British mathematician Andrew Wiles after some four hundred years.9 However, when I employ the category of mystery it is not to be confused with either puzzles, problems, or riddles. One final clarification: nor am I using mystery in that NT sense of an open secret (Gk. must[image: 2]rion). In that sense, what was formerly unrevealed now stands on display. A prominent Pauline example is the mystery that Jews and Gentiles are joint heirs of the promises of God, as the gospel now reveals.10

Mystery as I am using the term is an epistemological claim about an ontological reality. It is an expression of epistemic humility rather than of epistemic arrogance. God has spoken. God has made his name known—that is, his very nature, truly if not exhaustively. But the more one considers the revelation of God, the more there is to know and the more one knows how little one knows, and yet what is increasingly known throws light on other realities (nature, history, and humankind). British Anglo-Catholic theologian E. L. Mascall put it so well that an extensive quote is appropriate:

There are in fact three features which belong to a mystery. . . [i]n the first place, on being confronted with a mystery we are conscious that the small central area of which we have a relatively clear vision shades off into a vast background which is obscure and as yet unpenetrated. Secondly, we find, as we attempt to penetrate this background . . . that the range and clarity of our vision progressively increase but at the same time the background which is obscure and unpenetrated is seen to be far greater than we had recognised before. . . . The third feature of a mystery to which I want to draw attention is the fact that a mystery, while it remains obscure in itself, has a remarkable capacity of illuminating other things.11

Descartes in his Meditations may have pursued clear and distinct ideas as the key to philosophical rigor. But the theologian knows that the living God of biblical attestation is no mere idea, and even some philosophers have recognized the legitimate place of mystery in human thought.12

BIBLICAL PERSPECTIVES

More to the point, to fail to reckon with mystery is a failure to reckon with the actual content of biblical revelation. In the Torah the climactic scene in Exodus 33–34 is instructive here. Moses wanted to see God’s glory (k[image: 4]b[image: 1]d). He wanted to view the divine splendor (Ex. 33:18). But to do so God put him in the cleft of the rock (v. 22). God had to cover him, and what Moses saw on that occasion was the back, not the face, of God (v. 23). The glory of God consisted of his goodness, and that goodness was clustered in a number of properties, or as the rabbis termed it, “measures” (the middoth). And so Moses heard the proclamation of God’s mercy, grace, slowness to get angry, steadfast love and faithfulness, and yet this God was not a God who would condone evil (34:6–7). The gracious and merciful God is also the judge of his people. Forgiveness, yes, but also judgment. In fact God’s dealings with his people in the Torah from this point on—and also before—exhibit in story after story each of these characteristics (for example, see Num. 21:4–9 and the bronze serpent incident as representative).

The last book of the Torah gives us Moses’ rehearsal of the Torah a second time as Israel stood gathered on the plains of Moab. His address climaxes with the claim that the secret things belong to the Lord but the things that have been revealed have been revealed with a practical purpose in mind: namely, the doing of all the works of the Law (Deut. 29:29). The great desideratum in biblical religion as positively presented in the OT is not contemplation, as though reason were the essence of humanity. Rather the great accent falls on praxis. God is to be believed and obeyed. Moses is not Plato with a Hebrew voice. The Prophets likewise contribute to the epistemic picture. Isaiah tells of God whose thoughts are not our thoughts and whose ways are not our ways. A spatial image is employed to reinforce the point. The phenomenology is clear. As any one of us may observe, the heavens are higher than the earth; likewise are God’s ways and thoughts when compared to our own (Isa. 55:8–9). Indeed earlier in the book when Yahweh makes his glory present in the temple, the prophet is completely undone (Isa. 6:5). Outside of Eden, the revelation of the glory of God overwhelms. Moses was protected in the cleft of the rock. Isaiah was undone by the experience and needed divine restoration—the live coal to his lips (v. 6).

In the Writings—the last great division of the Hebrew Bible—the mystery of God is also affirmed. Psalm 97 presents the Lord as king. He reigns (v. 1). He is surrounded by thick clouds and darkness (v. 2). These metaphors speak of the incomprehensibility of God. He stands in marked contrast to idols (v. 7). The real God is the exalted one in whom Israel can rejoice (vv. 9–12). J. I. Packer wisely comments,

Theology states this [the greatness of God] by describing him as incomprehensible—not in the sense that logic is somehow different from what it is for us, so that we cannot follow the working of his mind at all, but in the sense that we can never understand him fully, just because he is infinite and we are finite.13

As Packer helpfully goes on to point out, John Calvin knew this important truth about the incomprehensibility of God when he famously used the idea of God’s stooping down to accommodate his revelation to our epistemic needs as finite creatures.14

Upholding the mystery of God or the incomprehensibility of God should keep idolatry at bay. As Calvin in his classic Institutes of the Christian Religion averred, “man’s nature, so to speak, is a perpetual factory of idols.”15 Fallen humankind is drawn to gods made with our own hands and which we control. But such idols are impotent, as both the Prophets and the Writings assert (see, for example, Jer. 10:1–16 and Ps. 115:4–8, respectively). The God of biblical depiction is untamable. There is no one like him (e.g., Ex. 15:11).16

The NT Scriptures do not change the picture. Jesus walked the earth in what theologians describe as the state of humiliation rather than glory. In terms of the Isaianic prophecy of the servant of the Lord, “he had no form or majesty that we should look at him, and no beauty that we should desire him” (Isa. 53:2). Jesus spoke with authority and acted with authority (Matt. 7:28–29 and Mark 2:12, respectively). But in appearance—phenomenologically speaking—he was another one of us. However, when the incarnate Son of God was transfigured on the mountain, the disciples were overwhelmed by the glory so revealed (Mark 9:1–13). The experience made them afraid in his presence. After the resurrection, when Jesus returned to his glory, he marvelously took our humanity with him (cf. John 17:5; Phil. 2:8–11; and Heb. 2:10–18). Of course, at one level, so much more now is revealed about God’s will and ways (Heb. 1:1–2). We do have “the light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ” (2 Cor. 4:6). Even so, the apostle Paul maintains that God’s ways are inscrutable and his judgments are unsearchable (Rom. 11:33). He argues that we “know in part” and “we see in a mirror dimly” (1 Cor. 13:12). In fact, he tells the Galatians that it is not so much that we know God as it is that God knows us (Gal. 4:9). Seeing God face-to-face is the great eschatological prospect. It is the substance of the Christian’s hope (cf. 1 Cor. 13:12 and 1 John 3:1–3). But to do so requires nothing less than the ontological transformation of the believer. As for the Holy Spirit, we have already noted at the outset of this chapter how Jesus compared the movement of the Spirit to the mysterious movement of the wind (John 3:8).
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