
    THE HOLY SPIRIT 

Ezekiel 37.1-14; Psalm 139.1-12; Acts 2.1-11; John 20.19.31 

When I last spoke on Trinity Sunday, I mentioned that I wanted to look a little 

closer at the Third Person of the Trinity, the Holy Spirit, and what it means that 

Christians are baptised in the Name of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit and thus 

become part of the Divine Community of Love. As we touched on last time, 

while most of us feel relatively comfortable with the notion of God and Jesus, 

the role and nature of the Holy Spirit often appears difficult to grasp. 

Now this is not surprising as the words used throughout Scripture to describe 

the Holy Spirit are the words for ‘air’, ‘wind’ and ‘breath’; ruach in Hebrew and 

pneuma in Greek. We can’t see the wind nor can we see our breath or the air 

that we breathe. We can see their effects but we can’t see them. So Jesus says 

to Nicodemus in relation to his need to be born anew: “The wind blows where 

it chooses and you hear the sound of it, but you don’t know where it comes 

from or where it goes. So it is with everyone who is born of the Spirit.”  

Thus, the Holy Spirit is impossible to pin down, especially conceptually. So 

rather than trying to do that, this morning I want to look briefly at number of 

references to the Holy Spirit in Scripture and try and draw a picture of the 

developing narrative understanding of the Spirit of God in the Old and New 

Testaments, in Israel and the Church. It’s a huge subject and I can only scratch 

the surface, but hopefully it will help.  

I especially want to examine the role of the Spirit vis-a-vis matter, especially 

the body. The word ‘spiritual’ is often used today to suggest a non-bodily realm 

of life, as something opposed to the mundane material life most of us live. 

(Gnosticism) However, that is not the Biblical understanding. The Spirit is 

revealed in scripture as the Creative One who constantly interacts with 

humanity, bringing life out of death, newness out of old, possibility out of 

impossibility, freedom out of slavery and hope out of despair as we live out our 

lives in the messy world of the everyday. It is interesting that in meditation, as 

we concentrate on our breathing, we become more conscious of our bodies 

not less. That is closer to the Biblical reality. 



We first meet the Spirit in the story of the Creation in very first chapters of 

Genesis. In the first creation story in Gen. 1, the Spirit is depicted as the agent 

of Creation. The Spirit or wind of God sweeps over the waters to bring order 

out of chaos, as God says “Let there be....”  In the second creation story in Gen. 

2, the Spirit is portrayed as the life of created humanity. “The Lord God formed 

the man (adam) out of the dust of the ground (adamah) and breathed into his 

nostrils the breath of life; and the man became a living being.”(7) Human life is 

powered and sustained by the Spirit, the breath of God. The English words 

‘inspiration’ and ‘respiration’ (‘perspiration’?) also refer to creative life 

breathed into the body from outside and are often used by creative artists of 

explain the source of their work. In the OT, all crafts involved in the building of 

the Temple are seen as manifestations of the creative Spirit. Life is not a 

possession but a gift. This is powerfully expressed in Ps104: “When you (God) 

hide your face, your creatures are dismayed; when you take away their breath, 

they die and return to their dust. When you send forth your spirit (breath), 

they are created; and you renew the face of the ground.” (29-30) 

Psalm 139 adds to this understanding. For Israel, God is their ever-present 

covenant partner and it is God’s Spirit who is the one who is with them always 

across time and space. “Where can I go from your Spirit; Or where can I flee 

from your presence?” (7) The answer is ‘nowhere’. God is not territorial. The 

presence of the spirit and the life of created humanity are two sides of the one 

coin. Where one is, there is the other. Psalm 139 is a Jewish expression of what 

would become a declaration of universal relevance at Pentecost and in Paul’s 

words to the Athenians in Acts 17: “In him we live and move and have our 

being.” God the Spirit is the sphere in which humanity has its existence – the 

Spirit is the air that we breathe. 

But the Spirit in the OT is not only the creative power of God and the source of 

physical life, the Spirit is Holy Spirit. God revealed himself in the covenant with 

Israel that God’s life was a life of a particular quality – holiness. ‘Be holy as I am 

holy’ instructs the Lord. The Ten Commandments provide the shape of the 

holiness of life to be lived by God’s chosen people. Israel was to embody God’s 

holiness before a hostile, watching world. A life reflecting the holiness of 

Israel’s God would reject idolatry, murder, adultery, theft, greed, faithlessness 

and lies. The test of whether God’s Holy Spirit was present would be whether 



this quality of life was being lived. Israel failed this test regularly. So David, in 

Ps 51, that well-known Psalm of contrition over his adultery with Bathsheba, 

his murder of her husband and the lies he told to cover it up, prays “Create in 

me a clean heart, O God, and put a new and right spirit within me. Do not cast 

me away from your presence, and do not take your holy spirit from me.” (10-

11) Life in the Spirit of Israel’s God was to be a life of obedience, repentance 

and love.  

The witness of the prophets of the OT demonstrates the constant failure of 

Israel to be true to their covenant and to obey God’s law. They continually 

warn Israel of the judgement that will come if they persist in their 

disobedience, especially the worship of other gods. But they also speak of a 

time that is coming when God will act to do a new thing, when one will come 

who will be faithful to the covenant and speak life and hope to God’s people. 

And the Spirit of God is described as being the agent of this new creation. 

Such a prophecy was our reading from Ezekiel 37: the dead bones of God’s 

people will be brought together by God to make a whole body and then God’s 

very breath ‘from the Four Winds’ will be its life - an adam-like recreation from 

non-life to life, and the agent is the spirit of God. Similarly the prophecy in 

Isaiah 42 speaks of the salvation of the Spirit: “Here is my servant, whom I 

uphold, my chosen in whom my soul delights; I have put my spirit on him; he 

will bring forth justice to the nations.” (1) And there are similar passages in 

other prophets announcing that God will bring in a new heaven and a new 

earth, and that the agent of creation will again be the Holy Spirit, a creation 

where the image of God will be restored in the new humanity of the Spirit.  

Moving from the OT, where the Spirit of God is seen as the agent of creative 

life and the bearer of the promise of newness, and coming to the gospel 

narratives of the NT, we are not surprised to find again in their very first 

chapters, the Holy Spirit at his work of new creation in Christ. Both Matthew 

and Luke have the words of the angel to Joseph and Mary respectively refer to 

the Spirit: the Holy Spirit will be the source of Mary’s pregnancy and the birth 

of Jesus. And the HS is also described as filling John the Baptist in the womb to 

be the last of the prophets of the old covenant, pointing to the one promised 

long ago, the one ,who unlike him who will baptise with water, will actually 

baptise us with the Holy Spirit, immerse us in the Holy Spirit. The Holy Spirit 



will be not just for prophets, but for us all. Holiness which seems impossible for 

a sinful humanity will be made possible in recreation by the Holy Spirit. 

When we come to Jesus’ baptism by John in the Jordan, the role of the 

recreating Spirit becomes clearer. In Mark, when Jesus comes up out of the 

water, heaven is described as being “torn apart” and the Spirit descends on 

Jesus’ body like a dove. A voice comes from heaven: “You are my beloved Son; 

with you I am well-pleased.” – words echoing the prophecy from Isaiah.  And 

then the Spirit immediately drives Jesus into the wilderness to be tempted by 

Satan. The battle’s on. The new creation has begun in the person of Jesus 

Christ, empowered by the Holy Spirit to bring order out of chaos, life out of 

death, light out of darkness – just as the Spirit did in Genesis 1.  

As the Holy Spirit was the agent of the birth of humanity and the birth of Jesus, 

he is also the agent of the birth of the church, the new humanity. In Jesus’ 

baptism, the solidarity of the Spirit with Jesus’ body is highlighted – a solidarity 

that continued throughout Jesus’ ministry, including his death and 

resurrection, and beyond to the Church. So in John’s gospel, on the eve of his 

crucifixion, Jesus promises his disciples that he will send another to be their 

advocate and encourager, the Holy Spirit, to continue his work; and appearing 

to his disciples, after his resurrection, Jesus breathes on them, and says 

“Receive the Holy Spirit,” God’s breath giving life to his Body, the church, as it 

did to Adam, and equally of the dust!  Jesus’ life of love of God and love of 

neighbour, expressed in forgiveness and reconciliation, is now the Spirit-

shaped form of all truly human life. “If you forgive the sins of any, they are 

forgiven; if you retain the sins of any, they are retained.” Jesus’ work of 

forgiveness is to continue to be the life of the church. The life of the Body of 

Christ, the church, is to be sustained and empowered, as Jesus was, by the 

Holy Spirit. The body of resurrected bones is given breath by the Spirit. 

 Luke’s account of the coming of the Holy Spirit upon the disciples in Acts 2 is 

set during Pentecost, the festival celebrating the giving of the Law to Israel as a 

sign of the covenant. Now the old covenant based on law and centred on Israel 

was superseded by the new covenant based on the Spirit open to all nations. 

The wind comes, as it did in Ezekiel (the four winds?) and the Spirit enables 

those from other countries to hear the good news of Jesus’ salvation in their 

own languages through the breathy tongues of the disciples. The Holy Spirit 



continues the work of building connections of life and relationship. God’s 

creative work of salvation moves from Israel through Jesus to the disciples to 

the world – all by the power of the Spirit.  

The Holy Spirit is depicted in Scripture as the one who constantly interacts with 

the Body of Christ and human bodies to bring possibility out of impossibility 

and create life where there is none. Where the Spirit is, there is always 

freedom and the future is always open. But the test of the presence of the 

Holy Spirit remains holiness; but not holiness as an achievement through our 

obedience to the Law, but holiness received as the gift and fruit of the Spirit, in 

whom we are baptised, conforming us to the image of the Son, the true 

humanity. We know what life in the Spirit looks like: it is the love of Jesus 

Christ.  

And we are the Body of Christ; his Spirit is with us.  

Let us breathe deeply. 

 


