Hi,
Today’s update:
· I’m going to take a bit of time off, so my classes won’t meet next week (9/20, 21, & 22). Today’s Hope in Christ email is the last until Friday, September 25.
· The links to my on-line classes, the video recordings of the classes, the class audio podcasts, and the archive of these daily emails can all be found at www.scottengle.org. All the postings are up-to-date.
Today, we are beginning a series on the Holy Spirit, drawn largely from the book Acts. Given the confusion around the Holy Spirit and our claim that the Spirit (God!) dwells in all believers, it is my hope that next five or six emails will be especially helpful to you.
John 20:19-22 (NRSV)
When it was evening on that day, the first day of the week, and the doors of the house where the disciples had met were locked for fear of the Jews, Jesus came and stood among them and said, “Peace be with you.” After he said this, he showed them his hands and his side. Then the disciples rejoiced when they saw the Lord. Jesus said to them again, “Peace be with you. As the Father has sent me, so I send you.” When he had said this, he breathed on them and said to them, “Receive the Holy Spirit. If you forgive the sins of any, they are forgiven them; if you retain the sins of any, they are retained.” 
Acts 2:1-4 (NRSV)
When the day of Pentecost had come, they were all together in one place. And suddenly from heaven there came a sound like the rush of a violent wind, and it filled the entire house where they were sitting. Divided tongues, as of fire, appeared among them, and a tongue rested on each of them. All of them were filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak in other languages, as the Spirit gave them ability.
Some years ago, I came across what was then and still is a depressing survey done by the Barna Group, the premier pollsters of all things Christian. They did a survey of self-professed Christians regarding “spiritual beings.” Here is a quote from a summary of the findings:
Much like their perceptions of Satan, most Christians do not believe that the Holy Spirit is a living force, either. Overall, 38% strongly agreed and 20% agreed somewhat that the Holy Spirit is “a symbol of God’s power or presence but is not a living entity.” Just one-third of Christians disagreed that the Holy Spirit is not a living force (9% disagreed somewhat, 25% disagreed strongly) while 9% were not sure.
I can’t say I’m surprised that a large majority of Christians understand the Holy Spirit to be a symbol not a living entity; i.e., a “what” not a “who.” Still, it is disheartening and says much about the condition of theological and biblical education among adult Christians in America. That so many fail to comprehend their implicit denial of the Trinity (for I’m sure that most would automatically say “yes” if asked whether they believe in the Trinity) ought to make plain the case that, yes, doctrine matters.
So . . . here are the basics. There is one God of one substance, who exists as three persons: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. All three are persons. All three have always been and always shall be. The Spirit is fully and completely God, though not all of God, just as Jesus is fully and completely God, though not all of God, and the Father is fully and completely God, though not all of God. The Spirit is a “who,” just as Jesus is a “who” and the Father is a “who.” God is not divided into three parts nor are the three persons just three roles of God. How, you surely ask, can all this be? How can there be one God, of one substance, of one nature, without division . . . and yet, there be three “distinct” persons. Well, that is the mystery we call the Trinity. But just because we can’t explain something doesn’t make it not so. Quantum mechanics has well-demonstrated that in the world of science.
The Spirit is God-present-with-us
Presence is delicious. Telephones, e-mail, texts, social media, letters and all the other ways we have to communicate with one another are wonderful, but nothing is like actually being with someone. The ancient Israelites understood this. They knew that there was only one God, Yahweh, who had saved them from their oppressors and who had led them to a promised land. But God hadn’t just told them what to do or where to go; God had actually and truly dwelt with them. When they were desert nomads, God had given them instructions for building a moveable home for him, a tabernacle. When they had settled into the land they called Israel, God had given them instructions for building his permanent home with them, the temple. God’s people weren’t so foolish as to believe that God lived with them and nowhere else. They knew that God could not be confined to any one place, but they also knew that God was present with them in a very special and unique way.
This God-present-with-us in the Old Testament is sometimes called the shekinah (Hebrew for “presence”), sometimes Wisdom, and sometimes even the Holy Spirit (see, e.g., Isaiah 63:9-14). In the New Testament, this God-present-with-us is most often called the Holy Spirit, but also simply the Spirit or the Spirit of God or the Spirit of Christ or even the Spirit of truth.
The departure of God-present-with-us
To pick up the story, by the time of Ezekiel (about 600BC), God’s temple, the dwelling place of God, had stood for more than 400 years. But rather than living as God had taught them – loving God and loving neighbor – God’s people had wrapped themselves in superficial religious trappings (Jeremiah 7:1-4). Since the Jews had been unable to live as they should in the presence of God, God-present-with-us (aka God’s Spirit), departed the temple, “Then the glory of the Lord went out from the threshold of the house . . . ” (Ezekiel 10:18). Though he would no longer dwell with them as he had, God did not forever abandon his people. God promised that one day he would put within them a new spirit, replacing their hearts of stone with hearts of flesh (Ezekiel 36:26).
The return of God-present-with-us
When Acts 2 opens, Jesus’ disciples have gathered in Jerusalem for the Festival of Pentecost. The city is packed, swollen with more than 150,000 people. Jews are there from all over the Roman Empire. In the weeks before the festival, the disciples had been with the resurrected Jesus, who before returning to the Father had told the disciples that they were to remain in Jerusalem to wait for the promised arrival of the Holy Spirit. Jesus had explained that God’s Spirit would arrive with power so that they could be Jesus’ witnesses in Jerusalem, Judea, Samaria, and “to the ends of the earth” (see Acts 1).
One can only imagine the anticipation and, perhaps, anxiety that the disciples felt. Only weeks before, they had been cowering in an upstairs room waiting to be rounded up by the Roman soldiers after Jesus’ crucifixion. But Jesus had passed through death; his resurrection had changed everything. They didn’t know what to expect, but they wouldn’t have to wait long to find out what was in store for them. As Luke tells it, they were gathered together when “from heaven there came a sound like the rush of a violent wind . . . Divided tongues, as of fire . . . rested on each of them. All of them were filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak in other languages” (from today’s passage). As Jesus had promised, the Holy Spirit had returned with power.
Paul helps us to understand that the Holy Spirit is not some impersonal power at work in the universe, akin to the “force” in Star Wars. Rather, the Holy Spirit is the very presence of God, who has returned to dwell in and with his people -- first in Jesus (remember his baptism and the descent of the symbolic dove), then in the disciples at Pentecost, then in all Christians to this very day.  Using the Old Testament temple imagery, Paul reminds the early Christian communities that they, collectively, are the temple of God, in whom God now dwells.  “Do you [plural in Greek] not know that you are God’s temple and that God’s Spirit dwells in you?” (1 Corinthians 3:16-17; see also 2 Corinthians 6:16-18).  But Paul goes further, reminding individual Christians that each of them is a temple of the one true God, in whom God dwells and works.  “Or do you [singular in Greek] not know that your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit within you, which you have from God, and that you are not your own?” (1 Cor. 6:19-20)
The breath of God
Surely one of the reasons that Christians so often imagine the Holy Spirit to be a force akin to electricity, is that the Spirit lacks a proper name or even a personal designation, such as “Jesus” or “Father.” In the old days, we used to refer to the Spirit as the “Holy Ghost.” At least, that name captures something of the personal.
A second problem is that the biblical images of God-present-with-us, the Spirit, are impersonal – a dove, breath, wind, fire, even the “sound of sheer silence.” Yet, how else could the writers try to capture the immediacy, power, and intimacy of God’s presence? All words fall short of the reality of God; our God-talk necessarily is built on analogy and image.
Thus, we come to John’s story of the Spirit and the disciples, hearing clearly Jesus’ announcement that the time had come for the disciples to head out and comprehending the arrival of the Holy Spirit, the one Jesus had promised would arrive after he left (see John 15). As God breathed life into the man in the garden of Eden, Jesus now gives new life to these gathered disciples. This life-giving, life-sustaining breath of God is an image of the power of God’s presence – the Spirit, God-present-with us.
The Holy Spirit is the renewed presence of God among his people – collectively and individually. This ought to take our breath away! We are Christians. We place our faith and trust in Jesus Christ. We have all been born from above (John 3). We have all received the Holy Spirit – as the Church and as individual believers. God is always with us. If it doesn’t feel like it at times, it isn’t because God has gone anywhere, it is because we have. God’s presence, his Holy Spirit, is with us always. So . . . it shouldn’t surprise us when Paul urges us to show the fruit of God’s ever-present Spirit working in our lives: love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control (Galatians 5:22-23). We are the people of the Spirit. We live by the Spirit and are to be guided by the Spirit. We have the “Spirit of Christ” (Romans 8:9), who enables us to cry, “Abba! Father!” (Galatians 4:6). Alleluia and Amen!
‘til a week from Friday (9/25),
grace and peace,
Scott
