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 “I believe in the Holy Spirit…” That could be all I have to say today. 
The Holy Spirit, that 3rd person of the Trinity, has caused enough confusion 
to last, well to last a couple of thousand years. In the earliest years of 
the church most people weren’t quite sure what to make of the Spirit: is 
he or is he not God was probably the biggest question. It was Basil the 
Great in the 4th century who wrote an influential defence of the Holy 
Spirit’s divinity. 

 Not long after Basil, Augustine would ply his hand at the Trinity in 
his lasting work De Trinitate.  In that work he would speak of the Holy 
Spirit as proceeding from both the Father and the Son and as being the 
bond between them. And since he is the bond between the Father and 
the Son, Augustine would claim that he must be of the same being: divine. 
I am sure it is getting all clear by now, right? Maybe we should have stuck 
with the simple confession from the Council of Nicaea in 325: “We believe 
in the Holy Spirit.” Full stop. But by 381, with the debates raging, this 
confession was expanded: “We believe in the Holy Spirit, the Lord, the 
Giver of Life, who proceeds from the Father; who with the Father and the 
Son together is worshipped and glorified.” 

 Why is the Holy Spirit so difficult to comprehend or maybe even 
experience? I think it probably has something to do with the fact that it 
is the one person out of the three of the Trinity that we cannot easily 
anthropomorphise. We can all think of Father figures when it comes to 
that first person of the Trinity. And even if we struggle to find a good 
example of fatherliness in our lives we can at least call to mind a 
powerful, wise and benevolent person, even if one person doesn’t 
encapsulate all of those qualities at once. 

 It gets even easier with the second person of the Trinity: the Son. 
Here we don’t have to try and fill in the blank with a real life human being. 
The blank is filled in for us in the incarnation: the Son was a real life 
human being. And, for all of the scepticism about who Jesus of Nazareth 
really was, we have enough evidence to get a pretty good idea of who he 
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was, what he said and what he did. And so, while we don’t want to claim 
we have it all figured out because we can “humanize” the first two 
persons of the Trinity, it does help us to grasp them and relate to God 
through them. 

 The Holy Spirit is a whole other set of conceptualisations—
conceptualisations which are not human. The three most popular 
manifestations of the Spirit in the Bible are wind, fire and a dove. And I 
doubt it helps us to find the same amount of inspiration, as we do with 
the Father and Son, in wind, fire or a white bird. Those symbols don’t give 
us much to go on when it comes to belief and relating to the divine. 

For this reason, maybe it is more helpful to follow the logic of 
Basil the Great. He attempted to display the divinity of the Holy Spirit by 
answering the question: What do I believe the Holy Spirit actually does? 
The three articles of the creed—the 1st being the Father, the 2nd the Son 
and the 3rd the Holy Spirit—can be described by their work: Creator, 
Redeemer and Sanctifier. Basil’s logic proceeds by claiming that only God 
can accomplish all of those. Hence, if the Holy Spirit sanctifies, makes 
one holy, then the Holy Spirit must be God.  

But at the heart of all our concerns—maybe even more than the 
divinity of the Holy Spirit—possibly should be: what and how does the Holy 
Spirit function within the life of the Trinity and in our lives? In order to 
answer that it seems fitting to emphasize two aspects of belief in the 
Holy Spirit today: first, the significance of his presence and second, the 
giftedness of the Spirit. 

When the Holy Spirit is present in our lives, what does he bring to 
us? As we are told countless times in the New Testament, those who 
have come into a relationship with God have the Spirit residing within 
them. And more pointedly, it is said that it is the Spirit of Christ that dwells 
in the person. The preponderance of this way of speaking about the Spirit 
could and should lead us to conclude that the Holy Spirit, at least in New 
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Testament thought, “designate[s] nothing else than the presence of the 
resurrected life in Christians.”  

Reference to the Holy Spirit was most specifically a reference to 
the presence of the resurrected life of Jesus in the person. John attributes 
similar theology to Jesus when he says “But the Advocate, the Holy Spirit, 
whom the Father will send in my name, will teach you everything, and 
remind you of all that I have said to you. Peace I leave with you; my peace 
I give to you.” This is why the Spirit is the Helper, the Advocate: he makes 
the peace of Christ present in our lives by bringing us the fruits of Christ’s 
new and resurrected life. In all of the wonderful and various ways this is 
accomplished, the presence of the Spirit is the presence of the 
resurrected and ascended Jesus of Nazareth. 

What does this presence of Christ and his attendant peace give 
us? Simply put, it gives us the freedom of the Spirit. It gives us that freeing 
spirit of the wind of which the Spirit is so similar. Metaphorically speaking, 
like something without source and direction, the Spirit is freeing. And, 
since we have that Spirit, we are free. Paul would so boldly write “It is for 
freedom that Christ has set us free.” It is the freedom of his resurrection 
life, made present in us through the indwelling of the Holy Spirit that 
grants us such freedom. 

If we are free in the Spirit, and if the fundamental work of the Holy 
Spirit is to set us free, then what are we to do with this freedom? What 
kind of freedom is this? What are we to do with the promise and hope of 
everlasting life? For that is the greatest freedom: to be freed from the 
chains and finality of death. Does this freedom mean that we are free to 
do whatever we want? Is that truest expression of freedom? 

Here is how Paul described the Spirit given freedom that we now 
have: “You have been set free from sin and have become slaves to 
righteousness.” Now wait a second. That doesn’t sound much like 
freedom does it? How can I possibly be set free only to become a slave 
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of something else? Have we really been set free from one thing only to 
become slaves all over again? 

Well, yes. Receiving something from someone, even if it is 
freedom, doesn’t mean we have been given the right to abandon 
responsibility or abuse the gift. To put into its 1st century context: the 
Roman statesman Seneca tells us that the client, who received a benefit 
from a patron, accepted the obligation to spread the fame of the giver 
and declare gratitude for the patron’s gifts. Along with that obligation, the 
receiver also accepted the obligation of loyalty and service to the patron.  

That patron-client relationship still very much exists today. And 
so, through the gift of the Holy Spirit, we have been set free: free from 
sin and death. Free from that, we have the gift of hope in Christ. But that 
freedom comes with an obligation, even a new form of servanthood, as 
really all freedoms do. Through the Holy Spirit, although free, we are 
bound to spread the fame of the giver and declare gratitude for our 
freedom; we are obligated to loyalty and service to our patron. 

This is the work of the Holy Spirit: to bring Christ into our lives, to 
set us free from sin and death, and to lead us in a life of service to God. 
And so, as we think of the Spirit, we can give thanks that God is present 
in our lives and that we have freedom given to us, given to us freely, 
freedom to love and serve God without threat of anything. In other words, 
as we will sing at the conclusion of this service today: “The Spirit lives to 
set us free, walk, walk in the light.” Amen. 


