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καὶ	εἰς	τὸ	πνεῦμα	τὸ	ἃγιον, 

 

Et in Spiritum Sanctum, 

 

We believe in the Holy Spirit, 

 

τὸ	κύριον,	(καὶ)	τὸ	ζωοποιόν, 

 

Dominum et vivificantem, 

 

the Lord, the giver of life, 

 

τὸ	ἐκ	τοῦ	πατρὸς	
ἐκπορευόμενον, 

 

qui ex Patre [Filioque] procedit; 

 

who proceeds from the Father 

[and the Son]. 

 

τὸ	σὺν	πατρὶ	καὶ	υἱῷ 

 

qui cum Patre et Filio 

 

With the Father and the Son 

 

συμπροσκυνούμενον	καὶ	
συνδοξαζόμενον, 

 

simul adoratur et 

conglorificatur; 

 

he is worshiped and glorified. 

 

τὸ	λαλῆσαν	διὰ	τῶν	

προφητῶν· 

 

qui locutus est per Prophetas. 

 

He has spoken through the 

Prophets. 

 

HISTORICAL CONTEXT: The Council of Nicaea in 325 provided a short, succinct confession of 

the Holy Spirit in its creedal formulation. It simply said: “We believe in the Holy Spirit.” It said 

this, however, in the context of a trinitarian structure that was first established by Christ himself 

when he listed the Spirit along with himself and the Father in the baptismal formula of 

Matthew 28:19: “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.”1 These words, along with the other words 

recorded in John and the other Gospels, contain an implicit confession by Christ, and by the 

church, which followed him, that the Spirit exists along with the Father and the Son as a 

personal being2—what the Cappadocians came to refer to later as a hypostatic being, a being 

that has his own individual and complete identity, in and of itself. 

The subsequent history of the church in Acts bears out the truth of Jesus’ words. The wind that 

blew at Pentecost was not an impersonal force or an act of nature or some amorphous spiritual 

creature. The Holy Spirit was the living God, personally present as the Paraclete, the 

Comforter, strengthening and encouraging, living among and giving life to a thriving 

community of believers in the first century and beyond. The recorded history of the Gospels 

and the letters of Paul and Peter paint the picture of a personal Spirit who can be lied to3 and 

resisted.4 The Spirit is called God.5 He is referred to as a witness to Christ alongside the 

apostles,6 and also as collaborating in decisions such as those at the council of Jerusalem.7 He 

fills the faithful.8 He is given by grace and received by faith.9 The Spirit speaks to individuals 

such as Philip, Peter and Paul10 as well as to groups.11 The Spirit also prevents Paul from 

entering Asia or Bythinia.12 He appoints bishops for the church.13 We hear of the Spirit’s work 

in Corinth manifested in the speaking of tongues, which Paul himself experienced.14 Thus the 

Spirit was experienced as God interacting with his people and his church. 

                                                        
1 Mt 28:19. 

2 Sergius Bulgakov, The Comforter, trans. Boris Jakim (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2004), 1. 

3 Acts 5:3. 

4 Acts 7:51. 

5 Acts 5:4, 9. 

6 Acts 5:32. 

7 Acts 15:28. 

8 Acts 6:5–6; 7:55; 9:17; 11:24; 13:52. 

9 Acts 8:15–18; 19:1–6. 

10 Acts 8:29; 10:19; 11:12; 20:23. 

11 Acts 13:2; 21:4, 11; 28:25. 

12 Acts 16:6–7. 

13 Acts 20:28. 

14 1 Cor 13. 



And yet it is safe to say that the person of the Holy Spirit was perceived as the most enigmatic of 

the three persons of the Trinity. Father and Son are easy to picture as persons. Not so the Spirit. 

Athanasius called the Spirit the image of the Son even as the Son was the image of the Father.15 

As Torrance notes, it may seem rather strange at first to think of the Spirit as the “Image” of the 

Son until one begins to realize that the Spirit himself is imageless. But if the Father and the Son 

and the Holy Spirit are of one and the same nature, “it must be in an ineffable, imageless and 

wholly spiritual way that we are to think of them and of their relations with one another in the 

Holy Trinity.”16 

The Nicene Creed of 325 reflected this perception of the Holy Spirit as a kind of imageless 

enigma about whom the Scriptures were relatively silent. But up until that time there also was 

no impetus to speak further about the Spirit in trying to define who or what he was. The 

Nicene-Constantinopolitan Creed of 381 expanded on what the church believed about the Holy 

Spirit largely because of the challenge of heretical groups such as the Eunomians and 

Pneumatomachians who considered the Holy Spirit an exalted created being, but nothing 

more. Before the controversy over the Holy Spirit erupted, however, a simple confession of 

belief in the Holy Spirit, along with the Father and the Son, in the Creed and in the liturgical 

and sacramental life of the church was considered adequate, as the Spirit was worshiped along 

with the Father and the Son in the church’s hymns, prayers, blessings, baptisms and doxology. 

OVERVIEW: When we speak of the Holy Spirit, whatever we say will be inadequate (CYRIL OF 

JERUSALEM). We still must say something, however, in case our silence allows error to prevail 

(GREGORY OF NYSSA). The relative silence of the Scriptures on the person of the Spirit is due, in 

part, to the Spirit’s purpose in drawing attention to Christ rather than to himself (CYRIL OF 

ALEXANDRIA). Because of this, there was previously some disagreement on the Holy Spirit, 

although Scripture was clear enough (GREGORY OF NAZIANZUS). Mercifully, God allowed a 

gradual revelation of the Spirit in Scripture and the subsequent age of the church in proportion 

to our ability to receive him (GREGORY OF NAZIANZUS). 

The presence and divinity of the Spirit is definitely present in both the Old and New Testament 

to those who can perceive it (GREGORY OF NAZIANZUS). While the work of the Spirit in the Old 

Testament may have been more episodic (NOVATIAN), once the Spirit was bestowed at 

Pentecost after Jesus had been glorified, his presence was poured out abundantly on believers 

and his continuing presence is more clearly known among us now (AUGUSTINE) through the 

Scriptures, which were written by the Spirit of God (ORIGEN). 

The ancient Christian writers speak of the Holy Spirit as the breath of God poured forth from 

the divine essence (CYRIL OF ALEXANDRIA) that enables the Word to be spoken and heard 

                                                        
15 Against the Arians 3.6, 10; Letters to Serapion 1.19. See also Didymus On the Trinity 2.5, 11 and John of 

Damascus On the Orthodox Faith 1.13, as cited in T. F. Torrance, The Trinitarian Faith (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 

1988), 194. 

16 Torrance, The Trinitarian Faith, 194. 



(JOHN OF DAMASCUS). The church has been entrusted with this Word and with the Spirit that 

enlivens it (IRENAEUS). The Spirit exists wherever the church is, and vice versa (TERTULLIAN). 

Scripture refers to the nature of the Spirit by many different names in the Old and New 

Testaments, but they all refer to one and the same Spirit (CYRIL OF JERUSALEM). It is the wind 

that blows where it pleases (CHRYSOSTOM) that blew mightily at Pentecost (ROMANUS). The 

Spirit manifested itself also as fire at Pentecost, a fire that ultimately is tempered by the waters 

of baptism (EPHREM), a fire that can nurture and restore but also destroy with the fury of a 

refiner’s fire (THEODOTUS). The Spirit is often connected with fire and wind as well as water in 

Scripture (MAXIMUS). It hovered over the waters in Genesis even as it continues to hover over 

the waters of baptism (TERTULLIAN), because water and the Spirit provide the source of 

physical and spiritual life (CYRIL OF JERUSALEM). The Spirit will continue to flow in the age to 

come as the abundant River that flows from Jesus in the heavenly Jerusalem (AMBROSE). 

The Spirit is also associated in Scripture with the dove, present with Noah at the flood in the 

Old Testament and present with Christ at his baptism in the New (CYRIL OF JERUSALEM). The 

dove, with its protective wings (GREGORY OF NYSSA), is a symbol of the peace that only the 

Spirit can bring to the church (AUGUSTINE, CYPRIAN). But the Spirit also did truly appear in 

bodily form as a dove, and not just as a symbol (AUGUSTINE). 

The Spirit is sometimes viewed as the wisdom who was present at creation (IRENAEUS, 

THEOPHILUS) and is often referred to by the number seven corresponding to the sevenfold 

spirit in Isaiah (AUGUSTINE). The Holy Spirit was also present as the Finger of God who wrote 

the Law fifty days after Passover, even as the Spirit descended on the church fifty days after the 

Passover in the New Testament (AUGUSTINE). 

The Holy Spirit, however, is not simply to be understood as the finger of God or breath or wind 

(DIDYMUS), nor is he to be considered as merely an activity or action of the Godhead (GREGORY 

OF NAZIANZUS). He is a distinct person, related to the unity of the Godhead (ORIGEN). The 

Spirit is a person, in the proper sense, of the Trinity (NICETA) with his own unique identity in 

the Trinity (GREGORY OF NYSSA). The Spirit is not an it; he is a living, intelligent, divine being 

who provides the sanctifying power for everything that exists (CYRIL OF JERUSALEM). 

In early Syriac Christianity up to about the fifth century, the Holy Spirit17 was almost always 

treated grammatically as feminine due to affinity with the Hebrew word for spirit,18 which is 

also feminine (APHRAHAT, MACARIUS, SYNESIOS). Such allusions helped emphasize the 

motherly care God provides. However, in later Syriac references to the Spirit, this feminine 

ascription decreased due to the possibility for misunderstanding, especially among pagan 

converts whose former religions included a divine triad of father, mother and son.19 Ultimately, 

                                                        
17 Syriac ruha. 

18 ruaḥ. 

19 AE 82. 



as Jerome pointed out when discussing the Hebrew text, in deity there is no gender except in so 

far as God reveals himself in gendered terms such as Father and Son. And so, although the 

Spirit has been referred to as he and she and even it, the Godhead in its nature is beyond gender 

(GREGORY OF NAZIANZUS). 

Christ promised his disciples he would leave them with the Holy Spirit (BEDE). Although he 

may have left them in a bodily sense, he still left them and us with the presence of his Spirit, 

who brings his gifts to us (THEODORE). The unique office of this Holy Spirit, the Paraclete, is 

that of comforter (DIDYMUS). His office is distinguished from that of the Son, who is also called 

the Paraclete. The Son acts as our advocate in interceding with the Father on our behalf 

because of our sins (ORIGEN). The Holy Spirit is a comforter in a different sense, as one who 

consoles us in our grief (DIDYMUS) and steels us against temptation (CYRIL OF JERUSALEM). God 

has sent us what Jesus called “another advocate,” someone in addition to our Savior who is also 

on our side and who will lighten the load of the afflicted (THEODORE). Jesus has given us his 

Spirit, who is with us in times of trouble (CYRIL OF JERUSALEM) and who will help us in time of 

need (NICETAS).1 

 

                                                        
1 Joel C. Elowsky and Thomas C. Oden, eds., We Believe in the Holy Spirit, vol. 4, Ancient Christian 

Doctrine (Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2009), 1–3. 


