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O N  T H E  H O L Y  S P I R I T  I N  T H E  B I B L E  

 

John R. Levison, “Holy Spirit,” ed. Katharine Doob Sakenfeld, The New Interpreter’s 

Dictionary of the Bible (Nashville, TN: Abingdon Press, 2006–2009), 859. 

HOLY SPIRIT. In the Bible’s opening words, the Spirit of God hovers over the face of the 

deep, brooding perhaps like a mother eagle (Gen 1:2). In the scripture’s closing lines, the Spirit 

and the bride-the church-offer an invitation to taste the water of life (Rev 22:17). Between the 

opening and closing of the Bible’s curtain lies a rich and jagged spiritual terrain to which the 

Spirit of God lends a measure of focus. 

Three challenges beset any effort to transfer ancient concepts of spirit into contemporary 

language and thought. The first is raised as early as Gen 1:2, in which the meaning of ruakh 

( ַחּור ) is elusive; the word can just as easily be translated with “spirit” as “wind.” The challenge 

for modern interpreters is that the Hebrew and Greek words, ruakh and pneuma (πνεῦμα), 

encompass a wide range of realities: divine energy and presence (e.g., Ps 139:7); the human core 

(e.g., Ps 77:6); breath (e.g., Isa 40:7); the waxing and waning of life itself (Judg 15:19; Ezek 

10:17; Job 34:14); a disposition, as in “spirit of lust” (Hos 4:12); an angelic being (e.g., Ps 

104:4); a demonic being (e.g., 1 Sam 16:16); and wind (e.g., Num 11:31). Although Hebrew 

literature, for example, may play upon the overlap between spirit and wind (Num 11:17, 31; Ps 

104:4) or breath and spirit (Isa 40:7), contemporary translators are compelled to choose one 

English word and, at best, to relegate the other to a footnote. 

Second, there existed no single technical term for the divine spirit in Israelite, Jewish, and 

Christian antiquity. The expression, “Holy Spirit,” occurs only twice-and with very different 

connotations-in the OT. In Heb. Ps 51:13, the Holy Spirit (ruakh qodhshekha [ gְׁשְדָק ַחּור ]; “your 

holy spirit”) resides within the individual psalmist; in Isa 63:10–11, God places the Holy Spirit 

(ruakh qodhsho [ ֹוׁשְדָק ַחּור ]; “his holy spirit”) within the community of Israel. These two 

occurrences show how disparate conceptions of the Spirit can be, notwithstanding a shared 

epithet. The Spirit could, further, be identified in many ways: “Spirit” without qualifiers (e.g., Isa 

34:16; Ezek 11:1; 1 Chr 12:18); “Spirit of God” (e.g., Gen 1:2; Exod 31:3; 2 Chr 15:1); “Spirit of 

wisdom” (e.g., Exod 28:3; Deut 34:9); “Spirit of the Lord” (e.g., Judg 3:10; Mic 3:8); good Spirit 

(Ps 143:10; Neh 9:20); my [God’s] Spirit (e.g., Isa 42:1; Ezek 39:29); “Spirit of the holy gods” 

or “Spirit of the holy God” (e.g., Dan 4:8); extraordinary (e.g., Dan 5:12). 

In early Jewish literature, the term “Holy Spirit” occurs with enormous fluidity. The Dead 

Sea Scrolls caution “not to defile your holy spirit,” by which they mean not to forfeit one’s 

integrity (e.g., 4Q416 2 II, 6). They speak of the “spirit of holiness” that cleanses new members 

of the community (1QS III, 7–8). They refer to “spirits of holiness” (1QHa XVI, 12). Josephus 

and Philo tend to prefer the moniker “divine Spirit” for the Spirit in Israelite literature (e.g., 
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Philo, Her. 265; Josephus, Ant. 6.166). 

In the NT, the expressions, “Holy Spirit” (to pneuma to hagion τὸ	πνεῦμα	τὸ	ἅγιον, to 

hagion pneuma τὸ	ἅγιον	πνεῦμα, etc.) and “Spirit of Holiness” (pneuma hagiōsunēs πνεῦμα	
ἁγιωσύνης in Rom 1:4) occur alongside the more frequent use of the word spirit (pneuma), 

without qualifiers. 

The third challenge is of a different nature. There exists an unfortunate tendency to drive a 

wedge between the divine Spirit and the human spirit, although ancient authors were less prone 

to do so. This unfortunate bifurcation has an historical point of origin. During the mid-19th cent., 

German idealists understood Geist (spirit) as absolute self-consciousness. Hermann Gunkel, in 

the mid 1880’s corrected this perception. Gunkel focused upon the effects-mysterious and 

overpowering symptoms-that led ancient observers to identify the work of the holy spirit. By 

doing so, he recaptured claims to the inexplicable and independent activities of the holy spirit 

that occur in the NT. Unfortunately, this has led to an overshadowing of those experiences that 

were not ecstatic or remarkable. Further, subsequent studies have tended to expand Gunkel’s 

beneficial findings, which were limited to the NT, to the OT. Consequently, the allegedly 

charismatic judges and ecstatic prophets would become the gold standard from which the Spirit’s 

presence would be judged. This perspective lays too much emphasis upon the extraordinary and 

occasional onslaught of God’s spirit and too little upon God’s spirit as the divine energy that 

resides in all living and breathing human beings. 
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A. Old Testament 

1. Torah 

At its most fundamental level, the spirit marks the borderland between life and death. The 

treachery of this boundary is poignantly portrayed in the flood narrative, in which God plots the 

demise of “all flesh in which is the spirit of life” (Gen 6:17; 7:15; compare 7:22). 

This belief in the spirit as the source of physical life shades into the conviction that the spirit 

within is the source of skill and wisdom. The Egyptian Pharaoh recognizes that Joseph, who can 

interpret dreams, is one “in whom is the spirit” (Gen 41:38). Of Bezalel (and Oholiab), lead 

architects of the tabernacle, God says: “See, I have called by name Bezalel … and I have filled 

him with (the) spirit-of-God, with ability, intelligence, and knowledge in every kind of craft, to 

devise artistic designs, to work in gold, silver, and bronze, in cutting stones for setting, and in 

carving wood, in every kind of craft” (Exod 31:1–3). Later in the Torah, Moses is told to lay his 

hands upon Joshua because Joshua is “a man in whom is the spirit” (Num 27:18); according to a 

later version, “Joshua son of Nun was full of spirit of wisdom, because Moses laid his hands on 

him; and the Israelites obeyed him, doing as the LORD had commanded Moses” (Deut 34:9). 

These statements are liable to one of two interpretations. They may suggest, on the one hand, 

that God gave the spirit as a subsequent, temporary endowment to equip these heroic Israelites in 

particular tasks: Joseph to interpret dreams, Bezalel to lead in construction of the tabernacle, and 

Joshua to take over from Moses. On the other hand, they may point to the belief that certain 
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people had cultivated the spirit that was theirs from birth. This interpretation is supported by the 

contrast between Pharaoh’s troubled spirit and Joseph’s divine one (Gen 41:8; 38), both of 

which, presumably, are theirs from birth. Bezalel is selected because he already possesses the 

spirit of God and skills that he has cultivated; further, spirit and heart-an endowment from birth-

are set repeatedly in parallel positions in this narrative, e.g., “I filled him with spirit of God … 

for every craft” (Exod 35:31), and “I filled them with wisdom of heart … to do every craft” 

(35:35). Heart and spirit are tandem permanent endowments that have been cultivated by select 

Israelites. The scenario is little different with respect to Joshua in Num 27:18: Joshua is chosen 

because he already possesses the vigor that qualifies him to become Moses’ successor without 

the need for a further endowment. 

Deuteronomy 34:9, in which Joshua is filled with a spirit of wisdom when Moses lays his 

hands upon him, may be an exception to this pattern that can be explained by the influence of the 

Deuteronomic perspective, which dominates the so-called Deuteronomistic History (Former 

Prophets without Ruth). In these stories, the Spirit comes as a subsequent and spectacular 

endowment that effects liberation and skill. Deuteronomy 34:9 is aligned with the mystifying 

story of Balaam, upon whom the Spirit comes as a temporary, subsequent endowment. Balaam 

blesses Israel-though Balak of Moab intends to pay him handsomely for cursing Israel-when the 

Spirit comes upon him (Num 24:2; also LXX Num 23:7). 

Another perplexing story occurs in Num 11. God tells an exhausted Moses, “I will take from 

the spirit that is on you and put it on them; and they shall bear the burden of the people along 

with you …” (11:17). Subsequently, Moses gathers the elders; the Lord “took [some] of the spirit 

that was on him and put it on the seventy elders; and when the spirit rested upon them, they 

prophesied. But they did not do so again” (11:25). Scholars have typically understood 

prophesying here as an ecstatic, even crazed, phenomenon, but the parallel between bearing the 

burden of the people and prophesying suggests that the gift is administrative. Further, the 

distribution of the spirit is an indication that Moses’ gift of leadership is being passed on to them. 

Finally, the verb “rest” expresses a different form of presence from “rush upon,” as in the story 

of Saul’s prophesying. The story continues when two elders who did not gather with the seventy, 

Eldad and Medad, prophesy; Moses, rather than being alarmed at this excess of leadership, tells 

Joshua he wishes all Israelites were prophets “and that the LORD would put his spirit upon 

them” (11:29). 

The Torah, then, contains several significant depictions of the spirit: 1) the source of physical 

LIFE from birth; 2) the source of wisdom and insight for those who cultivated this spirit (see 

WISDOM IN THE OT); 3) a subsequent, temporary endowment; and 4) a distribution of the 

capacity for prophetic leadership (see PROPHET, PROPHECY). 

2. Prophets 

a. Former Prophets. In the so-called Former Prophets (Joshua-2 Kings, except Ruth), the 

spirit-typically the “Spirit of the Lord,” occasionally the “Spirit of God”-develops explosive 

dimensions when it comes upon Israel’s leaders, particularly the judges, to empower them to 

liberate the tribes of Israel, usually through warfare. The spirit “was upon” Othniel (Judg 3:10) 

and Jephthah (11:29), “clothed” Gideon (6:34), “began to trouble” (13:25) and “rushed upon” 
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Samson (14:6, 19; 15:14). These moments of inspiration lead to a military victory or eventual 

liberation. In other words, the spirit inspires leaders of oppressed Israel to defeat the enemy. In a 

provocative, if not altogether convincing study, M. Welker contends instead that the spirit in 

Judges does not initiate violence but restores Israelite solidarity by raising the oppressed. 

With Israel’s first king, a scenario that is reminiscent of the judges re-emerges when the 

“Spirit of the Lord” rushes upon Saul, and he cuts an ox yoke into twelve, sending it to the 

twelve tribes in a declaration of war (1 Sam 11:5–11). There are, however, new developments in 

the pattern of Judges. 

First, the verb, “rushed upon” (tsalakh חַלָצ )[, which refers in Judges to a transitory 

experience that leads to liberation, is no longer only temporary and liberative but transformative 

and permanent. Samuel predicts that the spirit of the Lord will come upon Saul and he will 

prophesy and be transformed into another person. This inaugural onrush of the spirit draws Saul 

into the circle of prophets who “prophesy.” What this experience entails is difficult to pinpoint. 

In a similar experience, after he has forfeited this Spirit to David, Saul lies naked and crazed (1 

Sam 19:23–24). The difficulty in drawing a parallel between Saul’s initial and final experiences 

is that the spirit in the latter may be an evil spirit; this experience of possession may not be true 

prophesying at all but a caricature of prophetic possession. 

A less ambiguous association of the verb, “rush,” with permanence, attends the anointing of 

David. The transition from Saul’s to David’s leadership occurred when “the spirit of the Lord 

rushed upon David from that day forward” (1 Sam 16:13). 

The second development is the conceptualization of the Spirit as an angelic being, a 

counterpart to evil spirits. Strong correspondences link evil and good spirits. 1) Both are referred 

to as “spirit of God” in 10:10; 11:6; 16:15, 16, 23a; 18:10; 19:20, 23, or “spirit of the Lord” in 

10:6, 16:13, 16:14a (compare 16:14b); 19:9. 2) Both “rush upon” Saul in 10:6, 10; 11:6; 16:13; 

18:10. 3) Both can have the same effect, depicted by the same verb, prophesy, in the hithpael 

(hithnabbeʾ אֵַּבנְתִה ). 4) Both “depart” from Saul in 16:14, 23b. 

The third development that distinguishes the stories of kings from those of judges is the 

ability of the Spirit to leave one person to inhabit another-as in the story of Saul and David. This 

reality emerges also in the puzzling story of Micaiah ben Imlah, which encapsulates the 

Deuteronomic concern with true and false prophecy (1 Kgs 18:15–22): God inspires Micaiah, the 

true prophet, and also places a lying spirit in the mouths of the false prophets. In this narrative, 

Zedekiah, chief of the false royal prophets asks, “Which way [where] did the spirit of the Lord 

pass from me to you?” (1 Kgs 22:24). This passing of the spirit from Saul to David, or Zedekiah 

to Micaiah, is different from succession narratives, such as when Elisha receives a double portion 

of Elijah’s spirit-his vitality and extraordinary abilities-in 2 Kgs 2:9, 15. 

b. Latter Prophets. In comparison with the Former Prophets, the so-called writing prophets 

offer precious little about experiences of the spirit. During the 8th cent., Micah laid claim to 

being filled “with power, with the spirit of the Lord, and with justice and might” (3:7–8). This 

claim is difficult to interpret. Micah may claim here a subsequent filling with the spirit, but the 

parallel drawn between the spirit and power, justice, and might suggests otherwise. Knowledge 

of justice, for example, is hardly due to a special endowment; it is cultivated, learned, studied 

(compare 6:8). So, presumably, is the spirit that fills him cultivated through learning. Micah may 
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be saying, therefore, that the spirit which fills him-the spirit that he has strengthened and 

cultivated-trumps the claims to inspiration of false prophets (3:5–8). 

A later 8th cent. prophet, Hosea, criticizes Israel for the vague saying, “The prophet is a fool; 

the man of the spirit is mad!” (9:7). Exilic prophets offer slightly more. Deutero-Isaiah 

commands a hearing because “the Lord God has sent me and his spirit” (48:16), while Ezekiel 

claims that “the spirit lifted me up” (3:12, 14) and that “the spirit of the Lord fell upon me” 

(11:5). 

i. Resting. More plentiful than their autobiographical accounts are the prophets’ vivid 

statements about the spirit, which appear principally in Isaiah, Ezekiel, Joel, Haggai, and 

Zechariah. In the Isaiah corpus, the sense of a permanent endowment comes to fullest flower. 

During a politically unstable era, Isaiah imagined that a root, a future king, would emerge from 

Jesse’s stump, from all that Assyria left. “The spirit of the Lord shall rest on him, the spirit of 

wisdom and understanding, the spirit of counsel and might, the spirit of knowledge and the fear 

of the Lord” (Isa 11:2). The image is one of anointing for superb leadership. The spirit of the 

Lord that rests upon him will grant: 1) intellectual and practical skills needed for peacetime 

leadership (understanding and wisdom); 2) the skills of developing military strategies and 

leading in battle (counsel and courage or might; though in Prov 8:14 this pair is used of 

peacetime leadership); and 3) devotion to God, presumably through the appropriate participation 

in worship (knowledge and fear of God). (See also 9:6–9). 

Centuries later, Jerusalem would fall to Babylon in 587 BCE, and exiles would cry, “My way 

is hidden from the Lord, and my justice is disregarded by my God” (Isa 40:27). An heir to 

Isaiah’s prophecies answered this by presenting Israel with God’s servant: “Here is my [God’s] 

servant, whom I uphold, my chosen, in whom my soul delights; I have put my spirit upon him; 

he will bring forth justice to the nations” (42:1). This servant would restore the balance of 

justice, not only to Israel, but to the entire world. In what manner? With a quiet voice. “He will 

not cry or lift up his voice, or make it heard in the street.” By what means? By persistent 

teaching. “He will not grow faint or be crushed until he has established justice in the earth; and 

the coastlands wait for his teaching” (42:2–4). It is difficult to identify this servant, who could 

represent the nation Israel (41:8–10), a remnant of Israel, a prophetic individual, or Cyrus, a 

Persian ruler designated the Lord’s anointed (45:1), who would restore the exiles to the land. 

Regardless of who this servant was, a new association emerges during the exile between the 

Spirit and the sort of quiet and persistent teaching that will restore the universal balance of 

justice (see JUSTICE, OT; PEACE IN THE OT). 

Perhaps later still, another prophet would claim, “The spirit of the Lord God is upon me, 

because the Lord has anointed me …” (Isa 61:1) This mission is rooted in the understanding and 

wisdom of the inspired messiah (Isa 11:1–4) and the justice that lies at the core of the exilic 

servant’s teaching (Isa 42:1–4). Now, however, it is not the place of Judah among the nations 

that is pre-eminent but the visceral quality of liberating the poor within Judah: he preaches good 

news to the oppressed, release to prisoners, comfort for those who weep in Jerusalem, even 

perhaps the liberating year of Jubilee (Lev 25:8–17; Isa 48:16; see MESSIAH, JEWISH; 

SERVANT OF THE LORD, THE). 

ii. Recreation. Another prophet lived during a period that spanned the destruction of 
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Jerusalem in 587 BCE. Prior to 587, in response to the proverb, “The parents have eaten sour 

grapes, and the children’s teeth are set on edge” (Ezek 18:2), Ezekiel tells the Israelites that each 

individual is responsible for his or her own destiny. He commands them to repent and to “make 

yourselves a new heart and a new spirit!” (18:31). The impetus for recreation, the catalyst for 

transformation, lies entirely with individuals. 

At another point prior to the fall of Jerusalem, as the glory departs from the temple (8:1–

11:25), there occurs a vision of the ingathering of those who will inevitably be exiled: “Thus 

says the Lord God: I will gather you from the peoples.… When they come there, they will 

remove from it all its detestable things and all its abominations. I will give them one heart, and 

put a new spirit within them; I will remove the heart of stone from their flesh and give them a 

heart of flesh, so that they may follow my statutes and keep my ordinances and obey them” 

(11:17–21). At this point in time, the initiative for recreation lies both with Israelites, who can 

repent, and God, who will give heart and a new spirit. 

Following the destruction of Jerusalem in 587 BCE, responsibility for recreation shifts wholly 

to God. The promise is reiterated, though with complete emphasis upon divine initiative: “A new 

heart I will give you, and a new spirit I will put within you; and I will remove from your body 

the heart of stone and give you a heart of flesh. I will put my spirit within you, and make you 

follow my statutes and be careful to observe my ordinances” (36:26–27). This emphasis is due to 

the moribund state of Israel, which is vividly depicted in the following vision of the valley of dry 

bones. Israel is dead, impure, bleached bones. In this horrific valley, Ezekiel discovers hope that 

resides in the power of the spirit to revivify: “Then he said to me, “Prophesy to these bones, and 

say to them: O dry bones, hear the word of the Lord. Thus says the Lord God to these bones: I 

will cause spirit to enter you, and you shall live. I will lay sinews on you, and will cause flesh to 

come upon you, and cover you with skin, and put spirit in you, and you shall live; and you shall 

know that I am the Lord” (37:4–6). With these words, Ezekiel peers beyond the cusp of death to 

a world with bones clattering, into sinews, flesh, and skin. Still, the Israelites have “no spirit in 

them” (37:8), so God commands, “ ‘Prophesy to the breath, prophesy, mortal, and say to the 

spirit: Thus says the Lord God: Come from the four winds, O spirit, and breathe into these slain, 

that they may live.’ I prophesied as he commanded me, and the spirit came into them, and they 

lived, and stood on their feet, a vast multitude” (37:9–10). This is Gen 2:7 in a new key. This is 

the command to make for oneself a new heart and spirit. In an unrivalled play upon the word, 

ruakh, Ezekiel dramatizes the grand collective, even cosmic, action that is taking place to vivify, 

not just individuals, but a nation that lies in ruins: the spirit is not renewed but replaced entirely, 

as the winds scurry to reinvigorate Israel with new BREATH. 

iii. Outpouring. Israel’s prophets also envisaged the future outpouring of the spirit upon 

Israel. According to Isaiah, the outpouring marks the shift between the desolation of Jerusalem 

and the restoration of justice: “… until a spirit from on high is poured out on us, and the 

wilderness becomes a fruitful field … then justice will dwell in the wilderness … My people will 

abide in peaceful habitation …” (32:15–20). His prophetic heir comforts the “servant” with the 

promise, “For I will pour water on the thirsty land … I will pour my spirit upon your 

descendants, and my blessing on your offspring. They shall spring up like a green tamarisk …” 

(44:3–4; compare 59:20–21). Ezekiel transforms this outpouring into a surprising climax of his 

belief that Israel will be returned to a purified homeland: “and I will never again hide my face 

from them, when I pour out my spirit upon the house of Israel, says the Lord God” (39:25–29). 

The latest (perhaps postexilic) and most dramatic development of this theme is Joel (2:28–29; 
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[Heb. 3:1–2]). Though the book as a whole is preoccupied with Judah, the breadth of this 

promise appears to be wider: “Then afterward I will pour out my spirit on all flesh; your sons and 

your daughters shall prophesy, your old men shall dream dreams, and your young men shall see 

visions. Even on the male and female slaves, in those days, I will pour out my spirit.” Taking his 

cue from Moses’ hope that all Israel would prophesy (Num 11:29), Joel envisages an outpouring 

that will enable all people to receive revelations of God through prophecies, dreams, and visions. 

Israel’s conceptions of the outpouring of the spirit, then, encompassed a renewal of the natural 

world (Isa 32:15–20), a renewal of Israel akin to natural renewal (Isa 44:3–4), a purification and 

resurrection of Israel (Ezekiel 36–39), and revelation to all people (Joel 3:1–2). In a related text, 

Zechariah promises that God “will pour out a spirit of compassion and supplication;” this will be 

necessary because the people will mourn for the one whom they pierced (12:10). 

iv. Exodus. Since reflection upon the exodus inevitably catalyzed Israelite traditions, 

conceptions of the spirit fell under the sway of this tradition during the postexilic period. 

Nehemiah inserts the spirit directly into this tradition: “You gave your good spirit to instruct 

them, and did not withhold your manna from their mouths, and gave them water for their thirst” 

(Neh 9:20). Isaiah 63:7–14 sets the spirit into a context replete with allusions to the exodus, 

wilderness wanderings, and conquest. An initial reference to “God’s presence” (63:9) which 

delivered Israel is followed by three references to the spirit. “But they rebelled and grieved his 

holy spirit” (63:10) is rooted in the command not to “rebel” against the angel whom God 

appoints to go “in front of you, to guard you on the way …” (Exod 23:20; compare. Num 20:16). 

“Where is the one who put within them his holy spirit?” (63:11) is rooted in traditions that refer 

to an angel and God’s own presence which “will go with you” (Exod 33:15; compare. Deut 

4:37–38). “Like cattle that go down into the valley, the spirit of the Lord gave them rest” (63:14) 

is rooted in God’s promise to Moses, “My presence will go with you, and I will give you rest” 

(Exod 33:14). 

The placement of the spirit within Israel (Isa 63:11) corresponds to another postexilic text, 

Hag 2:4–5, which consoles the leaders of those recently returned to the promised land, “for I am 

with you, says the Lord of hosts, according to the promise I made you when you came out of 

Egypt: my spirit stands in your midst. Do not fear.” There is no promise in the exodus tradition 

of the spirit understood as something to be poured (e.g., Isa 32:14–15; 44:1–3; Ezek 39:28–29; 

Joel 3:1–2) or used to anoint a leader (e.g., Isa 11:1–2; 42:1; 59:21; 61:1–2) or placed within to 

renew a people (e.g., Ezek 36:26–27). There is the promise of God’s angel and presence to lead 

Israel (Exod 23:20–23; 32:34; 33:2, 14–15). Haggai’s exhortation is a reaffirmation of God’s 

presence in the postexilic community, though the fresh language he adopts is rooted in the 

exodus tradition, less in God’s angel or presence, as in Isa 63, than in the pillar and cloud that 

stood at the entrance of the tent of presence (Exod 33:9–10). If Isa 63 addresses an uncertain 

future by amalgamating the traditions of the spirit and the angelic presence during the uncertain 

times of wilderness wanderings, Hag 2 addresses such uncertainty by amalgamating the spirit 

with the presence of the pillar and cloud-though these traditions were not inseparable. 

Zechariah, which is probably a composite book, contains several references to the spirit. This 

book presents Zerubbabel as the sole figure responsible for the rebuilding of the temple, which 

was accomplished “not by might, not by power, but by my spirit” (4:6). This is reminiscent of 

Micah, though Micah’s understanding of the spirit has been transformed. Micah drew a 

relationship between the spirit, his knowledge, and power, which suggests that he understood the 

spirit as a permanent endowment from birth. Zechariah draws a contrast between the spirit and 
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power, which suggests that he understands the spirit as a fresh temporary endowment. In Zech 

7:12, a typical postexilic review (e.g., Neh 9:30) recounts how the people hardened their hearts 

against the words that God “had sent by his spirit through the former prophets.” 

The latest prophetic text, where references to the spirit occur in the third person, is an 

anomaly. Successive episodes are modeled upon the Joseph novella, for Daniel, like Joseph, has 

a “spirit of god(s)” in him (Gen 41:38; Dan 5:14). As in Gen 41, so in the book of Daniel, the 

spirit is his own from birth, for this “spirit of God” is depicted as well as “an excellent spirit, 

knowledge, and understanding.” “Excellent” barely captures the connotations of yattirah 

( הָריִַּתי , quantity and quality, vitality and character combined). Daniel is full to the brim with 

an exceptional spirit (5:12), with extraordinary wisdom (5:14). Through his faithful discipline, he 

has cultivated this reservoir full of an extraordinary spirit and stunning wisdom. 

3. Writings 

This association of the spirit and wisdom comes to fullest flower in the book of Job, which 

embodies the belief that the spirit is the source of wisdom and virtue. Though embittered, Job 

claims, “as long as my breath is in me and the spirit of God is in my nostrils, my lips will not 

speak falsehood, and my tongue will not utter deceit.… until I die I will not put away my 

integrity from me” (27:2–5; compare on the spirit and physical life, Pss 104:29–30; 146:3–4; Job 

33:4, 6; 34:14–15; Ecc 12:10). The subtle implication of Job’s claim, that the spirit of God has 

something to do with truth, comes to full flower in Elihu’s claim to possess wisdom although he 

is young, “I am young in years, and you are aged.… But truly it is the spirit in a mortal, the 

breath of the Almighty that makes for understanding. It is not the old that are wise, nor the aged 

that understand what is right” (Job 32:6–9). Slightly later, he claims, “For I am full of words; the 

spirit within me constrains [lays siegeworks against] me. My heart is indeed like wine that has no 

vent; like new wineskins, it is ready to burst” (32:18–19). This parallel between the spirit and the 

human heart is kin to the story of Bezalel and Ps 51, both of which place heart and spirit in 

tandem positions and associate them with virtue. Further, the sense of bursting with spirit, having 

to hold back wise words, resembles the stories featuring Daniel, who is full of an extraordinarily 

wise spirit-though Elihu’s claim to wisdom, in contrast to the description of Daniel, is 

pretension. 

Psalm 51 sets the familiar parallel between a holy spirit and the human heart into a context of 

recreation: “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. Restore to me the 

joy of your salvation, and sustain in me a generous spirit” (Ps 51:10–12; Heb. 51:12–14). This 

prayer for purification is atypical; the psalmist begins, not with public temple worship or private 

devotion, but with creation, even the word, create, as in Gen 1:1. In this context, the words, 

“your holy spirit”-the earliest reference to “holy spirit” in Israelite literature, since Isa 63:11 is 

probably later-represent the spirit which the psalmist has from birth. This spirit parallels the 

heart, representing the essence of the psalmist that must be cleansed, instructed, and redirected. 

The relationship between these two core realities, heart and spirit, is apparent in the taut parallels 

between a “clean heart” and “right spirit” (51:10 [Heb. 51:12]), and particularly between a 

“broken spirit” and “broken … heart” (51:17 [Heb. 51:19]), where the same word, broken, 

describes in close succession both spirit and heart. Tainted now by sin, the psalmist prays that 

this spirit will be recreated, corrected, and made generous, even broken so that it can be made 
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acceptable to God. 

Several other postexilic texts associate the spirit with prophets (Neh 9:30; see Zech 7:12) and 

select individuals (1 Chr 12:18; 2 Chr 20:14; 24:20). 

B. Early Jewish Literature 

1. The vitality of early Judaism 

A misperception that Judaism was the spiritually infertile soil in which Christianity took root 

has characterized much of NT scholarship. As recently as 1992, F. W. Horn cited alleged 

evidence of the universal consciousness of the loss of prophecy or loss of the spirit. This 

consensus arose from the piecing together of a diverse collection of literary texts, including: Ps 

74:9; 1 Macc 4:46, 9:27, and 14:41; Josephus’s Ag. Ap. 1.37–41; 2 Bar. 85:3; Prayer of Azariah 

15; and t. Sotah 13.2–4. 

The focus of this interpretation is t. Sotah 13.2–4: “When Haggai, Zechariah, and Malachi, 

the last of the prophets, died, the Holy Spirit ceased in [from] Israel. Nevertheless, a Bath Qol 

was heard by them: It once happened that the sages entered a house in Jericho and they heard a 

Bath Qol saying, ‘There is a man here who is worthy of the Holy Spirit, but there is no one in his 

generation righteous.’ Thereupon, they set their eyes upon Hillel.…” The first difficulty that 

attends the use of this text to demonstrate the spiritual aridity of early Judaism is its late date; this 

belongs to the Tosefta, which was compiled as late as the 4th cent. CE. 

More serious is the misinterpretation of this text, which is incorrectly interpreted to mean 

that, with the end of the succession of the canonical prophets, the Holy Spirit was replaced by a 

voice, the bath qol ( לֹוק תַּג ). The bath qol (lit. “daughter of the voice”) informs the sages who 

are gathered together that Hillel is worthy of the Spirit but cannot receive it because of the evil 

generation to which he belongs. This interpretation violates the literary context of t. Sotah 13:2–

4, which illustrates a straightforward principle: “When a righteous person comes into the world, 

good comes into the world … and retribution departs from the world (10:1).” Tosefta Sotah 

13:2–4, understood according to this principle, indicates that the Holy Spirit is present because 

one person, Hillel, is worthy of it. This affirms the spirit’s presence-not its absence (see HILLEL 

THE ELDER, HOUSE OF HILLEL). 

This misrepresentation of Judaism, furthermore, disregards an abundance of texts that evince 

spiritual vitality. Only some of these are discussed below. 

2. Dead Sea Scrolls and related pseudepigrapha 

The Dead Sea Scrolls offer a range of contexts in which the holy spirit plays a significant 

role. The term, “holy spirit,” first of all, is the human spirit that can be defiled. In CD VII, 4 and 

V, 11–13, the term, “holy spirit,” replaces the biblical term, nefesh ( ׁשֶֶפנ ; Lev 11:43; 20:25), to 

                                                        
2 Bar. 2 Baruch (Syriac Apocalypse) 

cent. century 

lit. literally 



 

 11 

describe that which can be defiled. One wisdom author instructs, “… do not for any money 

exchange your holy spirit, for no price is adequate” (4Q416 2 II, 6–7). This belief that the spirit 

within can be “holy spirit” has affinities with the apocryphal book of Susannah, in which God 

raises the “holy spirit” of Daniel (see below). 

The association of the spirit and prophecy reemerges in the Scrolls. Following from Neh 9:30 

and Zech 7:12, 1 QS VIII, 15–16 glances retrospectively at the prophets of Israel: “This is the 

study of the law which he commanded … in order to act in compliance with all that has been 

revealed from age to age, and according to what the prophets have revealed through his holy 

spirit.” In Jubilees, Jacob blessed Levi and Judah when “a spirit of prophecy came down upon 

his mouth” (Jub 31:12; see 25:14). A section of the Enoch cycle of literature begins when Enoch 

commands, “Now, my son Methuselah … gather together to me all the sons of your mother; for a 

voice calls me, and the spirit is poured over me so that I may show you everything that shall 

happen to you forever” (1 En. 91:1). 

The spirit is associated with initiation into the community. The hymn writer praises God for 

choosing “to purify me with your holy spirit” (1QHa VIII, 20). He thanks God that “… in your 

kindness toward humankind/you have enlarged his share with the spirit of your holiness./Thus, 

you make me approach your intelligence,/and to the degree that I approach/my fervour against 

all those who act wickedly …” (1QHa VI, 13–14). The eighth hymn is particularly rich with such 

language: “… to be strengthened by the spirit of holiness/to adhere to the truth of your 

covenant/to serve you in truth, with a perfect heart … to purify me with your holy spirit/to 

approach your will according to the extent of your kindnesses” (1QHa VIII, 15–20). 

In the foundational Community Rule, the spirit is associated with purity, individual 

conversion, and initiation into the community. Although in 1QS IV, 21, purification occurs in the 

context of final judgment, purification occurs typically in the present: “by the spirit of holiness 

which links him with the truth he is cleansed of all his sins. And by the spirit of uprightness and 

of humility his sin is atoned” (1QS III, 7–8; see 1QS IX, 3–4). The spirit in this context of 

initiation (1QS I, 21–III, 12) also has a communal dimension: “And it is by the holy spirit of the 

community, in its truth, that he is cleansed of all his iniquities” (1QS III, 6). The community 

even believed itself to be a spirit-filled temple: “When these exist in Israel in accordance with 

these rules in order to establish the spirit of holiness in truth eternal, in order to atone for the guilt 

of iniquity and for the unfaithfulness of sin, and for approval for the earth, without the flesh of 

burnt offerings and without the fats of sacrifice … in order to form a most holy community, and 

a house of the Community for Israel, those who walk in perfection” (1QS IX, 3–6). 

The spirit effects communal purity in Jub. 1:20–21, where Moses, recalling Ps 51, intercedes 

for Israel, “O Lord, let your mercy be lifted up upon your people, and create for them an upright 

spirit.… Create a pure heart and a holy spirit for them. And do not let them be ensnared by their 

sin henceforth and forever.” God responds (1:22–25) in turn by recalling Ps 51 and Ezek 11:19–

20: “And I shall create for them a holy spirit, and I shall purify them so that they will not turn 

away from following me from that day and forever. And their souls will cleave to me and to all 

my commandments.” 
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Conceptions from the Isaiah corpus reemerge in 11Q13 II, 16–18), in which the herald of Isa 

52:7 is identified with the anointed one in Dan 9:25. From this combination emerges a warrior 

figure who will destroy Belial and his entourage of evil spirits. Consequently, an emphasis upon 

power supplants the Isaianic emphasis upon justice. 

A distinctive portion of the Community Rule is the so-called Teaching on the Two Spirits, 

which is spun from Gen 2:7: “God created humanity to rule the world and placed within him two 

spirits so that he would walk with them until the moment of his visitation: they are the spirits of 

truth and of deceit. From the spring of light stem the generations of truth, and from the source of 

darkness the generations of deceit. And in the hand of the Prince of Lights is dominion over all 

the sons of justice; they walk in paths of light. And in the hand of the Angel of Darkness is total 

dominion over the sons of deceit; they walk in paths of darkness” (3:17–21). Three levels of 

struggle coexist in this teaching: anthropological (two spirits struggling within); collective (two 

opposing generations); and cosmic (the Prince of Lights and the angel of Darkness). This 

teaching differs substantially from the Qumran Hymns, so there is a debate about its significance. 

Some scholars deem this central to Qumran theology; others think this was early on supplanted 

by teachings such as those of the Qumran Hymns. 

Finally, the Qumran community believed that their interpretation of scripture was inspired. A 

hymn writer, perhaps the Teacher of Righteousness, traced this inspired interpretations to the 

spirit: “And I, the Instructor, have known you, my God, through the spirit which you gave (in)to 

me, and I have listened loyally to your wonderful secret through your holy spirit. You have 

opened within me knowledge of the mystery of your wisdom, the source of your power …” 

(1QHa XX, 11–13). This hymn evokes powerful images of inspired knowledge and wisdom. By 

designating himself an “instructor,” the hymn writer evokes images of the renowned scribe Ezra, 

who instructed Israel (Ezra 8:8, 13; 9:10). The words, “your holy spirit,” are sandwiched 

between references to “your wonderful secret” and “knowledge of the mystery of your wisdom.” 

The content of such inspired interpretation may be evident in such texts as the Habakkuk 

Commentary, in which ancient scripture applies directly to the recent past and immediate future 

of the community (see DEAD SEA SCROLLS). 

3. Apocrypha 

a. Sirach. Decades before the emergence of the Qumran community Ben Sira associated a 

spirit of wisdom with interpretation when he described the scribal calling: “… he will be filled 

by a spirit of understanding/he will pour out his own words of wisdom … He will make known 

the instruction of what he has learned …” (Sir 39:6–8). What is the source of this interpretation? 

It may be that a scribe succumbs to the extraordinary influence of an external spirit of wisdom; it 

is also possible that he cultivates the spirit within so that he is eventually filled with a spirit that 

is rich with wisdom. The latter is more likely, for Ben Sira repudiates visions and claims to 

revelation (Sir 34:1–2, 5 a); disciplined study and life-experience alone are the legitimate sources 

of insight into scripture. This portrait of the scribe, therefore, shares affinities with the story of 

Daniel (see below), whose spirit increases in knowledge, or Bezalel, who is filled with spirit of 

God, with skill and intelligence, or the perspective of Elihu, who believes that the spirit or breath 

within brings wisdom, or perhaps even Micah, who is filled with spirit of the Lord, power, and 

intelligence. 

b. Wisdom of Solomon. A wisdom author of a different sort reflected the context, not of 
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Palestine, but of Egyptian Judaism, which was permeated by Stoicism. The author retains the 

traditional perspective on the spirit as a gift: “I prayed … and the spirit of wisdom came to me” 

(7:7); and “Who has learned your counsel, unless you … sent your holy spirit from on high” 

(9:17). Yet this spirit is Stoic in character: “… the spirit of the Lord has filled the world, and that 

which holds all things together knows what is said …” (1:7–8). In Stoicism, pneuma is the 

cohesive force of the universe. (See B.4 below.) 

c. Judith. In 16:14, Gen 2:7, combined with Ps 104:29–30, influences the depiction of the 

spirit as that which creates humankind: “You sent forth your spirit, and it formed (built) 

them/there is none that can resist your voice.” Intriguing in this metamorphosis is that the verb in 

Gen 2:7, “form,” is supplanted by the verb, “build,” from Gen 2:22. Consequently, the formation 

of woman, not man, becomes the paradigm of creation in the victory song of a Jewish heroine. 

d. Susannah. In this novella, God raises up “the holy spirit” of a youthful Daniel (Sus 44–

45). As in CD VII, 4; V, 11–13, and 4Q416 2 II, 6, the spirit which humans possess from birth is 

a holy spirit. Daniel’s is pure; Qumran teachers caution that one’s holy spirit must remain pure. 

e. Fourth Ezra. This post-70 CE apocalypse contains a vivid depiction of inspiration. In 

response to Ezra’s prayer for the holy spirit (4 Ezra 14:22), Ezra is given the promise that the 

lamp of understanding will remain lit throughout his experience, during which he dictates ninety-

four books. The process itself begins as he drinks the cup given to him, and his heart pours forth 

understanding, and wisdom increases within him. Following his experience, it is said that these 

ninety-four books contain “the spring of understanding, the fountain of wisdom, and the river of 

knowledge” (14:47). This is an experience of inspiration in which the mind is made more alert, 

not less. This impression is confirmed by the significant detail that Ezra’s understanding and 

wisdom overflowed because his own spirit retained its memory. From start to finish, then, Ezra 

composed ninety-four books through an experience of the Holy Spirit that heightened his 

intellectual acuity. 

4. Philo 

PHILO OF ALEXANDRIA, a Jewish philosopher, makes much of the inbreathing of Gen 

2:7 by interpreting it as the impartation of the rational mind and the capacity for virtue. This 

represents the influence of Stoicism; Seneca believed that a holy spirit resides within, providing 

the capacity for virtue if it is well-tended (Philo, Leg. 1.31–42; Seneca, Ep. 41). The Stoic 

character of the spirit comes to fullest flower in Philo’s interpretation of the spirit that inspired 

Bezalel (Exod 31:3) as “susceptible of neither severance nor division, diffused in its fullness 

everywhere and through all things” (Gig. 27). Alexander of Aphrodisias, summarizing the view 

of the renowned Stoic thinker, Chrysippus, writes that pneuma is that “which wholly pervades it 

[the cosmos] and by which the universe is made coherent and kept together …” (Mixt. 216.14–

17). See STOICS, STOICISM. 
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The association of the spirit and prophecy also comes to full flower in Philo’s commentaries, 

though again with a decidedly Greco-Roman flair. In his interpretation of the word ekstasis 

(ἐκστάσις) in LXX Gen 15:12, he writes, “This is what regularly befalls the fellowship of the 

prophets. The mind is evicted at the arrival of the divine Spirit, but when that departs the mind 

returns to its tenancy” (Her. 265; see Spec. 1.65; 4.49; QG 3.9). Though Moses would differ 

from the prophetic race by his ability to speak without losing control of his mind, he too 

experienced “that divine possession in virtue of which he is chiefly and in the strict sense 

considered a prophet” (Mos. 2.191). 

An intensification of prophetic inspiration is evident in an interpretation of Balaam that Philo 

shares with Josephus, though probably independently. Both emphasize the total passivity of 

Balaam. In Philo’s interpretation, the angel predicts: “… I shall prompt the needful words 

without your mind’s consent, and direct your organs of speech as justice and convenience 

require. I shall guide the reins of speech, and, though you understand it not, employ your tongue 

for each prophetic utterance” (Mos. 1.274; see Num 22:35). This prediction is fulfilled when 

Balaam “advanced outside, and straightway became possessed, and there fell upon him the truly 

prophetic spirit which banished utterly from his soul his art of wizardry” (Mos. 1.277). Balaam, 

in Josephus’ version, explains to Balak: “… that spirit gives utterance to such language and 

words as it will, whereof we are all unconscious” (Ant. 4.120). This radical form of prophetic 

passivity is a novelty of the Greco-Roman era; it approximates a view held by of Ammonius, in 

Plutarch’s On the Defection of Oracles, in which “the god himself after the manner of 

ventriloquists … enters into the bodies of his prophets and prompts their utterances, employing 

their mouths and voices as instruments” (414E). 

On other occasions, prophetic inspiration takes on the characteristics of a magnificent rhetor. 

Abraham, though not of noble lineage, “whenever he was possessed, everything in him changed 

to something better, eyes, complexion, stature, carriage, movements, voice. For the divine spirit 

which was breathed upon him from on high made its lodging in his soul, and invested his body 

with singular beauty, his voice with persuasiveness, and his hearers with understanding.” In such 

a state, he was “ranked among the prophets” (Virt. 217–19). 

Philo even attributes his own interpretation of scripture to prophetic inspiration. In Spec. 3:1–

6, he is wafted on the winds of knowledge through the ascent of his mind; during these episodes, 

he peers into the deepest meaning of Moses’ writings. In Somn. 2.252, Philo claims to be taught 

by his customary friend, the spirit. In this autobiographical reflection, the immediate task is to 

solve an exegetical dilemma, such as why the biblical text refers to two, rather than to one, 

cherubim. The conundrum is solved when the spirit teaches him with instruction that is directed 

toward his alert mind. (See also Cher. 27–29; Somn. 1.164–65; and Fug. 53–58). The word, 

“customary,” with which Philo describes the divine spirit, is evocative of Socrates’ daemon, 
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which Plato refers to as “the customary prophetic inspiration of the daemon” (Apol. 40A), “the 

daemonic and customary sign” (Phaedr. 242B), and “my customary daemonic sign” (Euthyd. 

272e; see further Gen. Socr. 589d). The affinities between the renowned Socrates and Philo, in 

Philo’s estimation at least, include an untroubled mind which is taught by the presence of a 

customary friend. 

This description of the divine spirit along the lines of Socrates’ daemon, taken together with 

the easy identification of the angel with the divine spirit in Philo and Josephus’ interpretation of 

Balaam, points toward an understanding of the spirit as an angelic presence. Isaiah 63:7–14 and 

Hag 2:4–5, furthermore, anticipated this by amalgamating the spirit with the exodus traditions of 

the angel of God’s presence and the pillars of cloud and fire. 

These writings evince a remarkable flexibility in the interpretation of pneuma by a Jewish 

author during the Greco-Roman era. The spirit can be the quintessential expression of Stoic 

pneuma, a force that possesses akin to Greco-Roman prophets, an angelic presence not unlike 

Socrates’ customary daemon, and the source of inspiration that prompts the philosophical ascent 

of the mind (Spec. 3.1–6). 

5. Flavius Josephus 

The taut association of the spirit with prophecy is evident in Josephus’ revision of Israelite 

literature, his Jewish Antiquities, in which he adds references to prophecy in scriptural contexts 

that refer only to the spirit (see JOSEPHUS, FLAVIUS). For example, while 1 Sam 16:13 

recounts that “the spirit of the Lord came mightily upon David from that day forward,” Josephus 

adds that David, “when the divine spirit had removed to him, began to prophesy” (Ant. 6.166). 

Zedekiah, the false prophet, asks Micaiah in LXX 1 Kgs 22:24, “What sort of spirit of the Lord 

speaks in you?” Josephus relates the spirit to prophecy: “But you shall know whether he is really 

a true prophet and has the power of the divine spirit” (Ant. 8.408). Although there are less 

references to the spirit in his version of the book of Daniel, Josephus still refers to Daniel as “one 

of the greatest prophets” (Ant. 10.266). 

Though with less intensity than Philo, Josephus claims to be an inspired interpreter of 

scripture. In a fascinating instance of self-exoneration, he explains why he surrendered to Rome: 

“and Josephus … was an interpreter of dreams and skilled in divining the meaning of ambiguous 

utterances of the Deity … not ignorant of the prophecies in the sacred books. At that hour he was 

inspired to read their meaning …” (J.W. 3.351–53). 

6. Pseudepigrapha 
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The association of the spirit with prophecy characterizes many Jewish pseudepigrapha. These 

are essential documents, even though the dates of origin of some of them and the question of 

whether they were originally Jewish documents remain a matter of debate. 

One statement of a sibyl, in what was undoubtedly a Jewish literary text, the Greco-Roman 

counterpart of the Jewish prophet, sounds like the Stoic affirmation of Wis. Sol. 1:6–7: “Nor is 

anything left unaccomplished that God so much as puts in mind/for the spirit of God which 

knows no falsehood is throughout the world” (Sib. Or. 3.696–701). 

Replete with spirit-references is an imaginative retelling of Israelite scripture, Liber 

Antiquitatum Biblicarum. The spirit, not surprisingly, inspires prophecy: Miriam is the recipient 

of a dream in which the birth of Moses is predicted (L.A.B. 9:10); Deborah is said to have 

predicted Sisera’s demise by the inspiration of the spirit (31:9); to the military accomplishments 

of the first judge, Othniel (Judg 3:9–10), are added a prophetic experience (L.A.B. 28:6): “when 

they had sat down, a holy spirit came upon Kenaz … and he began to prophesy.” Even an 

abbreviated account of Saul’s pursuit of David contains an extra-biblical reference to prophecy: 

“And (a) spirit abided in Saul, and he prophesied” (L.A.B. 62:2). 

As in the writings of Philo and Josephus, inspired prophecy in L.A.B. begins to look less like 

Israelite prophecy and more like the inspiration associated with Delphi and a variety of Greco-

Roman prophetic figures. The inspiration of Joshua in L.A.B. 20:3, for example, melds biblical 

and Greco-Roman ingredients. To Deut 34:9a, “Joshua son of Nun was full of the spirit of 

wisdom,” L.A.B. adds, “his mind was afire and his spirit was moved, and he said …” (20:3). 

These added elements reflect the hallmarks of enthusiasm in a classic text, Cicero’s Div. 1.114, 

where the winged soul is “inflamed and aroused,” or Plutarch’s Def. orac. 432e-f, in which the 

“soul becomes hot and fiery, and throws aside the caution that human intelligence lays upon it.” 

The novella, Joseph and Aseneth, spins from Gen 41:45 a tale of love that culminates in 

Aseneth’s conversion to Israelite faith. Prior to their marriage, “they kissed each other for a long 

time … And Joseph kissed Aseneth and gave her spirit of life, and he kissed her the second time 

and gave her spirit of wisdom, and he kissed her the third time and gave her spirit of truth” 

(19:10–11). 
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Depictions of the anticipated messianic deliverer that are rooted in the Isaianic vision emerge 

in other pseudepigrapha. Psalms of Solomon 17:37 preserves the association of the spirit and 

wisdom: “And he will not weaken in his days, (relying) upon his God/for God made him 

powerful in the holy spirit/and wise in the counsel of understanding/with strength and 

righteousness.” So too does the author of the Testament of Levi: “And the glory of the Most High 

shall burst forth upon him./And the spirit of understanding and sanctification/shall rest upon him 

… /And he shall open the gates of paradise/he shall remove the sword that has threatened since 

Adam/and he will grant to the saints to eat of the tree of life./The spirit of holiness shall be upon 

them./And Beliar shall be bound by him./And he shall grant to his children the authority to 

trample on wicked spirits” (T. Levi 18:7, 10–12). First Enoch 37–71, the only portion of the 

Ethiopic Enoch cycle of literature not discovered among the Dead Sea Scrolls, contains a 

depiction of the Elect One that is reminiscent of Isa 11. In contrast to 11Q13, emphasis lies not 

upon power but upon wisdom: “The Elect One stands before the Lord of the Spirits; his glory is 

forever and ever and his power is unto all generations. In him dwells the spirit of wisdom, the 

spirit which gives thoughtfulness, the spirit of knowledge and strength, and the spirit of those 

who have fallen asleep in righteousness” (1 En. 49:2–3). 

A Jewish apocalypse composed after 70 CE, the Syriac Apocalypse of Baruch, recalls Gen 

1:2, though with greater attention to the process of creation. Baruch prays, “… you who created 

the earth, the one who fixed the firmament by the word and fastened the height of heaven by the 

spirit …” (21:4). God responds, “For my spirit creates the living” (23:5). In both statements, the 

spirit is an active participant in creation, as in Jud 16:14. 

7. Mishnah 

The purifying power of the spirit is central to Sotah 9:15: “Heedfulness leads to cleanliness, 

and cleanliness leads to purity, and purity to abstinence, and abstinence leads to holiness, and 

holiness leads to humility, and humility leads to the shunning of sin, and the shunning of sin 

leads to saintliness, and saintliness leads to [the gift of] the Holy Spirit, and the Holy Spirit leads 

to the resurrection of the dead.” The gift of the spirit does not, however, effect purification; it is 

instead a gift given in response to purification, holiness, and humility. 

8. Summary 

In light of this sampling of texts, it would be injudicious to conclude that early Christianity 

emerged from the arid soil of Judaism. Among the many directions in which belief in the spirit of 

God was taken by Judaism during the Greco-Roman era, several rise to the surface: 1) the divine 

inbreathing of Gen 2:7 is interpreted in creative ways; 2) the human spirit continues to be 

understood as a “holy spirit;” 3) the spirit is associated with the phenomenon of prophecy to a 

degree that far outstrips Israelite prophecy; 4) such prophecy takes on Greco-Roman hues; 5) a 

new conception gains momentum-the inspired interpretation of scripture. 
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C. New Testament 

Early Christian authors shared much in common with respect to their beliefs in the holy 

spirit, while many left their distinctive marks as well. This portion of the entry examines both. 

1. Common features 

a. The Spirit received. The simple expression, “receive the spirit,” had wide currency 

among early Christian communities. Three times the Fourth Gospel refers in shorthand to 

“receiving the spirit” (7:39; 14:17; 20:22). In the final occurrence, Jesus, raised from the dead, 

commissions the disciples and, as in Gen 2:7, “breathed into them” and said, “Receive (the) holy 

spirit.” The disciples are created anew, as in Gal 6:15, in which the phrase, “new creation,” 

pithily gathers together the theological pieces of Galatians, particularly those claims to the spirit 

that link the paragraphs of the letter, from 3:1 to 6:15. 

The tenor of Acts is even more palpably shaped by this phrase. At pivotal junctures-

Pentecost (2:33, 38), the extension of the gospel to Samaria (8:15, 17, 19), the outpouring of the 

spirit to Gentiles in the wake of Cornelius’ vision (10:47), and the reception of the spirit by John 

the Baptist’s disciples, who have not yet heard of the holy spirit (19:2)-this phrase tersely 

conveys the experience of filling with the Holy Spirit. These are profound transitions that were 

promised at the story’s beginning: “But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit has come 

upon you; and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends 

of the earth” (Acts 1:8). 

Paul himself employed this expression in Rom 8:15; 1 Cor 2:12; Gal 3:2 (see 2 Cor 11:4). 

b. The Spirit given. Early Christian authors made frequent use of some form of the formula, 

“God gave the spirit in us” (e.g., Acts 5:32; 15:8; Rom 11:8; 2 Cor 1:22; 5:5; 2 Tim 1:7; 1 John 

3:24; 4:13). The language stems probably from Ezek 36:26–27, although the odd occurrence of 

the preposition “into” rather than “in” in 1 Thess 4:8 almost certainly stems from Ezek 37:5, 14. 

The phrase, “God gave the Spirit,” was not an unfamiliar expression; it is adopted as well in 

hymns in the Dead Sea Scrolls (1QHa IV, 17; V, 25; VIII, 19–20; XX, 11–12). Since the gift of 

the spirit is to individuals, it is questionable whether Ezekiel’s vision of national recreation still 

remains in view; perhaps the language is merely a remnant. 

c. The Spirit as teacher and guide. Some Israelite and Jewish authors, we observed, tended 

to attribute somewhat more personality to the spirit. Isaiah 63:7–14 remembers that “the spirit of 

the Lord gave them rest” (63:14), and Haggai encourages, “my spirit stands in your midst. Do 

not fear” (Hag 2:5). Further, the psalmist prays, “Let your good spirit lead me on a level path” 

(Ps 143:10), while Nehemiah recalls, “You gave your good spirit to instruct them” (Neh 9:20). 

Josephus and Philo, in independent ways, identify the angel that stood before Balaam (Num 

22:25) with the divine spirit that would come upon him (24:2); this is an angelic spirit (Philo, 

Mos. 1.274–77; Josephus, Ant. 4.108). Philo’s customary friend resembles Socrates’ customary 

sign, the daemon (Somn. 2.252). 

Similar perceptions of the spirit as an individual figure characterize many early Christian 

references to the spirit. The spirit teaches (Luke 12:12; John 14:25–26, 16:13; 1 Cor 2:13), 

speaks (John 16:13; Acts 8:29; 10:19; 11:12; 13:2; Heb 3:7 [=Ps 95:7–11]), testifies (Acts 20:23 

[through prophets]; Jn 15:26 [along with the disciples]; Heb 10:15 [through scripture]), leads 

(Gal 5:18; Rom 8:14), reveals (Luke 2:27; 1 Cor 2:6–16; Eph 3:5; Heb 9:8), forbids (Acts 16:6–
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7), predicts (1 Tim 4:1), searches God’s depths (1 Cor 2:11), and participates in prayer by crying 

Abba (Gal 4:6) and interceding with wrenching sighs for those in a state of weakness (Rom 

8:26–27). The spirit also functions as a leader by sending out apostles (Acts 13:2–4), appointing 

overseers (Acts 20:28), and distributing spiritual gifts (1 Cor 12:11). 

There are no certain grounds for attributing these actions to a trinitarian view of the holy 

spirit. Although nascent trinitarianism may be briefly evident in the formulae in Matt 28:18–20; 

1 Cor 12:4–6; and 2 Cor 13:13, these activities emerge from Israelite scripture, in which the 

spirit guides, leads, and teaches, and from the world of Judaism, in which the angelic spirit 

inspires prophecy or the interpretation of scripture. 

d. Opposition to the Holy Spirit. The indictment, “But they rebelled and grieved his holy 

spirit” (Isa 63:10) roots opposition to the Holy Spirit in the exodus tradition, in which Israel is 

ordered not to “rebel” against the angel who leads and guards Israel following the exodus (Exod 

23:20; compare Num 20:16). The unfortunate reality of opposition to the Holy Spirit emerges as 

well in several early Christian texts. Ephesians 4:30 commands, “and do not grieve the Holy 

Spirit of God.” The context, which urges the need for gracious words rather than bitterness, 

wrangling, and slander, provides a poignant counterpoint to the Israelites, who complained 

bitterly of their plight. 

In the Synoptic Gospels, Jesus exorcises a demon in a mute (and blind, in Matt 12:22) man. 

Some are amazed; others accuse him of alignment with Beelzebul, the ruler of demons. Jesus 

responds that a house divided cannot stand, that Satan cannot disarm himself, and that he 

exorcises by the spirit (Matt 12:28) or finger of God (Luke 12:10; see Exod 8:15 [Heb.]). In 

Mark and Matthew’s Gospels, the puzzling statement that blasphemy against the Holy Spirit 

comprises the unpardonable sin occurs directly after this confrontation (Mark 3:28–30; Matt 

12:31–32). The implication is that the Jewish leaders who accuse Jesus of being aligned with 

Satan are blaspheming the Holy Spirit. Luke, in contrast, places the word about blasphemy in 

another context altogether that has to do with testimony under constraint rather than Jesus’ 

ministry (12:8–12). It is not the Jewish leaders who blaspheme, as in the gospels of Mark and 

Matthew; it is believers brought before the authorities who will be pressed to blaspheme the 

Holy Spirit (12:8–10). For those who do not, there is no need to worry: “… for the Holy Spirit 

will teach you at that very hour what you ought to say” (12:11–12). 

Opposition to the spirit occurs twice in Acts. Peter accuses Ananias of being filled with Satan 

and lying to the Holy Spirit because he and Sapphira held back some of the money they received 

from selling their property (Acts 5:1–3). The verb, “hold back” (nosphizein νοσφίζειν), occurs 

in the Septuagintal translation of Hebrew scripture only in the story of Achan, whose holding 

back of booty had a dreadful impact upon Israel’s fortunes at war (Josh 7:1). This parallel points 

to the communal dimension of the Spirit; to deceive the community is to lie against its driving 

force, the Holy Spirit. 

Stephen, following the lead of Neh 9:29–30 and Zech 7:12, indicts his “stiff-necked” hearers 

for “forever opposing the Holy Spirit, just as your ancestors used to do” (Acts 7:51). Stephen, 

who is “filled with the Holy Spirit” (7:55), becomes another instance of Israel’s recalcitrance. 

Because “they could not withstand the wisdom and the Spirit with which he spoke” (6:10), they 

stoned him. 

The possibility of grieving the Holy Spirit extends to the community addressed in Heb 

10:28–29. Slightly earlier, the author expressed his view that those who had been enlightened, 

tasty the heavenly gift, “shared in the Holy Spirit,” and tasted the word of God would have 
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enormous difficulty repenting (6:4–6). In a similar vein, he reproaches those who persist in sin 

“after having received the knowledge of the truth.” Such believers have nothing but judgment 

ahead, no sacrifice for sin, because they “have spurned the Son of God, profaned the blood of the 

covenant by which they were sanctified, and outraged (enybrisas ἐνυβρίσας) the Spirit of 

grace.” The inclusion of the Spirit in both texts alongside enlightenment, Jesus, and his blood, is 

an indication of how integral the Spirit is to the process of initiation and the prospect of future 

salvation. 

Although the Holy Spirit, therefore, can be received and fill believers, it can also be the 

object of resistance. For Matthew, Luke, and Stephen, the Jewish leaders oppose the Spirit. Yet 

the gospel of Luke, Acts, Ephesians, and Hebrews together indicate that followers of Jesus also 

have the potential to oppose the Spirit-to blaspheme, to lie to it, to grieve it, and to outrage it. 

e. Prayer. Luke associates the Holy Spirit with prayer and praise. Elizabeth and Zechariah 

praise God when they are filled with the Holy Spirit (1:41–42, 67). Jesus receives the Spirit at his 

baptism while he is praying (3:21–22). When the seventy return from their mission, he rejoices 

in the Holy Spirit and addresses God in prayer (10:21). In instructions about prayer, Jesus asks, 

“… how much more will the heavenly Father give the Holy Spirit to those who ask him?” 

(11:13). 

This Lukan promise of the Spirit is fulfilled, not during Jesus’ own lifetime, but after his 

resurrection-and then in good measure-when believers are filled with the Holy Spirit and begin to 

recite God’s powerful acts (Acts 2:1–13; see 10:44–48). Following prayer, the newly founded 

community prays for boldness and is immediately filled with the Spirit (4:31). Later, Peter 

receives the programmatic vision of Cornelius while he prays at lunchtime (10:9–16). 

Prayer in the Holy Spirit is also a topic in NT letters. Paul explains that the Holy Spirit 

intercedes with groans beyond words in the process of agonizing prayer, in which a believer does 

not know how he or she ought to pray (Rom 8:26–27). The author of Ephesians urges readers to 

alertness and persistence as they pray on behalf of all the saints. The author of Jude recalls the 

predictions of the apostles, that those “devoid of the Spirit” would be lustful and divisive, and he 

encourages his readers, in contrast, to build themselves up “on your most holy faith” and to “pray 

in the Holy Spirit” (20). It is not possible to determine conclusively whether prayer in the Spirit 

refers to the sort of mindless prayer in tongues, as in 1 Cor 14:13–15, or to comprehensible 

prayer; prayer in Ephesians 6 seems comprehensible, for it concerns intercession for the saints. 

f. Prophecy. The association of prophecy and the Holy Spirit occurs in many early Christian 

texts, though prophecy has a variety of meanings. At times, inspired prophecy refers to Israelite 

literature. Paul says, in Acts 28:25, that the Holy Spirit spoke through the prophet Isaiah. The 

author of 1 Peter offers a telling description of the phenomenon of prophecy; prophets searched 

salvation beforehand, “inquiring about the person or time that the Spirit of Christ within them 

indicated when it testified in advance to the sufferings destined for Christ and the subsequent 

glory” (1:11). How the spirit of Christ, before his appearance on earth, could speak through the 

prophets, is unclear, though the author moves quickly to more traditional language in the 

following clauses (1 Pet 1:12), when he attributes such predictions to the Holy Spirit, as does 2 

Pet 1:21. 

Luke portrays John the Baptist as a figure who, filled with the Spirit from before birth, comes 

in the spirit and power of Elijah (Luke 1:15, 17). Zechariah, his father, prophesies once he is 

filled with the Spirit (Luke 1:67). Jesus himself, according to Luke, claims the endowment of Isa 
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61, and Matthew interprets Jesus’ power to heal as a fulfillment of Isa 42:1–4. 

Prophecy is paradigmatic in Acts. In his explanation of the events of Pentecost, Peter amends 

the quotation of Joel that describes the outpouring of the Spirit by adding, “and they shall 

prophesy” (Acts 2:17–18). Various prophets show up in the ensuing narratives: an Agabus who 

predicts a famine (11:28), and another Agabus who predicts Paul’s imprisonment (21:11; see 

20:23). It may be that prophets, in the context of prayer and fasting, are those through whom the 

spirit instructs Paul and Barnabas to begin their journeys (13:1–2). 

Paul himself offers advice on spiritual gifts and urges the Corinthians to pursue the gift of 

prophecy because it is comprehensible, edifying for the church, rather than speaking in tongues, 

which is not (1 Cor 14). He recognizes that prophecies may be false and, consequently, instructs 

the Thessalonians not to quench the Spirit, by which he means that the community should neither 

despise prophecy nor accept it without discernment (1 Thess 5:19–21). 

Other letters, some possibly post-Pauline, also value prophecy. Ephesians 3:5 regards latter-

day apostles and prophets as recipients of a revelation that eluded past generations. A swirl of 

prophetic activity surrounds Timothy’s call. The author charges him to wage the good fight “in 

accordance with the prophecies made earlier about you” (1 Tim 1:18). He is instructed not to 

neglect the gift “which was given you through prophecy with the laying on of hands by the 

council of elders” (1 Tim 4:14). 

Such discernment remains the critical issue in other letters. Although the problem of false 

prophets emerges in Matthew’s Gospel (7:21–23), in the community of 1 John it becomes pivotal 

in the battle for the truth because a real-life crisis is still fresh. To navigate this crisis, the author 

commends a principle of discernment: “Beloved, do not believe every spirit, but test the spirits to 

see whether they are from God; for many false prophets have gone out into the world. By this 

you know the Spirit of God: every spirit that confesses that Jesus Christ has come in the flesh is 

from God, and every spirit that does not confess Jesus is not from God. And this is the spirit of 

the antichrist, of which you have heard that it is coming; and now it is already in the world” 

(4:1–3). Though minimal, this is an irrefutable, verifiable principle of discernment that is related 

to the confession that Jesus Christ came in the flesh. Its function is similar to the confession, 

“Jesus is Lord” and Paul’s contention that “no one can say, ‘Jesus is Lord’ except by the Holy 

Spirit” (1 Cor 12:3). Amidst a variety of itinerant prophets and prophetic messages, and the 

spirits that inspire them, it is difficult to discern the truth, and so this is the dividing line, the test 

of truth: Jesus is from God and in the flesh. 

The author of 2 Peter faces a similar situation and responds by condemning the false prophets 

“who arose among the people” (2:1), though he offers no principle of discernment. Instead he 

argues that false prophets misinterpret prophecy (Israelite and perhaps early Christian). This is 

anathema “because no prophecy ever came by human will, but men and women moved by the 

Holy Spirit spoke from God” (2 Pet 1:19–2:3). If prophets were inspired, the interpreters must be 

as well-though the content of that interpretation is left inchoate. 

The problem of distinguishing between true and false prophets came to dominate the skyline 

or the early church, so much so that the Didache offers practical markers for identifying false 

prophets, e.g., staying more than three days, asking for money, not living as they taught, ordering 

a meal and actually eating it. 

The problem is raw as well in the book of Revelation, which is designated a prophecy (22:7, 

19; 1:3, based, perhaps by way of oral tradition, upon the blessing Luke 11:28), and in which 

John is, like Ezekiel, commanded to eat a scroll, that is, to prophesy to the nations (10:8–10). 

Even the introduction of the four visions by the same phrase “in the spirit” recollects the book of 
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Ezekiel (e.g., 3:12). 

True prophets populate the pages of this self-proclaimed prophecy. Some are OT prophets 

(10:7; 11:18). Others are joined with saints and apostles (18:20; see 22:6–9). The essence of true 

prophecy is defined in Rev 19:10: “For the testimony of Jesus is the spirit of prophecy.” 

Prophecy may entail visions-revelations-and prophetic insight, but at its core, the spirit of 

prophecy inspires testimony on behalf of Jesus, witness in the face of persecution by all believers 

rather than by a specific group of prophets. This testimony concerns the resurrection of Jesus, if 

other NT texts provide a clue: 1 Cor 12:3; 1 John 4:2–3; John 15:26–27. The book of Revelation 

alleges to comprise, then, an inspired prophetic testimony to the risen Christ. 

2. Canonical Gospels 

The presence of the holy spirit in the life of Jesus is attested by all four canonical gospels and 

appears in every alleged source (Q, Mark, so-called L and M material, and in both the narrative 

and farewell discourses of the Fourth Gospel). This material deals both with the Holy Spirit in 

the experience of Jesus and the relationship of the Holy Spirit to Jesus’ followers. 

a. The experience of Jesus. A later summation from the book of Acts offers a salient précis 

of Jesus’ experience of the holy spirit: “… how God anointed Jesus of Nazareth with the Holy 

Spirit and with power; how he went about doing good and healing all who were oppressed by the 

devil, for God was with him” (Acts 10:38). The canonical gospels align neatly with this 

summary, which identifies three principal points of reference for the Holy Spirit in Jesus’ public 

ministry: 1) anointing (his baptism, testing, and early preaching); 2) doing good; and 3) 

exorcisms. 

Despite some differences, the gospels are unified in identifying the presence of the Holy 

Spirit with the initiatory experiences of Jesus. a) John the Baptist predicts or recognizes that 

Jesus will baptize with the Holy Spirit (Mark 1:8, John 1:32–33); this prediction in Luke and 

Matthew has an added note of judgment through the addition of “and fire”-Jesus will baptize 

“with the Holy Spirit and fire” (Matt 3:11 /Luke 3:16; see Isa 4:4); b) The Holy Spirit descends 

upon Jesus like a dove (in bodily form, according to Luke) during or after his water baptism by 

John the Baptist (Mark 1:10–11 /Matt 3:16–17 /Luke 3:21–22 /John 1:29–34); c) The Holy Spirit 

accompanies Jesus in the wilderness during a time of testing (Mark 1:12–13 /Matt 4:1–11 /Luke 

4:1–13). In Mark, the Spirit drives Jesus out violently to live peaceably among the animals, 

perhaps in contrast to the primeval pair, who were driven out of Eden into a world of enmity 

with beasts. Matthew and Luke’s reference to forty days of testing recalls Israel’s emergence 

from Egypt and their forty years of wilderness wandering. This may account for Luke’s 

description of Jesus as “led by the Spirit in the wilderness,” rather than being driven by the Spirit 

into the wilderness (Luke 4:1–2; see Isa 63:7–14). Further, in Luke’s gospel, Jesus enters this 

period of testing full of the Spirit (4:1); he returns filled with the Spirit, and he teaches in the 

synagogues of Galilee (4:14), where he claims the Spirit in his work of preaching good news to 

the poor (4:18–19). 

The words at Jesus’ baptism, “my beloved,” offer a subtle reminiscence of the Isaianic 

servant (Isa 42:1). Luke continues this appeal to the later oracles of Isaiah with Jesus’ first public 

sermon, in which he claims such an anointing with a quotation of Isa 61:1–2: “The Spirit of the 
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Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to bring good news to the poor …” The text 

continues with release to prisoners, sight for the blind, freedom for the oppressed (see Isa 58:6), 

and proclamation of God’s favorable year. 

Matthew also connects the baptism of Jesus with the public doing of good, though in a 

typically Matthean manner. After a summary statement about Jesus’ curing all of the sick, 

Matthew concludes with the characteristic formula, “This was to fulfill what had been spoken 

through the prophet Isaiah,” and a quotation from Isa 42:1–4, 9, which begins, “Here is my 

servant, whom I have chosen, my beloved, with whom my soul is well pleased. I will put my 

Spirit upon him …” (See also Jesus’ response to John the Baptist’s messengers in Matt 11:2–6; 

Luke 7:18–23.) Both Matthew and Luke, then, in part through allusions to the so-called servant 

passages of Isaiah, draw a taut association between the anointing of Jesus by the Holy Spirit at 

his baptism and his ongoing vocation of doing good. 

Controversy following an exorcism in Matt 12:22 leads to Jesus’ statement, “But if it is by 

the Spirit of God that I cast out demons, then the kingdom of God has come to you” (Matt 

12:28). Luke’s version, surprisingly in light of his interest in the Spirit, lacks a reference to the 

spirit: “But if it is by the finger of God that I cast out the demons …” (Luke 11:20). The 

occurrence of the word, finger, rather than Spirit of God, draws the reader directly to the 

confrontation brought about by the plagues in Exod 8:19; Heb. 8:15: “And the magicians said to 

Pharaoh, ‘This is the finger of God!’ ” This reminiscence suits Luke’s New Exodus theme 

perfectly. 

b. The experience of believers. In contrast to the pivotal role the holy spirit plays in Jesus’ 

initiation, his doing good, and his authority to exorcise, far less in the Gospels serves to explain 

the function of the Holy Spirit in the life of believers. Jesus’ followers, in fact, do not receive the 

Holy Spirit during his lifetime. Although the period prior to his birth exhibits, according to the 

birth narratives, a flurry of Spirit-induced activity (Luke 1:15, 17, 41–42, 67; 2:25, 27, 28–35, 

36–38 [Anna a prophet]; Matt 1:18, 20), only after his resurrection are Jesus’ followers said to 

receive the Holy Spirit, and this in a variety of ways. Mark’s longer ending does not mention the 

Holy Spirit, but Jesus predicts signs that suggest the spirit’s presence, including new tongues, 

picking up snakes and drinking poison unharmed, and healing the sick (Mark 16:17–18). In 

Matthew’s final lines, Jesus commands his disciples to baptize in the name of the father, son, and 

holy spirit (Matt 28:16–20). 

In Luke’s Gospel, even when the disciples return from a remarkable mission during which 

the seventy exercised authority over snakes, scorpions, Satan, and spirits, the holy spirit is 

associated not with their feats but with Jesus’ response of rejoicing: “At that same hour Jesus 

rejoiced in the Holy Spirit and said, ‘I thank you, Father …’ ” (Luke 10:17–21; similarly 1:41–

42; 1:67; 2:28–35). Jesus’ followers must wait for power from on high (24:49), and this does not 

occur until Acts (1:4–8; 2:1–13). 

In the Fourth Gospel, Jesus talks to Nicodemus about the spirit and new birth (3:5–8), to the 

Samaritan woman about living water that wells up (4:10–14; see 7:37–39), and to the disciples 

about his own words as spirit and life (6:63). In a narrative aside, the author notes, “Now he said 

this about the Spirit, which believers in him were to receive; for as yet there was no Spirit, 

because Jesus was not yet glorified” (7:39). Only after the resurrection, however, does Jesus 

enter a locked room and “breathe into” (see Gen 2:7; 1 Kgs 17:17–24; Ezek 37:1–10) his 

disciples, with the words, “Receive the Holy Spirit” (20:19–23). 

The principal promise of the Holy Spirit in the Gospels concerns public testimony, though 
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each Gospel gives the promise its own emphasis. Mark’s single promise occurs in a context in 

which Jesus predicts that families will be splintered by betrayal, in which only the one who 

endures will be saved (13:12–13). In this highly-charged context, Jesus says, “When they bring 

you to trial and hand you over, do not worry beforehand about what you are to say; for it is not 

you who speak, but the Holy Spirit” (13:11). This is not a vague promise of joy; it is a promise to 

a desperate, persecuted and betrayed people who stand before governors and kings in the service 

of the gospel (13:9–10). They may not survive, but they can endure faithfully to the end. 

Matthew preserves a similar saying: “for it is not you who speak, but the Spirit of your Father 

speaking through you” (10:20). This is the true father, in contrast to the father who betrays his 

own child to the authorities (10:21). 

Luke gives this promise gravity by placing it directly after the saying about blasphemy 

against the Holy Spirit. Those who do not blaspheme but remain faithful need not worry about 

what they will say in defense, “… for the Holy Spirit will teach you at that very hour what you 

ought to say” (12:11–12). This emphasis upon teaching corresponds to a key theme of Luke’s 

christology: the importance of Jesus as teacher. 

3. Paul 

a. Issues of method. Several issues of method attend the interpretation of Paul’s letters: 1) 

His pneumatology was in flux and subject to development; for example, although 1 

Thessalonians, an early letter, prizes the spirit, many characteristic features, such as the contrast 

between flesh and spirit, are missing; 2) External sources of Paul’s pneumatology are not easily 

identifiable. Hypotheses include Greco-Roman mystery religions, popular Greco-Roman 

philosophical traditions, rabbinic Judaism, nascent Gnosticism, and Ezek 36–37, with its post-

biblical interpreters; 3) The importance of Paul’s experience is debated. The role of the third-

person narrative, Acts 9, and possible autobiographical reflection in 2 Cor 4:4–6, are especially 

debatable; 4) The relationship between Pauline pneumatology and the book of Acts is difficult to 

ascertain. Some scholars drive a wedge between Paul’s pneumatology, which is believed to focus 

upon an initial soteriological act, and Luke’s pneumatology, which is said to catalyze a 

subsequent experience related to mission. This alleged borderline is faulty, however, for the 

boundary between new creation and continuing life in the spirit is porous in Paul’s letters. 

Notwithstanding these thorny issues, it is possible to identify dominant Pauline emphases. 

b. Characteristic contrasts. Although Paul adopts the early church’s language of 

“receiving” the spirit, he typically employs his own “not-but” pattern. In this way, Paul invests 

traditional language of receiving the Spirit with a concrete and clear statement of specific 

consequences. 

Reception of the Spirit is not identified by euphoria, ecstasy, or a spectacular gift, but by a 

divine humility, a wisdom that flows from a gospel of Christ crucified (1 Cor 2:12). This is a 

new creation in which the truly spiritual (hoi pneumatikoi οἱ	πνευματικοί), as opposed to the 

merely human (hoi psychikoi οἱ	ψυχικοί), are not the world’s privileged rulers, with their own 

coterie of sycophants, but the weak of the world who sacrifice status for unity, who forego 

prestige for the power of the cross (1 Cor 1:18–3:23). The concrete context of the spiritual life, 

then, is framed by the ignominious death and reprehensible weakness of Jesus rather than the 

apparent victory and strength of alleged rulers. 

Reception of the Spirit drives a wedge as well between works of Torah and faith. In trying to 
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wrest the Galatians from an apparently superfluous adherence to Torah and the practice of 

circumcision without a thorough transformation of the heart, Paul raises a series of rhetorical 

questions, including, “Did you receive the spirit by doing the works of the law or by believing 

what you heard?… Having started with the spirit, are you now ending with the flesh? Did you 

experience so much for nothing?” (Gal 3:2–5). For Paul, the bedrock of faith is the Spirit-

“having started with the Spirit …” The ongoing life of faith is due equally to the generosity of 

the Spirit-“did you experience so much …” Even the experiences of faith and miracles find their 

headwaters in the Spirit-“does God supply you with the Spirit and work miracles among you?” 

How can the Galatians have forgotten that they now dwell in a sphere in which “neither 

circumcision nor uncircumcision is anything; but a new creation is everything” (6:15)? How can 

they forget that they have received the Spirit (3:3, 14: 4:6), been made alive by the Spirit (3:14, 

21–22), received the promise of the Spirit through faith (4:14–15) been given birth by the Spirit 

(4:29), lived by the Spirit (5:25), begun to walk by the spirit (5:16, 18, 25), and received a divine 

inheritance through the Spirit in their hearts (4:6–7)? This is indeed a good deal to forget. 

This Galatian shift is inconceivable to Paul because the Spirit simultaneously inaugurates a 

new creation and covenant (6:15; 2 Cor 5:16–17). This is the arena not of Hagar the slave but 

Sarah the daughter (Gal 3), not of the earthy first Adam but the life-giving resurrected second 

Adam (1 Cor 15:35–49), not of Torah written on tablets of stone but of Christ whose spirit 

inscribes Torah on human hearts (2 Cor 3:7–18; see Jer 31:31–34; Ezek 34). Yet this new 

covenant and creation does not permit a denigration of Hagar or Moses or Sinai, but 

reconciliation with them, an ambassadorial service in the territory of the recalcitrant, in which 

believers cannot characterize others as merely human or judge them to be inferior. The Spirit that 

writes Torah on human hearts is no cause for arrogance; the Spirit is a gracious gift (charisma 

χάρισμα) that does what human effort could not accomplish: to fulfil the altogether just demands 

of Torah (Rom 7:1–6; 8:1–2). 

The concreteness of this contrast lies in Paul’s conception of two spheres, the arena of 

virtuous fruits of the Spirit in contrast to a life dominated by the despicable works of the flesh 

(Gal 5:18–26; Rom 8:1–17). Once again, this contrast ought not lead to judgment and arrogance. 

The spirit ought to engender cooperation rather than conceit, gentle patience with the fallen 

rather than judgment toward them (Gal 6:1). The spirit accomplishes what human beings-the 

flesh-could not, to inspire believers to embody the love of God (Rom 5:5), to bear each other’s 

burdens “and thus fulfill the law of Christ” (Gal 6:2). See FLESH IN THE NT. 

This contrast of spirit and flesh is accompanied in Rom 8 by another contrast between the 

spirit of adoption and the spirit of slavery; one leads to assurance, the other to fear. This contrast, 

too, is concrete, for it is learned through hard-fought prayer: when believers “cry, ‘Abba, 

Father,’ ” they understand that the Spirit leads to adoption rather than to slavery (Rom 8:15). The 

spirit intercedes “in our weakness; for we do not know how to pray as we ought, but that very 

Spirit intercedes with sighs too deep for words” (Rom 8:26). A rich life in the spirit is framed by 

ongoing, wrenching prayer. 

Life in the Spirit could hardly be more concrete than this. Reception of the Spirit issues in 

concrete ways of living: humility rather than arrogance (1 Cor 1–3); miracles (Gal 3); 

reconciliation of resisters (2 Cor 5); restoration, in a spirit of gentleness, of those who stumble 

(Gal 6); and agonizing, speechless prayer (Rom 8), in which the Spirit groans within. 

Although he sets out these contrasts, Paul still recognizes that the struggle is not over, that 

the new creation still lies in the future. Creation continues to groan. The inbreathing of Gen 2:7 

will yield a new breath; the first Adam was earthy, while Christ, the second Adam, is “life-
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giving” Spirit (pneuma zōopoioun [πνεῦμα	ζῳοποιοῦν]; 1 Cor 15:45). People, sown now in 

weakness, will be raised in power; “it is sown a physical body, it is raised a spiritual body (sōma 

pneumatikon σῶμα	πνευματικόν; 1 Cor 15:44). 

These contrasts suggest that the work of the Spirit resides principally within individuals. Yet 

Paul understands that the Spirit transcends the concrete activities of individuals, for which reason 

he adopts the metaphors of temple and body to describe the communal presence of the spirit. 

c. Spirit and temple. When he argues that the church can exist only as an organic whole and 

that, consequently, the Corinthians must reject all schisms, Paul reminds them, “Do you not 

know that you are God’s temple and that God’s Spirit dwells in you? If anyone destroys God’s 

temple, God will destroy that person. For God’s temple is holy, and you are that temple” (1 Cor 

3:16–17). Those who believe that discrete portions-schismatic pockets-of the church are Spirit-

filled, while others are not, are temple-destroyers. With this metaphor, Paul launches a frontal 

critique upon the splintering tendencies of those who shatter the church by their failure to 

appreciate and to appropriate the unifying presence of Christ in their midst. 

Paul adopts this metaphor later in the letter when his attentions have shifted from schisms to 

sexual matters. Addressing dalliances with prostitutes, he writes, “Or do you 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? For you were bought with a price; therefore glorify God in your body” (6:19). Many 

interpreters (e.g., Fee, 135–36) assume that Paul here applies the communal metaphor of the 

church as a spiritual temple, from 1 Cor 3, to the individual believer. Sex with prostitutes is a 

violation of the individual body, understood as a Spirit-filled temple. Yet there remains an 

unavoidable communal residue in Paul’s discussion, for the words, body (sōma σῶμα) and 

members (melē μέλη), are dominant Pauline metaphors for the church community and its 

constituent parts in 1 Cor 12–14. Along these lines, illicit sexual activity may provide another 

example of the Corinthians’ inability to grasp the communal dimension of the spirit. Sex with a 

prostitute is not an individual matter; it pollutes the entire temple. 

In 2 Cor 6:14–7:1, Paul adopts the metaphor a third time, though without an explicit 

reference to the spirit. The wedge he drives between righteousness and lawlessness, light and 

darkness, Christ and Beliar, believer and unbeliever, is uncharacteristic. At the forefront of this 

assault, which has more in common with the language of the Dead Sea Scrolls than 2 

Corinthians, is holiness. The Corinthians may not have grasped, in Paul’s opinion, the meaning 

of the metaphor in his earlier letter (“For God’s temple is holy, and you are that temple” in 1 Cor 

3:17b) or the thrust of his instructions about prostitutes (1 Cor 6). 

d. Spirit and body. In response to a Corinthians question on the topic of spiritual gifts, Paul 

depicts the church as a spiritual body composed of many diverse members. Before he begins, 

however, he lays down a fundamental assertion that attributes perhaps the earliest Christian creed 

to the spirit: “no one speaking by the Spirit of God every says, ‘Let Jesus be cursed!’ and no one 

can say ‘Jesus is Lord’ except by the Holy Spirit” (1 Cor 12:3). Slightly later he returns again to 

early tradition when he roots the diverse community in water baptism, which he understands as a 

work of the spirit: “For in the one Spirit we were all baptized into one body-Jews or Greeks, 

slaves or free-and we were all made to drink of one Spirit” (1 Cor 12:13). 

The Spirit that inspires a singularly unifying confession and provides the basis for diversity 

in the church through participation in baptism becomes in this context also the spirit that 

distributes gifts to the church. Once again, the spirit inspires unity, this time in the recognition 
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that the range of spiritual gifts are distributed by one spirit: “Now there are varieties of gifts, but 

the same spirit” (12:4). With these assertions Paul undermines the Corinthian penchant for one 

gift in particular, glossolalia, at the expense of other gifts (e.g., prophecy, which he personally 

commends). The Spirit fills the church, in much the same way that pneuma was believed to 

permeate a physical body, and inspires a variety of gifts, a diverse array of members, who 

function much like body parts, all of which are necessary to a healthy body. 

e. Seal and pledge. In 2 Corinthians, Paul adopts two metaphors which underline this 

certainty of resurrection in the future: “to seal” (sphragizein σφραγίζειν) and “guarantee” (ho 

arrabōn ὁ	ἀρραβῶν) (2 Cor 1:22). A “seal” may have been a religious metaphor that explains 

circumcision, baptism, or wearing a mark or seal of the god. More likely, it was a commercial 

metaphor: an imprint set in wax that denoted ownership and, by extension, protection; in legal 

documents, such as a will, a safeguard against premature violation; or validation of a document. 

The metaphor of a guarantee or down-payment may belong to commercial life, where it 

functioned as a deposit or first installment paid for services or rent or wages or goods. Both the 

giver and the recipient were under a legal obligation to complete the contract. The Spirit, 

understood in commercial terms, is God’s guarantee of the whole of salvation. 

Another possible commercial foreground is the story of Judah and Tamar in Gen 38. Judah 

asks, “What pledge (ʿeravon ןֹובָרֵע ) shall I give you?” The first item Judah leaves in pledge is 

his seal (pathil ליִתָּפ ). Genesis 38:18 is the single instance in the OT where the words, “seal” 

(more literally, the cord that holds the seal) and “pledge,” occur together. This association, 

however, is obscured by the Septuagint, which translates “seal” anomalously as “ring” (ton 

daktylion sou τόν	δακτύλιόν	σου), although typically it is translated in the Septuagint by the 

Greek word, “seal” (sphragis σφράγις). Had Paul been familiar with the Hebrew of Gen 38:18 

or a more typical translation than LXX Gen 38:18, he would have recognized the association of 

“pledge” and “seal” and discerned a story that encapsulates the certainty of God’s promise. If the 

promise of God is forwarded in this remarkable story of a bereft widow who becomes the 

ancestor of David, the messiah, by playing the part of prostitute, it can also be forwarded through 

the flawed but determined mission of Paul. (See Eph 1:13–14.) 

4. Acts 

The holy spirit in Acts marks the fulfillment of Jesus’ promise at the conclusion of Luke’s 

gospel: the disciples must wait in Jerusalem until they “have been clothed with power from on 

high” (24:49). In a programmatic promise at the beginning of Acts, Jesus associates this power 

with the Holy Spirit, verbal witness, and the ever-expanding mission of the church: “you will 

receive power when the Holy Spirit has me upon you; and you will be my witnesses in 

Jerusalem, in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth” (1:8). This is the onset of 

mission, and the spirit functions principally in Acts as the inspiration for mission. 

This mission takes place primarily through the inspired interpretation of Israel’s scripture, 

which commences at Pentecost. While gathered together in Jerusalem, events that are 

reminiscent of the gift of Torah (Exod 19–24) at Sinai transpire: violent wind; fire; and loud 

sounds. The loud wind fills the entire house. Tongues as of fire are distributed among the 

                                                        
LXX Septuagint (the Greek Old Testament) 



 

 28 

believers. The Holy Spirit fills them and gives them the ability to recite God’s powerful acts in 

other languages, so that Jews gathered from far flung regions of the Dispersion are able to 

understand their message in their own dialects. This experience leads to a division among the 

crowds between those who think they are drunk and those who wonder about the meaning of this 

event (2:1–13). 

Peter answers this question at first by explaining that this experience is what the prophet Joel 

(LXX 3:1–5) described-though Peter adapts this quotation in telling ways. Whereas Joel places 

the outpouring “at some time,” Peter sees it as a signal of “the last days” (2:17). He also tightens 

the association of the Spirit with prophecy by adding, “and they shall prophesy.” 

The sort of prophecy that the holy spirit inspires consists of the inspired interpretation of 

scripture. Peter’s speech at Pentecost features a catena of scripture references, each of which is 

interpreted to demonstrate that the experience of Pentecost fulfills Israelite scripture (e.g., Joel 

3:1–5; LXX, Ps 15:8–11; and Ps 109:1). 

This model of inspiration sets the pattern for Acts. In Acts 4:8–13, for example, Peter, once 

he is “filled with the Holy Spirit,” delivers a speech that turns on the inspired interpretation of Ps 

118:22: “This Jesus is ‘the stone that was rejected by you, the builders; it has become the 

cornerstone.’ ” 

The next scene offers an extension of Pentecost. Following the release of Peter and John 

from prison, the community quotes Ps 2:1–2 in a prayer for boldness, after which “the place in 

which they were gathered together was shaken; and they were all filled with the Holy Spirit and 

spoke the word of God with boldness” (Acts 4:31). Everything to this point in the story, 

including the content of their prayer, leads to the presumption that their speech will consist of an 

inspired interpretation of Scripture that applies scripture to the events of their own day. 

Saul, too, according to Ananias, will regain his sight and “be filled with the Holy Spirit” 

(9:17). The effect of this infilling is Paul’s ability to muster scriptures persuasively: “Saul 

became increasingly more powerful and confounded the Jews who lived in Damascus by proving 

that Jesus was the Messiah” (9:22). The participle, “proving” (symbibazōn συμβιβάζων) 

connotes bringing together or marshalling arguments from scripture that demonstrate Jesus’ 

messiahship. 

Even Paul’s (Saul’s) subsequent condemnation of the false prophet, Bar-Jesus, which occurs 

when he is “filled with the holy spirit,” consists of a catena of scriptural quotations and allusions 

(Gen 32:11; 1 Chr 21:1; Job 1:6; Sir 1:30; and 1 Sam 7:13 in Acts 13:10–11). Even the climax of 

the spirit-inspired speech is an amalgamation of LXX Prov 10:9 and LXX Hos 14:10: “will you 

not stop making crooked the straight paths of the Lord?” 

The Holy Spirit in Acts, then, does inspire invasive prophetic speech. Yet these experiences 

of inspiration consist, more specifically, of the inspired interpretation of scripture intended to 

explain recent events, from the life of Jesus to the experiences of the early church. This is the 

characteristic impact of the Holy Spirit in the book of Acts. 
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The Holy Spirit, consequently, has less in Acts to do with salvation than with mission, less to 

do with notions of new creation and new covenant, such as can be found in Paul’s letters, than 

with the centripetal movement of the church. Even the offer of the Holy Spirit to the Jews 

gathered at Pentecost is neither the offer of conversion-moving from one religion to another-nor 

the promise of salvation understood as a shift in eternal destiny. Peter’s offer (Acts 2:37–39) 

contains allusions to Isa 57:19, Joel 3:5, and Deut 32:5; it is an offer of healing to those near and 

far, of repentance and baptism, of realignment with those in Israel who rightly understand God 

by following the crucified, risen, and ascended Jesus, who pours out the Spirit (Acts 2:33) upon 

old and young, female and male slaves, Israel’s sons and daughters (2:17–21). 

5. Other New Testament letters 

Among those letters of debated authorship, Ephesians preserves the predominance of 

traditional NT emphases. The spirit is associated with the church understood as body and temple, 

although these are not metaphors of the local church, as in 1 Corinthians, but of the church as a 

universal reality composed of Jew and Gentile (2:18, 22; 4:3–4). As in 2 Cor 1:22, believers have 

the seal and pledge of the Spirit (1:13–14; see 4:30). They must not “grieve the Holy Spirit” 

(4:30), as in the gospels and Acts, nor, in recollection of Pentecost (Acts 2:13), be drunk with 

wine but filled with the Spirit (5:18), perhaps through prayer (6:18). The Spirit is also tied to 

wisdom and revelation, both in the church’s past, which was populated by apostles and prophets 

(3:5), and the present, through the reception of divine mystery (1:17; see Col 1:9; 1 Cor 2:10) 

and proclamation, for the sword of the Spirit is the word of God (Eph 6:17). 

The pastoral letters also preserve much of traditional early Christian belief. One creedal 

affirmation reads: “He was revealed in flesh, vindicated in Spirit (en pneumati ἐν	πνεύματι) 
…” (1 Tim 3:16). This association of the Spirit with Jesus’ resurrection is reminiscent of the 

traditional formulation incorporated by Paul in Rom 1:3–4: “descended from David according to 

the flesh … declared to be Son of God with power according to the Spirit of holiness by 

resurrection from the dead.” 

Titus underscores the traditional association of the Spirit with baptism: “through the water of 

rebirth and renewal by the Holy Spirit” (3:5; see 1 Cor 12:13). Rebirth or regeneration 

principally refers to initial transformation, while renewal, which is a characteristically Pauline 

term, evokes an ongoing process of transformation, as in Rom 12:2 and 2 Cor 4:16. 

The pastorals also reflect the widespread early Christian adoption of the LXX, though 2 Tim 

3:16–17 alone describes its inspiration: “all Scripture is inspired (theopneustos θεόπνευστος) 
by God …” This is not a philosophical statement of the nature of Scripture but an expression of 

the usefulness of the Septuagint for equipping believers to live competently and with character: 

“All Scripture is inspired by God and is useful for teaching, for reproof, for correction, and for 

training in righteousness, so that everyone who belong to God may be proficient, equipped for 

every good work.” 

A principal element of 1-2 Timothy is Timothy’s call, which was accompanied by prophecies 

(1 Tim 1:18) that perhaps occurred alongside the laying on of the elders’ hands (4:14)-though 

Timothy’s gift is also attributed to the laying on of Paul’s hands, presumably without prophetic 

mediation (2 Tim 1:6–7). The Spirit is said to predict stormy days ahead that will require courage 
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(1 Tim 4:1). Timothy must, therefore, guard the deposit of faith “with the help of the Holy Spirit 

living in us” (2 Tim 1:14). From start to finish, then, Timothy’s is an inspired calling that 

demands persistence and courage. 

James 4:5 cites a non-existent scriptural text to support the separation of believers from the 

world: “God yearns jealously for the Spirit that he has made to dwell in us.” This is probably the 

clearest NT reference to the Spirit that God gives human beings at birth. 

In Hebrews the principal means by which the Spirit instructs the community is through the 

pronouncement of OT scripture (3:7; 9:8; 10:15). The Spirit is here both the source of OT 

citations and the direct way in which they address the author’s community. The author also 

adopts traditional early Christian beliefs: the widespread conviction that believers could oppose 

the Holy Spirit (Heb 10:38–39); and the Pauline belief that the Spirit distributes gifts to the 

church (Heb 2:4; 1 Cor 12:4–11). The purpose of these gifts is to authenticate early Christian 

belief. This reference to God’s signs, wonders, and miracles, therefore, resembles Acts, or even 

Gal 3:1–5, more than 1 Cor 12, in which the purpose of gifts is to edify the local church. 

Hebrews also contains an unusual reference to the “eternal Spirit” by which Jesus offered 

himself up; this may be a simple moniker for the Holy Spirit or it may be an attempt to describe 

Jesus’ indomitable and unquenchable spirit. Perhaps the author believed that Jesus did not need a 

subsequent gift of the Spirit, as normal believers do, because he remained without blemish 

(9:14). 

First Peter also adopts traditional conceptions. The spirit features in the sanctification of 

believers, as in Rom 15:16 and 1 Cor 6:11; it is set alongside God’s choice and the sprinkling of 

Jesus’ blood (1 Pet 1:2). The traditional association of spirit and resurrection (Rom 1:3–4; 1 Tim 

3:16) occurs in 1 Pet 3:18: “He was put to death in the flesh, but made alive in the spirit …” The 

result of this is association is unique; after being made alive in the spirit, Jesus was believed to 

preach to the spirits in prison (3:19). 

Each of these letters, with the exception of James, absorbs and passes on traditional 

conceptions of the Holy Spirit that were widespread in the early church, often with slight shifts 

in emphases. These letters do not indicate the emergence of an allegedly spiritually deficient 

early Catholicism. They preserve many traditional expressions of faith while offering as well 

fresh applications of traditional beliefs that inform their new interests in the church universal 

(Ephesians), the inspiration of scripture (Hebrews; 2 Timothy), and the precarious future that lay 

ahead (1-2 Timothy). See CHURCH, IDEA OF THE. 

6. The Fourth Gospel 

Although the most familiar saying about the spirit deals with rebirth or birth from above—

words directed to Nicodemus in John 3:6–8—the most distinctive conception of the Holy Spirit 

in the Fourth Gospel surfaces later in four related portions of the Farewell Discourse: 14:15–17; 

14:25–26; 15:25–26; and 16:7–15. The first saying, may be, from a tradition-historical 

perspective, the source of the other sayings: “If you love me, you will keep my commandments. 

And I will ask the Father, and he will give you another Advocate (ho paraklētos ὁ	
παράκλητος), to be with you forever (see PARACLETE). This is the Spirit of truth (to pneuma 

tēs alētheias τὸ	πνεῦμα	τῆς	ἀληθείας), whom the world cannot receive, because it neither sees 

him nor knows him. You know him, because he abides with you, and he will be in you” (14:16–

17). This initial promise telegraphs key themes: the Spirit is identified as another paraclete; the 

spirit indwells and accompanies the disciples but is unavailable to unbelievers; and the Spirit is 
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described by the term, Spirit of truth, in a context rife with rejection of the world. 

The promise of another paraclete is significant in two ways. First, the word, paraklētos, 

explains the unique formulation that the spirit of truth will not only be in the disciples but remain 

with them, for the compound word, para + klētos, suggests a “calling alongside.” There is 

meager consensus about precisely how this spirit accompanies. Alternatives include intercessor 

and mediator, helper or comforter or consoler, exhorter, teacher, representative, and advocate 

(see 1 John 2:1). Whatever its precise meaning, the occurrence of paraclete in tandem with 

“another” is an indication that the paraclete will function in Jesus’ stead; Jesus was the first to 

exist in solidarity with the disciples, this other paraclete will also accompany them. 

Second, this correspondence to Jesus anticipates the role of the paraclete as a teacher who 

guides the disciples into all truth. This is no orgy of new revelation but a clear vocation of 

reminding the disciples what Jesus said and then helping them to interpret his life in Jesus’ 

absence. This is the essence of John 14:26, according to which the Holy Spirit “will teach you 

everything, and remind you of all that I have said to you.” The Spirit will both recall Jesus’ 

words and interpret them. 

Twice this process appears in the gospel. Jesus’ saying, “Destroy this temple, and in three 

days I will raise it up,” is misunderstood, since the Herodian Temple took forty-six years to 

build. Yet John ventures, “But he was speaking of the temple of his body. After he was raised 

from the dead, his disciples remembered that he had said this; and they believed the scripture and 

the word that Jesus had spoken” (2:19–22). This narrative aside illuminates the process of 

recollection that leads to understanding. Later, Jesus enters Jerusalem triumphantly. As in the 

Synoptic Gospels, John sees this triumphal entrance as the fulfillment of Zechariah’s words. 

However, unlike them, he explains how the disciples came to see this event in relation to 

Zechariah: “His disciples did not understand these things at first; but when Jesus was glorified, 

then they remembered that these things had been written of him and had been done to him” 

(12:16). Again, the fingerprints of the paraclete are evident in this aside, in which there is 

recollection and increased understanding. In this way, perhaps, the typically briefer sayings of 

Jesus in the Synoptic Gospels that accompanied events such as the feeding of the multitude 

became a the lengthy discourses that characterize the Fourth Gospel, discourses that offer, not 

merely-to adopt John’s language-the basic meaning of “the flesh” but the richer meaning of “the 

Spirit” (6:60–63). 

Another element of the first saying, the expression, “Spirit of Truth,” introduces the presence 

of an alien world: “the Spirit of Truth, whom the world cannot receive, because it neither sees 

him nor knows him” (14:17). The disciples are not led to expect a cease-fire between them and 

the world around them. If the Spirit of Truth will indwell and accompany them, it will function 

differently with respect to the unbelieving world by convicting the world of its sin, of what 

righteousness means in Jesus absence, and the inevitability of judgment, since the ruler of this 

age has already been judged (16:7–11). The Holy Spirit, therefore, has an irenic inner function 

among the disciples and a corrective, even combative, relationship with the world. 

A similar antipathy underlies the letter of 1 John, although now the divide is between two 

sets of Christian believers, between those who remained and those “who went out from us” (1 

John 2:19). These are liars, deceivers, even the antichrist (2:22; 4:1–6; 2 John 7). In the drawing 

of these battle-lines, there are two spirits, the Spirit of Truth, as in John 14:17, and the spirit of 

error: “We are from God. Whoever knows God listens to us, and whoever is not from God does 

not listen to us. From this we know the Spirit of Truth and the spirit of error” (1 John 4:6). This 

divided world resembles the Teaching on the Two Spirits in the Community Rule (1 QS III–IV), 
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which contrasts the sons of light with the sons of darkness. 

In this epistolary confrontation, the author of 1 John offers subtle clues to buttress his claim 

to the high ground. First, he writes, “And by this we know that he abides in us, by the Spirit that 

he has given us” (1 John 3:24); the use of a traditional expression, “has given to us,” situates his 

coterie, and not his opponents, squarely in the early church. Second, the unique prepositional 

phrase in 1 John 4:13, “from the Spirit,” roots his claim in an experience that enabled Moses’ 

elders to prophesy. In that story, God took “from the Spirit” that was upon Moses and distributed 

it. The author and his community are identified, in this way, as the legitimate heirs of Moses and 

his prophetic elders. Third, he offers a principle of discernment between true and false prophets: 

the confession that Jesus Christ has come in the flesh from God (4:1–3). 

The author presumably depicts this experience of the Spirit as an anointing that renders 

teaching through recollection-hallmarks of the Fourth Gospel-superfluous: “As for you, the 

anointing that you received from him abides in you, and so you do not need anyone to teach you. 

But as his anointing teaches you about all things …” (1 John 2:27; see 2:18–20). The claim is 

that the vision of Jeremiah-Torah fully written on the human heart-is fulfilled presumably by this 

small and battered corner of the early church (Jer 31:34). 

7. Revelation 

Although conceptions of the spirit are dominated by the problem of true and false prophecy 

(see above), additional dimensions do emerge. Predominant among these is the fluidity of the 

language of pneuma; the plural, pneumata (πνεύματα), can, for example, denote demons 

(16:13–14; 18:2) or “the seven spirits of God” (1:4; 3:1; 4:5; 5:6). This fluidity is apparent 

moreover in the letters to the seven churches, where the refrain, “Let anyone who has an ear 

listen to what the Spirit is saying to the churches,” may mean that the reader should listen to each 

angel that is given charge over each church (e.g., 2:1) or to the angel that explains matters to 

John (e.g., 22:1) or to the spirit understood in more traditional terms as the Holy Spirit. 

The present literary shape of Revelation is framed by four occurrences of the formula, “in 

[the] spirit” (en pneumati ἐν	πνεύματι). This prepositional phrase may signal a vision “in the 

Spirit,” or simply a vision “in spirit” (i.e., visionary) rather than “in body.” If the former is 

correct, then four times John is transported when he is “in [the] Spirit” (1:10; 4:2; 17:3; 21:10): 

while worshiping on Patmos; to the heavenly throne; to a wilderness, where he views the 

prostitute Babylon; and to a high mountain, where he sees the new Jerusalem. Each leads to a 

fresh vision of Jesus: the ancient of days (e.g., Dan 7); the lion and slain lamb; the conqueror; the 

lamb on the heavenly throne. 

George Montague contends that the river of life in the new Jerusalem (Rev 22:1) is the 

outpouring predicted in John 7:37–39. More certain are two instances in which the Spirit speaks, 

both in formulaic language: after a beatitude for the dead, the Spirit responds that they will 

indeed rest (14:13); the Spirit and the Bride (i.e., the church), in the book’s epilogue, offer an 

invitation to the thirsty that is reminiscent of the grand invitation to the battered exiles in Isa 

55:1: “Ho, everyone who thirsts, come to the waters; and you that have no money, come, buy 

and eat!” See CONSUMING FIRE; JESUS CHRIST; KINGDOM OF GOD, KINGDOM OF 

HEAVEN; PROPHET, PROPHECY; TONGUES, GIFT OF. 
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