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Preface

Q uestions, questions, questions. Perhaps the best way to preface 
this book is by answering the questions posed about it by 

colleagues, family, and friends.
First, there have been questions about the subject matter. “What 

is your book about?” my youngest daughter asked me.
I told her the title is Who Is the Holy Spirit?
“Why did you choose that subject?”
“Well,” I said, “most things written about the Holy Spirit for a 

good while now have focused on what the Holy Spirit does rather 
than who he is.”

She immediately responded, “Sometimes it is dif!cult to speak 
about ‘origin.’ It is easier to talk about what somebody does than 
what somebody is. But what somebody does tells you about who 
they are.”

My wife and I stared at each other in wonder at this little girl’s 
ability to think so deeply. But Elizabeth was not !nished.

“It is like trying to de!ne ‘energy,’” she went on. “We know 
what energy can cause, but we have a more dif!cult time saying 
what energy is. So, we look at what energy is doing; then we try to 
say from that what energy is. But we don’t really know what ener-
gy is.” I am still amazed at how my daughter expressed so simply 
a solution to the complex problem of the relationship between the 



Preface

xvi

economic and the ontological.1 She likewise proposed analogy as 
the solution to the problem of language about God.2 Finally, she 
illustrated the correlation between unseen power and the Spirit. And 
she just turned twelve!

That little episode indicates that our young people are thinking 
deep thoughts. And we who are their elders must help them see how 
Scripture has the answers to the greatest problems in human life. 
This book attempts to help you see who the Holy Spirit is through 
sacred Scripture’s description of him. It may be classi!ed as an ex-
ercise in “biblical theology,” or more appropriately, as “theological 
interpretation,” although its subject is limited and its audience is 
more popular. Therefore, we refer to it as an exercise in garnering 
biblical insights into the identity of the third person of the Trinity.

As an exercise in theological interpretation, this book employs 
a form of argument that could be described as “from a biblical con-
viction according to a text-driven method for an ultimate goal”: The 
“conviction” is that Scripture is the perfect source for understand-
ing ultimate reality, in this case for perceiving the identity of the 
Holy Spirit. The “method” is to allow the canonical text, assisted 
by historic orthodox exegesis, to drive the theology that will help 
preachers and teachers explain to their students and congregations 
the meaning of the reality of the Holy Spirit. The “goal” is to en-
courage the true worship of God by his redeemed human creatures 
in Christ through the guidance of the Holy Spirit.

1 On the problem of the “economic Trinity,” which considers the works of the 
Trinity, in relationship to the “ontological Trinity” or “eternal Trinity,” which deals 
with the being and persons of God, see my God the Trinity: Biblical Portraits (Nash-
ville: B&H Academic, 2016).

2 On the problem of theological language, see my essay “Systematic Theology,” 
in Theology, Church, and Ministry: A Handbook of Theological Education, ed. David 
S. Dockery (Nashville: B&H Academic, 2017), 257–80.
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A second major question has been, “Why did you choose to 
write this book now?” My reasoning has to do with a measurable 
lacuna, or absence, in the existing literature. During and after the 
Reformation, teaching about the Holy Spirit among orthodox Prot-
estants was primarily concerned with the human person’s justi!ca-
tion. After the eighteenth-century evangelical revivals, the attention 
shifted, this time toward the doctrine of sancti!cation. Yet later, after 
the rise of Pentecostalism in the early twentieth century, most West-
ern Christian traditions paid signi!cant attention to the work of the 
Spirit in its more spectacular manifestations, including the practices 
of speaking in tongues, healing, and prophecy.

If the Reformers and their evangelical heirs focused on the 
internal work of the Spirit in salvation and sancti!cation, modern 
Pentecostals and their charismatic heirs focused on external signs 
and wonders. Alas, in the midst of these widespread renewals of 
pneumatologic thought and practice, little attention has been paid to 
identifying the person of the Holy Spirit. This is a deeply problemat-
ic oversight, because who the Holy Spirit is, as my daughter intuited, 
determines what the Holy Spirit does. This book seeks to rectify a 
widespread knowledge gap by answering the question, Who is the 
Holy Spirit?

A third question has been, “For whom are you writing this 
book?” It has been a great joy to create this manuscript at the invi-
tation of Dr. Heath Thomas, dean of the Herschel H. Hobbs College 
of Theology and Ministry at Oklahoma Baptist University. In one of 
his many helpful lay commentaries on the Bible, Hobbs wrote, “The 
study of this gospel will prove to be a rich and rewarding experi-
ence.”3 I can still remember as if it were yesterday when that great 

3 Herschel H. Hobbs, The Gospel of John: A Study Guide (Grand Rapids: Zonder-
van, 1965), 7.
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expositor granted me the “rich and rewarding experience” of hearing 
him preach the gospel. Hobbs delivered a sermon that brought three 
men to faith that evening—an elderly man; a young, rebellious man; 
and a boy. At the very same time, that venerable pastor engaged this 
young theologian’s inquisitive mind.

Hobbs’s awe-inspiring ability to hold every listener’s attention 
came from his continual effort to exposit Scripture, coupled with a 
genuine pastoral care for every human being.4 Hobbs understood the 
human condition as well as the divine emolument. He could speak 
to large and diverse audiences with illustrative words and cogni-
tive concepts that both evangelized the nonbeliever and instructed 
the believer. My ministry has been shaped by that experience at 
Hobbs’s feet, for I determined also to feed the mature while helping 
the immature come to faith. Hobbs was a widely respected Baptist 
pastor-theologian deemed at the time, and rightly so, to be without 
peer. I hope the now-departed Oklahoma Baptist pastor would have 
approved of the effort by an academic pastor-theologian in this book 
to speak about the person of the Holy Spirit in a simultaneously true 
and compelling way for a diverse and needy audience.

Keywords: Holy Spirit; God; person
Malcolm B. Yarnell III

Markum Ranch Estates, Texas

4 Concerning Hobbs as a pastor-theologian, see James Leo Garrett Jr., “Herschel 
Harold Hobbs: Pastoral and Denominational Expositor-Theologian,” Southwestern 
Journal of Theology 54 no. 2 (Spring 2012): 132–40.
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Introduction

O ur purpose herein is to answer the question, Who is the Holy 
Spirit? In the midst of discovering an answer to that query, 

we shall consider six grand vistas of the biblical revelation. The 
!rst three presentations of the Spirit’s identity derive from the Old 
Testament. The way Israel perceived the Spirit lays the necessary 
foundation upon which the church must construct any proper 
doctrine of the Holy Spirit. However, a truly Christian doctrine of 
the Spirit must also re"ect the reality of the progression between the 
covenants. There is a profound difference between how the divine 
Spirit related to ancient Israel and how he relates to the church of 
Jesus Christ. The key to understanding that difference rests in the 
crucible of the exalted person and the saving work of Jesus Christ. 
He is the only person who baptizes with the Spirit. Therefore, after 
considering how the Spirit was known to Moses, Samuel, and David, 
we must turn to the revelation of the Spirit granted to Matthew, John, 
and Paul. If the Lord, who is the Spirit, so wills, a careful study of 
the teachings of these great prophets and apostles, whom the Holy 
Spirit inspired in speech and text, should allow us to perceive the 
same Spirit, who is God.

Before we address the biblical identity of the Holy Spirit, I must 
!rst make a couple of admissions. First and foremost, I presume that 
the Word of God provides us with trustworthy information regarding 
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who God is, who Jesus is, and who the Holy Spirit is. I hope, in a 
forthcoming book, to address the doctrines of God and of God’s rev-
elation with more depth than this book allows (and have elsewhere 
already addressed these doctrines, in summary fashion). Until that 
time, we will here assume that Scripture in its original autographs is 
without error and that the texts the church now possesses are infal-
libly able to convey God’s will for human conduct and his way for 
our salvation. God’s Word is perfect and suf!cient, living and active, 
and instructive and applicable. This means the Bible, as a diverse yet 
united canon inspired by the Holy Spirit, will remain our primary 
interactive text throughout this book.

Second, I admittedly write from within a certain tradition. 
However, denominational commitment does not mean one should 
needlessly restrict one’s ideas only to the teachers in one’s own tra-
dition. The larger witness of Israel and of the church, both in Scrip-
ture and in the interpretation of Scripture through the ages, must be 
taken into account. If we do not listen to the voices of the saints who 
have come before us or who speak elsewhere among the churches 
today, our doctrine of the Holy Spirit will be unduly impoverished. 
In his famous Corinthian correspondence, Paul twice emphasized a 
universal Christian truth: As an individual Christian, he said, “I also 
have the Holy Spirit” (1#Cor 7:40). As a church teacher, he said, “We 
have the same Spirit of faith” (2#Cor 4:13). Paul thereby taught that 
the Holy Spirit does not belong exclusively to any one teacher or to 
any one church. Rather, the same Spirit of God permeates and rules 
all of his churches.

Though I typically write in an academic style, my purpose here 
requires a slightly different manner of speaking. My goal is to speak 
plainly yet instructively to the average Christian preacher or teacher 
about the Spirit of God. Those interested in a higher academic study, 
who wish to penetrate into the dogma of the Holy Spirit with more 
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technical accuracy, are encouraged to consult my long essay on the 
person and work of the Spirit in Daniel Akin’s A Theology for the 
Church.1 In this work, although I will not say everything possible 
about the Spirit, I will say much that is important. Instead, I hope 
to help clarify for the preacher in the pulpit, the teacher behind the 
podium, and ultimately, the average Christian in the pew, who the 
Holy Spirit is. That is, I wish to leave a good impression of the Spir-
it’s person and character from the biblical text. This goal requires 
not a universal systematic account but a more popular interpretative 
account.

Finally, the ultimate purpose for this study about the Holy Spir-
it is not to satisfy curiosity, but to encourage worship. Yes, I hope 
that while reading this book, you will intellectually know more than 
you knew before about who the Holy Spirit is. However, even as 
you build a better base of biblical knowledge, I hope you will be 
compelled by the same Spirit to devote yourself to God more than 
you did previously. My prayer is that every person who reads this 
book will be prompted to thank God for the gift of his Spirit even 
as they worship God in Christ. Moreover, I hope that by discovering 
how divine and how personal the Holy Spirit really is, you will be 
compelled not only to worship God in the Spirit, but to worship God 
as the Spirit. My oldest daughter, Kathryn, who is fourteen, recently 
asked me, “So, Dad, do we worship the Spirit? Or, do we worship 
through the Spirit?” My answer was, “Both.” Her heartwarming and 
enthusiastic response was one of joyous discovery. May yours be 
likewise.

1 Malcolm B. Yarnell III, “The Person and Work of the Holy Spirit,” in A Theol-
ogy for the Church, ed. Daniel L. Akin, rev. ed. (Nashville: B&H Academic, 2014), 
483–540.
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C H A P T E R  1

Where Do We Begin?  
Insights from Genesis 1

D on’t you think a good place to begin most any story is at the 
beginning? If so, then the beginning of Scripture is the best 

place to begin answering the question, Who is the Holy Spirit? A 
Latin loanword from the Greek, Genesis means “beginnings.” The 
!rst book of the Bible was apparently named Genesis because it 
concerns the source or origin both of the universe and of Israel. And 
at the beginning of the biblical book of Genesis, we !nd the !rst 
occurrences of two extremely important theological words, God 
(Heb. Elohim) and Spirit (Heb. Ruah). The word for God appears 
in the !rst verse and the word for Spirit appears in the second verse.

Beginning our discussion of the identity of the Holy Spirit at 
the beginning of Scripture is a decision easily made. But following 
through with a widely accepted interpretation immediately entan-
gles us in a history of vigorous debate about the meaning of Ruah in 
Gen 1:2. Both Jewish and Christian interpreters have divided over 
exactly how to interpret this important foundational text. When a 
signi!cant passage like this generates great debate, we must ulti-
mately fall back on the hermeneutical axiom that Scripture remains 
the best interpreter of Scripture. Another way to state this is that the 
clearer texts within Scripture, especially when written by the same 
human author or in the same genre, shed light on the texts that are 
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less clear to our eyes. As we interpret Genesis 1, then, we shall—
we must—consult other biblical passages. In doing so, this text will 
teach us much about the Holy Spirit: speci!cally, that

• the Spirit is mysterious,
• the Spirit is the Mover, and
• the Spirit is mighty.

The Spirit Is Mysterious

The context for the !rst appearance of the Ruah Elohim, “Spirit of 
God,” must be taken into consideration. Several words are used to 
describe the setting in which the Spirit !rst appears. Genesis 1:1 
states, “In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth.” 
Verse 2 continues, “Now the earth was formless and empty, dark-
ness covered the surface of the watery depths.” The words translated 
as “formless” and “empty” and “darkness” all convey the same idea, 
that created things were lacking. There was nothing, because there 
was no form and no content and no light. The Hebrew tohu may be 
translated as “formless” or “desert” or even “chaos.” The Hebrew 
bohu may be translated as “void” or “wasteland.” And the Hebrew 
khoshek may be translated as “darkness” or “night.” These words are 
not intended to indicate precision regarding present states of exis-
tence. Instead, they reinforce one another to indicate that there was 
no existence of anything whatsoever, except for that which preex-
isted creation, namely, at this point in the text, God and his Ruah.

The inde!nite nature of creation at this seminal moment com-
pels us to consider that God and his Ruah should not be de!ned by 
things that exist. This is because, besides God, nothing else as yet 
existed! There is nothing to which we can compare God because 
there was nothing else in existence before God and His Spirit and 
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His Word created it. Tohu and khoshek also appear in Isa 45:18–19, 
where God’s creative activity is likewise expressed as the opposite 
of emptiness and darkness. God formed and made the earth precise-
ly so it would “not . . . be a wasteland.” Nor was the earth intended to 
be “a land of darkness.” Deuteronomy 32:10 strikes a similar theme 
in its discussion of God’s intention for his people. God took Israel 
out of the wasteland to himself. So, if there was nothing in the be-
ginning, then when God created, he created that which is out of that 
which was not. This reminds us of the classical Christian doctrine 
that God created everything ex nihilo, “out of nothing” (cf. Rom 
4:17).

So, what, if anything, can Gen 1:2 tell us positively about the 
Ruah of God? Well, de!nitively, it tells us nothing positive except 
that he simply is when nothing else is. There was no way to ex-
plain God and his Spirit with reference to something else, when as 
yet there existed nothing else.1 There was no analogy of God or of 
his Spirit available yet in existence. The analogy will come later in 
Genesis 1, with the creation of the ones made in the image of God. 
Moreover, this is not the only mystery that this verse provides us 
about Ruah Elohim, “the Spirit of God.”

A second mystery about the Ruah in Gen 1:2 relates to the prop-
er interpretation of the word ruah itself. Technically, ruah may be 
interpreted in either a natural sense or supernatural sense. It could 
thus mean anything from “wind” to “breath” to “spirit.” In addition, 
the second word, Elohim, has been translated here not only as “God,” 
but also as “mighty.” Thus, commentators have offered translations 
everywhere from the theologically assertive “Spirit of God” to the 
theologically vague “wind from God” to the theologically vacuous 

1 For New Testament passages that undergird the orthodox creedal doctrine that 
God created the world ex nihilo, “out of nothing,” see Romans 4:11 and Hebrews 
11:3.
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“mighty wind.” The most descriptive translations from a theological 
perspective are either “Spirit of God,” which emphasizes the being 
of God, or “breath of God,” which emphasizes the activity of God. 
Help in interpreting this text again will come from how the term 
might be best interpreted in the context of the biblical canon, espe-
cially within the book of Genesis itself.

In Gen 2:7, nephesh, “being,” and neshamah, “breath,” two 
terms closely related to ruah, since ruah also may indicate being 
and breath, are used to indicate the direct activity of God in bring-
ing about human life. God breathed life itself into the human body 
such that man became a living being. Being so close to Gen 2:7, 
and ensconced between the obviously divine meanings of Elohim 
in Gen 1:1 and 1:3, Gen 1:2 is doubtless not to be taken as a weak 
attributive adjective derived from God’s sovereignty, “mighty,” but 
as a strongly substantive noun, “God.” Excluding “mighty wind” 
as an un!t translation for the context leaves us with the two major 
options for translating Ruah Elohim: either one of the more personal 
meanings, “Spirit of God” or “breath of God,” or the less personal 
meaning of “wind from God.” But which of the two remaining pri-
mary possibilities is best?

In Gen 6:3, Ruah also appears with God as the One in posses-
sion of Ruah. Re"ecting back on his breathing the gift of life in Gen 
2:7 and his warning to humanity in Gen 2:17 that he would bring 
death for disobedience, God then decided to remove his gift of life 
from humanity in Gen 6:3: “And the L$%& said, ‘My Spirit will 
not remain with mankind forever, because they are corrupt.’” The 
noun ruah here, as in many other places, could be translated with a 
personalized “breath” as well as “spirit.” In Gen 6:3, ruah also has a 
suf!x for the personal singular possessive, meaning “my,” attached 
to it. So, ruah in this case is directly identi!ed by God as belonging 
to himself—“my Spirit” or “my breath.” With such a strong form 
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of self-identi!cation between God and his Ruah in Gen 6:3, it be-
comes very likely that Ruah in Gen 1:2 should also be taken in one 
of the personal senses—“Spirit of God” or “breath of God.” While 
the weaker translations are technically possible, the canonical con-
text, especially in the early chapters of Genesis, points to a personal 
identi!cation between God and his Spirit. The best translation of 
Ruah Elohim in Gen 1:2, especially if we take it as a reference sub-
stantively to his person rather than less substantively, though still 
personally, to his activity, therefore, remains “Spirit of God.”

On the one hand, the Spirit remains mysterious from the per-
spective of positive de!nition in Gen 1:2, due to the lack of a pos-
itive analogy from creation, at least at the time to which Gen 1:2 
refers. On the other hand, the mystery of the Spirit does not extend 
to the divine identity of the Spirit. The Ruah Elohim of Gen 1:2 is 
de!nitely the Spirit who is in some signi!cant way closely identi!ed 
with God himself. He is substantively and personally the Spirit of 
God. He is not a mere metaphor for a created activity or, even worse, 
for a created identity.

The Spirit Is the Mover

In a most interesting choice of terms, Moses described the Holy 
Spirit as “hovering over the surface of the waters” (Gen 1:2). The 
connotations that arise from the use of the Hebrew participle mar-
ahepet (derived from the verb rahap), will have a long-term impact 
on the way the Holy Spirit is described in the rest of Scripture. But 
the verb and its derivatives are only used three times in the Old Tes-
tament. Deuteronomy 32:11 uses a similar verbal form as that in 
Gen 1:2 (the Piel stem). In a different verbal form (the Qal stem), 
Jer 23:9 describes the true prophet’s bones as “trembl[ing]” at the 
preaching of the false prophets.
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The song of Moses in Deut 32 says that the Lord “watches over 
his nest like an eagle and hovers [rahep] over his young” (v. 11). In 
Ugaritic, a Semitic language that is very similar to ancient Hebrew, 
the verb rahap is always used to describe the activity of an eagle or 
eagles in “soaring” or “hovering.” The parallel verb of ‘ur in Deut 
32:11, also used of an eagle, indicates that the Lord glided above 
his people in the wilderness to guide them and protect them. Due to 
these biblical and linguistic associations, ancient Jewish commenta-
tors correlated the Spirit with the shekinah glory of God, which was 
evident in “the pillar of cloud by day and the pillar of !re by night” 
and moved over God’s people in their wilderness journeys (Exod 
13:21–22; 14:19–20). According to the rabbis, the shekinah glory 
of God was also seen in the temple during the reign of Solomon 
(2#Chr 7:1–3).

For these reasons, we may associate the activity of the Spirit 
in Gen 1:2 with the nurturing activity of God in Deut 32 and Exo-
dus 13–14. According to Gen 1:2, at the cusp of creation, the Spirit 
of God hovered over the surface of the waters for the purpose of 
guiding his creation and protecting it. The Spirit acts in this way 
to move creation to become that which God wants it to become. 
This description carries not only a sense of guidance over a process 
and protection of a formation, but also a sense of transcendence and 
immanence at the same time. The Spirit of God is sovereign over 
all creatures and the progress of creatures in time, and yet he is inti-
mately involved with his creatures and their progress.

While the Spirit stood above creation as Creator, he was di-
rectly involved with creation as providential Guide. In a colloquial 
way, we might say that the Holy Spirit is the “Mover and Shaker” 
who directed creation into existence, guiding it and protecting it as 
it grew, hovering above its progress as an adult eagle would hover 
over its young. (Similarly, one may perceive the Word’s coordinate 
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instrumentality in bringing creation into existence through a canon-
ical comparison of Gen 1:3 with John 1:3, Col 1:16, and Heb 1:2.) 
The Holy Spirit moves like a bird of prey, powerful in his dominat-
ing presence in the skies. And like a bird of preparation, he protects 
and provides for his young progeny as they mature. The appearance 
of the Holy Spirit in the form of a “dove” will occur later, but the 
association of the Spirit with these majestic birdlike qualities arises 
at the beginning of Scripture.

The Spirit Is Mighty

The unwary reader may presume that the Spirit is somehow weak 
or insubstantial due to his metaphorical association with a bird. This 
could not be further from the truth. The Spirit of God is mighty like 
God, because He is identi!ed with God. Both the Old Testament 
and the New Testament teach that the Spirit of God has the power 
of God. This can be seen in the Spirit’s roles in the major activities 
of God, such as the three divine activities of the creation of life, of 
providence over the progress of life, and of the creation of new life.

First, Scripture is clear, from Genesis 1 forward, that the Spirit 
of God is active in the creation of life. The Spirit carefully stands 
over that which is not yet, bringing creation into being (Gen 1:2) due 
to the will of God (v. 1) that was spoken by God (v. 3). According 
to the psalmist, both the Word of God and the Spirit of God were 
necessary for the creation of the universe: “The heavens were made 
by the word of the L$%&, and all the stars, by the breath [Ruah, 
Spirit] of his mouth” (Ps 33:6). Again, referring to the creatures on 
the earth, the psalmist wrote, “When you send your breath [Ruah, 
Spirit], they are created, and you renew the surface of the ground” 
(Ps 104:30). In particular, the breath of the human being is entirely 
dependent upon the creating and sustaining breath of God himself. 
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When God’s Spirit moves mightily in personal creation, life comes 
to humanity (Gen 2:7; Job 33:4). As long as God’s Spirit sustains his 
or her breath, life remains in the human being (Gen 6:3; Job 27:3). 
But when God’s Spirit withdraws himself, human life ceases (Job 
34:14–15; Ps 104:29).

Second, the Spirit of God is active in governing the progress 
of human life throughout history. The Spirit is sovereign in his 
movement within the human life. He cannot be controlled by the 
human being, but, like the natural wind, the Spirit “blows where 
[he] pleases” (John 3:8). The Spirit is obliquely referred to as the 
“!nger of God” (Exod 8:19; 31:18; Luke 11:30), indicating person-
al might, and has power to change the spiritual tenor of the human 
being (Matt 12:28, 31; Luke 11:13). The Holy Spirit also sovereign-
ly decides exactly how he will manifest himself in the dispersal of 
spiritual gifts within the church (1#Cor 12:11). For the good of the 
world, the Spirit restrains evil within the human community so that 
its destructive power may not yet be fully realized (2#Thess 2:6–7). 
We may thus argue, through such texts in the biblical canon, that 
God works everywhere in the history of humanity through his Spirit.

Third, the Spirit of God is active in the creation of new life. Due 
to the fall of humanity, a fall in which all of us participated through 
Adam, we brought upon ourselves the sentence of death. Death is 
the judgment of God upon humanity for our sins. However, God also 
loves us and wants to show us mercy. God, therefore, out of love, 
sent his Son to become a human being, Jesus Christ, in order to live 
the perfect life and to die a substitutionary death on the cross. He 
arose from the dead, making the way for us, through faith in him, 
into eternal life. However, we cannot receive the renewing or re-
generating work of God in our lives apart from the Holy Spirit. The 
regenerative work of the Spirit was prophesied in Ezekiel’s vision 
of the valley of dry bones. That prophecy concludes, “I will put my 
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Spirit in you, and you will live” (Ezek 37:14). Later, Jesus explained 
that the new birth cannot happen apart from the work of the Holy 
Spirit (John 3:5–8).

From these biblical texts, among many others, we can see that 
the Holy Spirit is mighty with regard to life. He creates life. He 
guides life. He re-creates life. He created life out of nothing. He 
sustains life and guides it according to God’s purposes. He regen-
erates the fallen human being through the gifts of faith and repen-
tance, which the human being must receive from God in order to be 
saved. The Nicene Creed, revised at the Council of Constantinople 
in 381, echoes the teaching of Jesus. In John 6:63, Jesus said that 
“the Spirit is the one who gives life.” The Nicene Creed, therefore, 
confesses on behalf of all orthodox Christians that the Holy Spirit 
is the “Life-giver.”2 The Holy Spirit is mighty to give life in the !rst 
place, to sustain human life in history, and to give new life to sinners 
who believe in Jesus.

2 See the new translation of the Nicene Creed in Malcolm B. Yarnell III, God the 
Trinity: Biblical Portraits (Nashville: B&H Academic, 2016), 241.

Summary

From Gen 1:2 we learned that the Spirit is mysterious in his exact 
identity, but God has revealed enough to let us know that the Spirit is 
“of God.” We also learned from this foundational text that the Spirit 
moves in creation and in providence. Finally, we learned that the 
Spirit is mighty in his power—He is sovereign over creation, over 
the progress of human lives, and over the merciful gift of renewed 
life. A partial answer to the larger question, Who is the Holy Spirit? 
is, therefore, that he is mysterious, that he moves, and that he is 
mighty.
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But can we say more regarding the relationship of the Holy 
Spirit to God? Theologian Colin Gunton concluded from a strict 
reading of Gen 1:2 that, “while we cannot say categorically that this 
refers to the Spirit we know as the Holy Spirit, we should not be 
afraid to understand it trinitarianly in the light of later thought. This 
is justi!able particularly in view of the fact that other Old Testament 
uses of the same expression clearly refer to the Spirit.”3 Gunton is 
correct to be circumspect in his reading of Gen 1:2, but he also prop-
erly perceives a trinitarian meaning in light of the canon as a whole. 
We have discussed some of those other uses of Ruah, but now we 
turn to a very enlightening historical text that tells us a great deal 
more about the identity of the Spirit of God.

3 Colin E. Gunton, The Triune Creator: A Historical and Systematic Study, Ed-
inburgh Studies in Constructive Theology (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 
1998), 17.


