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On the Holy Spirit 
(Part 1 of 7: Introduction) 

Historic Faith Series on Holy Spirit  
______________________________________________________________________________ 

 

I. Introduction – Importance of the Holy Spirit 

a. My own background: For the many years I spent in the Churches of Christ, I 
was taught very little about the Holy Spirit. In fact, most of what we were 
taught was what the Holy Spirit does not do (no doubt in over-reaction 
against Pentecostalism and subjective, emotion-based religion).  

i. We were not taught very much about who the Holy Spirit is, and what 
He does! 

ii. Over the years I have been surprised at how many Christians from 
other backgrounds also have been taught very little about the Holy 
Spirit; and have lots of questions. 

b. Question: Why is the Holy Spirit important to us today? 

i. Jesus said in His Farewell Discourse, the night before He was 
crucified: 

1. “If you love Me, keep My commandments. And I will pray the 
Father, and He will give you another Helper, that He may abide 
with you forever—the Spirit of truth, whom the world cannot 
receive, because it neither sees Him nor knows Him; but you 
know Him, for He dwells with you and will be in you.” (John 
14:15–17, NKJV) 

2. “But now I go away to Him who sent Me, and none of you asks 
Me, ‘Where are You going?’ But because I have said these 
things to you, sorrow has filled your heart. Nevertheless, I tell 
you the truth. It is to your advantage that I go away; for if I do 
not go away, the Helper will not come to you; but if I depart, I 
will send Him to you. And when He has come, He will convict 
the world of sin, and of righteousness, and of judgment: of sin, 
because they do not believe in Me; of righteousness, because I 
go to My Father and you see Me no more; of judgment, because 
the ruler of this world is judged.” (John 16:5–11, NKJV) 

ii. Other passages in the New Testament also point to importance of the 
Spirit for us:  

1. “Now He who establishes us with you in Christ and has 
anointed us is God, who also has sealed us and given us the 
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Spirit in our hearts as a guarantee.” (2 Corinthians 1:21–22, 
NKJV) 

iii. Based on what Jesus and Paul said, it certainly appears that they saw 
the Holy Spirit and being extremely important; and that the Spirit 
would dwell within us, in our hearts. 

c. Passages of Scripture like these helped to open my eyes to the importance of 
the Spirit. However, I was left with so many questions, such as: 

i. Who or what is the Holy Spirit? 

ii. What does the Spirit do in our lives individually, and in the church? 

II. Holy Spirit Controversy in the Restoration Movement 

a. The Churches of Christ, from which I have come, have their origins in the 
Stone-Campbell ‘Restoration Movement’:  

i. Barton Stone was involved in the Cane Ridge Revival in the early 
1800’s. This event has sometimes been called ‘America’s Pentecost’ 
because of the unusual things that took place there. First-hand 
accounts tell of all kinds of rather strange behavior that was 
attributed to the Holy Spirit coming down (even things like people 
breaking out in ‘holy laughter’, barking like dogs, etc.) 

ii. In contrast, Alexander Campbell wrote and spoke against the strong 
emphasis on subjective personal experience that he saw in his day 
(for example: ‘mourner’s benches’, people waiting for a certain 
experience to signify a genuine conversion to Christ). 

iii. The movements that Campbell and Stone led, before they joined 
forces, did share significant common ground, including the desire to 
just go by the Bible, to be ‘Christians only’, and to shed the 
denominational sectarian spirit that prevails among so many 
believers. 

1. While the two groups largely merged based on the things they 
held in common, differences between them continued to cause 
some strains within the overall movement. 

iv. The Churches of Christ were perhaps the most conservative of the 
three main offshoots coming out of the Restoration Movement (the 
other two groups being the Christian Churches and the Disciples of 
Christ).  

1. Contrasting understandings regarding the Holy Spirit came to a 
head within the Churches of Christ around the period 
1905-1915. Two of the most prominent spokesmen, serving as 
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champions for each side of the argument were James A. 
Harding and Dr. J. C. Holloway.  

a. (Source information that follows regarding this clash is 
from Kingdom Come, a book by John Mark Hicks and 
Bobby Valentine about the spiritual legacy of preachers 
James Harding and David Lipscomb.) 

b. The reasoning and conclusions of Dr. Holloway were as 
follows: 

i. In the parable of sower, seed is the word of God 
(the conclusion he drew: the word of God, the 
Scriptures, is all that is needed). 

ii. The Holy Spirit has already “said all He is going 
to say and done everything he is going to do”. 

iii. God’s revelation is like a math text; just study it, 
pull out the formulas we find within it. Then do 
what it says. Therefore, there is no need for 
further divine assistance (beyond reading the 
Book) in this life. 

iv. Since the Bible is “all sufficient”, there is no need 
for the Holy Spirit to dwell within a Christian. 

1. A key passage used to support this 
conclusion was 2 Timothy 3:16-17, a 
passage very well-known to most within 
the Churches of Christ today. 

2. “All scripture is given by inspiration of 
God, and is profitable for doctrine, for 
reproof, for correction, for instruction in 
righteousness: That the man of God may 
be perfect (= complete), thoroughly 
furnished unto all good works.” (2 
Timothy 3:16–17, from the 1900 KJV) 

a. Holloway and those with him took 
this to mean that the Scriptures 
are all we need to be “complete”; 
we do not need anything else. 

3. They noted that Scriptures are also the 
offensive weapon with which to slay the 
adversary, Satan (based on Ephesians 
6:17). 
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v. Their assessment, in conclusion: God created the 
world, sent Jesus, and established the spiritual 
laws. Now He leaves it to us (on our own) to 
either follow or reject those laws. 

1. Therefore, the Father, Son and Holy Spirit 
are no longer intervening in human 
affairs; they are no longer actively 
involved in what transpires in the lives of 
Christians. 

2. Consequently, prayer is not too 
important, either! 

c. Now let us consider the opposing position, put forward 
by James A. Harding (1848-1922), a famous preacher 
and teacher among the Churches of Christ. (His life is an 
inspiration and upward call to me, personally.) 

i. Harding was devoted to studying and teaching 
the Scriptures. When Harding died, R.H. Boll 
eulogized his mentor as “one who set more 
people to reading the Bible than any other 
preacher; and he infused his own love and 
appreciation for the Word into those who came 
under his sway”. Harding encouraged daily 
reading of three and a third chapters of the Bible 
as a spiritual discipline, in order to read the 
entire Bible in one year. He formed Bible reading 
classes wherever he went as an itinerant 
evangelist and collected ‘Bible reading cards’ 
which detailed commitments and progress. He 
believed that “the chief duty of the teacher in the 
Church (is) to lead people to the daily, diligent, 
prayerful study of the Word” and he devoted 
more time and energy to that one point than to 
any other. 

ii. Harding saw the goal of daily Bible reading as 
relational, exposing us to the mind of God in 
Scripture so that we can be shaped into the 
image of Christ. He said that since “God is the 
author of the Bible; we should read it that we 
may know him”. Harding practiced what he 
preached. In 1914 he said that he had read the 
Old Testament through sixty times, and the New 
Testament one hundred and thirty times. 
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1. Source: John Mark Hicks and Bobby 
Valentine, Kingdom Come, (Leafwood 
Publishers, Abilene, TX) pp. 80-82. 

iii. Harding’s attitude: The Spirit is like electricity to 
a trolley car. You can’t see it, it is mysterious. But 
without it, the car is just a hulk of rusting iron!  

iv. Harding considered a Christian without the 
Spirit dwelling within as being nothing more 
than an empty shell. 

v. He said, “Scripture does not teach that the Bible 
alone thoroughly furnishes man of God for every 
good work, but that the Bible in addition to what 
had already been given does so… I am as far as 
the East is from the West from believing that 
neither God, Christ nor the Holy Spirit can help 
us except by talking to us.” (James A. Harding, 
1906) 

vi. Harding also said, “I feel sorry for those who are 
afflicted by these dreadful, blighting, semi-infidel 
materialistic notions, that leave God, Christ, the 
Holy Spirit… wholly out of the Christian’s life – 
for those who think all spiritual beings left us 
when the Bible was finished, and think that we 
now have to fight the battle alone. Some of these 
people pray, but what they pray for is more than 
I can tell, unless it is for the ‘reflex influence’”. 
(James A. Harding, 1906) 

vii. Harding’s favorite Scripture passage on the Holy 
Spirit was: 

1. “On the last day, that great day of the 
feast, Jesus stood and cried, saying, ‘If any 
man thirst, let him come unto me, and 
drink. He that believeth on me, as the 
scripture hath said, out of his belly shall 
flow rivers of living water.’ (But this 
spake he of the Spirit, which they that 
believe on him should receive, for the 
Holy Ghost was not yet given; because 
that Jesus was not yet glorified.)” (John 
7:37–39, KJV 1900) 
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2. After citing this passage, Harding 
followed with the rhetorical question: 
“Who is to receive the Spirit?”  

3. Harding then answered the rhetorical 
question by going back to the text:  

a. “Jesus answers, ‘Any man…he that 
believeth on Me’”. 

d. Unfortunately, by the 1930’s Hollowell’s view 
predominated in the churches of Christ. The legacy it 
created, as a consequence: 

i. Decades of teaching that the Holy Spirit does not 
actually dwell in Christians. 

ii. A mechanical religion of studying to find the 
formulas and following them. 

iii. Lack of spiritual power, inner life, prayer. 

iv. Strict teaching that all miraculous manifestations 
of Holy Spirit (miraculous gifts, tongues, etc.) 
passed after the apostles no longer around to  

v. Resulting churches had: a very strong emphasis 
on studying and knowing the Bible, doing what it 
says, following the patterns and commands 
contained in it. 

vi. My own assessment of that legacy (please 
consider this as “friendly fire” from the 
perspective of someone who has been in the 
Churches of Christ for over 30 years – CP) has 
been a tendency toward:  

1. Churches and disciples that can tend to be 
brittle, wooden and somewhat 
mechanical, lacking a deep inner spiritual 
life. 

2. A tendency to argue and split over 
relatively minor issues (things the Bible 
says little or nothing about).  

3. Focus primarily on doing everything in 
the church “the right way”, forming the 
doctrinally flawless church.  
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4. A sectarian spirit, and a lack of emphasis 
on seeking the “unity of the Spirit” with 
other groups of Christians. 

III. Studying the Nature of God’s Spirit Can Impact Our Lives 

a. Some may be concerned that a study like this, on Nature of the Holy Spirit, 
will be ‘heady’ and theological rather than having practical impact on one's 
personal walk. 

b. However, our view of God is the very foundation of our Christian life. 

i. Problems with a faulty foundation of a building often show up in 
problems in the structure above (cracking walls, tilted floors, door 
frames out of alignment, cracked windows, etc.). 

ii. Likewise, in the area of physical health, building up a healthy immune 
system can provide us with a good foundation to keep us healthy 
when we are exposed to germs. 

iii. Similarly, a great spiritual foundation (clear understanding of the 
nature and character of God) can help protect us from all sorts of 
spiritual maladies. 

c. How we view God can have a great impact on how we live our lives, and 
whether we get caught up in sin. We can see examples of this in the great 
tests of faith found throughout Scripture. 

i. Consider the first sin (Eve eating the forbidden fruit).  

1. At the first temptation, she refused to eat the fruit. She told 
Satan that God had said in the day they ate of the fruit from 
that tree, they would die. (Genesis 3:1-3) 

2. Satan led the woman to sin by deceiving her regarding the 
character of God. (Genesis 3:4-5) 

a. Satan said, “You will not surely die,” casting God as a 
liar. 

b. Satan also told her that God’s restrictions were not for 
her own good; that God wanted to keep her and Adam 
down, in an inferior position.  

i. Satan said, “For God knows that in the day you 
eat of it your eyes will be opened, and you will be 
like God, knowing good and evil.” (Genesis 3:5, 
NKJV) 
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ii. Satan presented himself (falsely) as the true 
friend of the woman. 

3. Only after being deceived by Satan regarding God’s nature and 
character was Eve deceived. The outcome: the first human sin. 

ii. Noah obeyed and built the ark because he feared God (Hebrews 
11:7). God had told him that He was about to destroy the earth. Noah 
understood that God was powerful enough to do that, and that God 
would do what He said. (Genesis 6:11-22) 

iii. Why was Abraham willing to sacrifice his long-awaited and beloved 
son, Isaac, in Genesis 22?  

1. Abraham saw God as: 

a. One Who never lied and always kept His promises, and 

b. One Who could do anything.  

2. Since God had previously told Abraham that he would have 
many descendants through Isaac, he reasoned that God (in 
order to keep that promise) would have to raise Isaac from the 
dead after Abraham killed him (Hebrews 11:17-19). 

3. Abraham obeyed God, out of his understanding of the nature of 
God (being all-powerful as well as always keeping His 
promises). 

iv. Job’s three friends (incorrectly) reasoned that if something bad was 
happening in a person’s life (such as in Job’s case), it must be because 
God is punishing that person for something wrong the person did. 

1. They did not see the working of Satan. Also, they did not grasp 
that God allows suffering to test and refine those He loves 
(Hebrews 12:1-13, 1 Peter 1:6-9). 

v. Moses obeyed God and was willing to endure suffering as a result. “By 
faith he forsook Egypt, not fearing the wrath of the king; for he 
endured as seeing Him who is invisible.” (Hebrews 11:27, NKJV)  

1. Also, Moses looked to God giving him a reward that was 
greater than all the treasures of Egypt. 

2. In Hebrews 11, it says we must not only believe in God; we 
must also see Him as “a rewarder of those who diligently seek 
Him”. (Hebrews 11:6, NKJV) 
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vi. This was why Joshua and Caleb were faithful (and entered the 
Promised Land) while the other 10 spies sent out in Numbers 13 were 
not. 

1. The spies reported back that the people of Canaan were like 
giants, of great stature, who lived in well-fortified, walled cities 
(Numbers 13:25-33). 

2. Only Joshua and Caleb believed that the Lord was powerful 
enough to bring them into that land and to help them defeat 
their powerful enemies (Numbers 14:5-10). 

vii. Daniel’s three friends refused to bow to the king’s image, saying: “For 
our God whom we serve is in the heavens, is able to deliver us from 
the burning fiery furnace, and he will rescue us from thy hands, O 
king.” (Daniel 3:17, Brenton LXX) 

viii. The Israelites in 1 Samuel 8, in asking for a king in Saul, in fear of 
their enemies, when faced with the gap in leadership caused by Eli’s 
two sons being corrupt.  

1. God told them He had been leading them all the way to that 
point; and He was the only king they needed.  

2. The people could not grasp that God was sufficient to be their 
leader to defeat all the other nations (if only they would be 
righteous and follow the Lord’s commands). Consequently, 
they sinned by asking for a king, thereby rejecting the Lord. (1 
Samuel 8:4-8) 

ix. Samuel (and perhaps also David’s father Jesse), when looking to 
appoint the next king to succeed Saul, did not understand how the 
Lord looks at things. While man looks at the outward appearance, the 
Lord “does not see as man sees”, but “the Lord looks at the heart” (1 
Samuel 16:7). 

x. David in going up against Goliath, said: “The Lord, who delivered me 
out of the paw of the lion and out of the paw the bear, He will deliver 
me out of the hand of this uncircumcised Philistine.” (1 Samuel 
17:37) 

1. David saw that the Lord had given him victory over the lion 
and bear in the past. 

2. David saw God as powerful, the one who could and would 
deliver him from the intimidating Philistine warrior, Goliath. 
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xi. The men of Israel who had a hard time with what the Lord revealed to 
Ezekiel, in Ezekiel 18:21-32, regarding man who sins but turns back 
to God at the end.  

1. Also, they believe God is being unfair by condemning the man 
in the opposite situation, who is righteous most of his life but 
who turns evil at the end).  

2. This is similar to the story Jesus tells regarding the attitude of 
the brother of the prodigal son, in Luke 15 (who also does not 
understand the character of God in being happy to forgive 
sinners who return to Him). 

xii. Zechariah doubted Gabriel; in contrast to the virgin Mary believed 
what Gabriel had said because, “with God, nothing will be impossible” 
(Luke 1:37). 

d. How people view God (and Jesus) has an enormous impact on how they live 
their lives. How we see the essential nature and character of God, and what 
He most cares about. For example, many see God in distorted ways, such as: 

i. Some see God as “the Great Enabler”, in that way similar to permissive 
parents we see today who spoil their children. 

1. They teach that we don’t really have to obey God; He covers it 
all, regardless of how we live. 

ii. Some see God as “the Great Doctrine Inspector”. 

1. They picture him, in essence, as carrying around a doctrinal 
magnifying glass and tape measure, searching the world for the 
perfect church structure and theology. 

iii. Some see God as One Who Wants to Ruin Everyone’s Fun and 
enjoyment in life. 

iv. Others imagine that God is the One Who Wants to Make Everyone 
Happy in this Life: materially well off, comfortable, and situated in a 
nice warm family and spiritual community. 

1. This is the basis for various forms of the so-called ‘prosperity 
gospel’. 

2. With this perspective, fear of God is completely unnecessary. 

3. Proponents of this view of God reason that any teaching of the 
New Testament that leads to a believer being unhappy (such as 
the hard teachings of Jesus regarding divorce and remarriage) 
can’t be applicable – since after all, “God wants everyone to be 
happy in this life!” 
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v. Some see God as a rather distant Father, who created everything and 
set up the world and its physical and spiritual laws; but Who now is 
removed and largely uninvolved. 

1. Those who see God in this way have little or no motivation to 
pray. 

vi. Others, including especially Calvinists, see God as (in essence) a 
Monster who exercises His sovereignty by arbitrarily saving some 
while condemning others to hell for eternity. 

1. Consequently, they believe their election is unconditional. It 
has nothing to do with their own choices. 

2. They believe that they cannot lose their salvation, regardless of 
how they live their lives. 

3. They don’t recognize the same God whom Paul knew, “who 
desires all men to be saved and to come to the knowledge of 
the truth.” (1 Timothy 2:4, NKJV) 

e. Fortunately, we can see the character and nature of God revealed 
throughout all the stories in Scripture, including the Old Testament. 
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