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John 14: 15-31 
  
 And so we begin again: turning the page from the very lengthy second 
paragraph--which, I believe, ought to be regarded as the defining paragraph--of the 
Apostle’s Creed, venturing forth into its third, and final paragraph.  Here, at the outset, 
having expressed our belief in--our trust in--“the Father Almighty” as well as in “Jesus 
Christ His only Son our Lord”, we make a further affirmation of trust with the simple 
words: “I believe in the Holy Spirit”.  Simple words!  But words which raise no shortage 
of questions for the Church of Jesus Christ! 

 
***** 

 
 Some of those questions, no doubt, revolve around the inherent ambiguities 
unavoidably attached to the word “spirit”, a word which in most human cultures appears 
to indicate the “life-force” or “vital-energy” that animates creation: a word which, 
therefore, is sometimes used interchangeably with the word “soul”.  However!  The very 
fact that the book Hebrews can speak of the “word of God, sharper than any two edged 
sword piercing to the division of soul and of spirit”i serves as a reminder that “spirit” 
and “soul” may not be synonymous, and also serves as advanced warning of some of 
the other complexities attached to the word “spirit”.   Indeed!  A further dive into our 
scriptural heritage--Old and New Testament alike--suggests the variety of ways in which 
the word spirit can be used.  In the Old Testament, the experience of Israel’s first King 
comes to mind, with one and the same verseii informing us that the “spirit of the Lord” 
departed from Saul and that a “harmful spirit from the Lord” tormented him. No less 
suggestive is a two-verse fragment from Paul’s discussion of the Spirit in the 8th 
chapter of Romans.  Insisting first that we Christians did not receive “the spirit of 
slavery” but that we have “received the Spirit of adoption” as God’s daughters and sons, 
he goes on to inform us that the Spirit “bears witness with our spirit.”iii There, in the span 
of two verses, Paul speaks not only of the Spirit, not only of a malign spirit, but also 
references what we might well, nowadays, name as “the human spirit”.  Great care must 
be taken, as we ponder the scriptural basis of our “belief” in the Spirit, to distinguish the 
variety of ways in which the word “spirit” is utilized throughout the Bible.  And yet! 

 
 More problematic, still, is the ambiguity which tends to surround the “larger” 
reality of God: reality which is rightly described as “spiritual”.  Given the tendency to 
contrast the “realm of things spiritual” with the “realm of things material”, it is not at all 
surprising to hear the Christ of John’s Gospel--in his encounter with the Samaritan 
woman--testify that “God is spirit, and those who worship him must worship in spirit and 
truth.”iv Here, I think, is where things become especially complex.  If God--considered in 
God’s majestic “oneness”--is said to be “spirit”, what then does it mean when we speak 
quite specifically, in Trinitarian terms, of that “dimension” of God specifically known as 



“the Holy Spirit”?  There may be nothing contradictory in any of that!  But it most 
certainly does sound a wee bit confusing.  How to begin to unravel...to unravel any of it? 
 

***** 
 

 Well: for starters, it is important to insist that the three-paragraph structure of the 
Apostle’s Creed (“Father, Son & Holy Spirit” each receiving a paragraph) rather than 
say a two-paragraph creed (with the Holy Spirit left on the cutting room floor) is not 
something for which we ought to blame a group of ancient theologians with too much 
time on their hands...and too little common sense.  On the contrary, Christian theology 
--from its outset--has been an attempt at making sense of the Christian story: and there 
is simply no getting around the fact that the Christian story--in addition to the crucial 
roles played by Christ along with the One to whom Christ prayed as Father--most 
definitely includes a significant role for the One named as “the Holy Spirit”.  Go no 
further than the New Testament’s fifth book, Acts, which could easily have come to be 
known not as the “Acts of the Apostles” but as the “Acts of the Holy Spirit”.  Attention 
should also be paid to the writings of John--including the Last Supper discourse from 
which we heard earlier--but also the writings of Paul who has so much to say about the 
risen Christ that it is easy to forget that he also has a great deal to say about the Holy 
Spirit.  Indeed: I think we read Paul best when we maintain a steady focus on his 
understanding of the Holy Spirit; but that is a topic for another day!  For this day... 

 
  ...for this day it is important to take as our focus the simple fact that the 
Apostle’s Creed--when it adds a third paragraph to the paragraphs devoted to the 
Father and the Son--leaves us no choice but to take with full seriousness a third who 
stands side by side with them: the Spirit, and not just any spirit but the Holy Spirit.  And 
yes, this is one of those junctures at which we can do a lot worse than to shift our focus 
briefly from the Apostle’s Creed to the Nicene Creed.  Just as it was important for us to 
consult the Nicene Creed when we pondered the “identity of Christ” way back in 
January, it is important for us to consult the richer, fuller definition of the “identity of the 
Spirit” provided by Nicene.  Just as Nicene went to great pains to inform us that Jesus 
Christ is “true God from true God...of one Being with the Father”, it goes to similar 
lengths to assure us that the Holy Spirit in whom we believe is “the Lord, the giver of 
life”, that this Spirit “Proceeds from the Father [and the Son]”... 

 
   ...more on that parenthesis in a few minutes!... 

 
    ...above all--this is the really crucial part--that the Holy Spirit 
is the One “who with the Father and the Son is worshipped and glorified”.  It cannot be 
stressed strongly enough: given the church’s awareness of what we might describe as 
its “monotheistic” heritage, to describe the Spirit as “worshipped and glorified” is to 
adopt language for the Spirit that ought to be reserved for God alone.  The use of such 
language here is far from flippant.  If the Holy Spirit is to be “worshipped and glorified” it 
can only mean that the Holy Spirit is to be regarded--side by side with the Father, side 
by side with the Son--as fully divine, as nothing less than the Holy God.  Whatever else 
must be said here, that much must be said: in our encounter with the Holy Spirit, we 



encounter the same God we encounter through the One we have come to know as 
Jesus Christ.  To start from any other place can only bring us grief!  That having been 
said! 

***** 
 

 Well: that having been said!  Even when we do take as our starting point the full-
throated affirmation of the Holy Spirit as divine, all kinds of grief still await us!  This, I 
realize, is a sermon, not a theological treatise; I have no intention of turning it into a 
theological treatise. But it would be irresponsible of me, at this juncture, to fail to make 
at least passing reference to the three words inside the parenthesis: words which are 
part of at least some versions of the Nicene Creed, sometimes with and sometimes 
without the parenthesis. The words to which I refer?  “And the Son”, words which are 
added to the phrase in the Nicene Creed which describe the Spirit as “proceeding from 
the Father” which, when those words are added, has that phrase describe the Spirit as 
“proceeding from the Father and the Son”.  It would be irresponsible to side-step those 
words, in part, because the controversy surrounding them points to some of the larger 
controversies that pervade all efforts at understanding the “identity” of the Holy Spirit, 
and the Spirit’s place in the life of the Holy Trinity.  And, sadly, it would be irresponsible, 
in part, because of the historical significance of the dispute that occurred because of 
those three small words which--in the Latin--are actually one, not so small word. 

 
 The word in question is the word “filioque” which means--and the Son--a word 
which over a thousand years ago was unilaterally added to the Creed by the church in 
the Latin speaking part of the world: the part of Europe that came to house not only 
what we now know as the Roman Catholic Church, but which also gave birth to the 
Protestant churches.  Based, above all, on the powerful scene in the 20th chapter of 
John’s Gospel in which the risen Christ “breathes” the Spirit on the gathered disciplesv, 
the Western theological tradition came to the conclusion that it was inappropriate to 
speak of the Spirit “proceeding from the Father” without also noting that the Spirit 
“proceeds from the Son”.  For their part, the Eastern Church--at the time mainly Greek 
speaking--objected, arguing, in effect, that while it is certainly true that the work of 
Christ ushers in the age of the Spirit, that it remains the case that the Spirit proceeds 
from the Father and only from the Father.  Nor did they lack scriptural support for their 
position.  As a matter of fact, this morning’s reading from John’s 14th chapter includes a 
very powerful saying in which Christ describes the Holy Spirit as “the Helper...whom 
the Father will send in my name.”vi  As you can see, there is pretty good scriptural 
backing for both of these positions.  Alas! 

 
 Where all of this, quite frankly, takes a tragic turn involves the fact that this 
disagreement--and that small Latin word “filioque”--play a critical role in the schism that 
rent the Church some 500 years prior to the further divisions that took place during the 
Protestant Reformation.  To be fair: it was the subsequent launching of the Crusades--in 
which crusaders from the western parts of Europe, as they travelled to the Holy Land 
through parts of Eastern Europe and Asia Minor, perpetrated acts of horrific destruction 
--which cemented the division between the Catholic/Protestant West and the Eastern 
Orthodox churches of the Greek and Slavic speaking worlds.  Over a thousand years 



later, those wounds have yet to be healed: although there has certainly been greater 
openness to genuine dialogue between East and West in the decades since the Second 
World War.  But tragically: when people both inside--and outside--of the Church wish to 
disparage the intricacies of Christian theology, they need go no further than the dispute 
over the “filioque” in order to make the case that theology is a distraction from--rather 
than a meaningful component--of our efforts toward faithful discipleship.  And you know! 

 
 As a pastor within a denomination that prides itself on the “doing” more than on 
the “pondering”, I cannot entirely dismiss such arguments.  For what it’s worth I will  
note, first, that there is, I believe, a measure of truth on both sides of the argument 
around the “filioque” but it was wrong of the Western Church to add it to the Creed 
without full dialogue with the Eastern Church.  Next, I will note, that the controversy 
around the “filioque” merely hints at the larger challenge the Church has always faced 
when it has tried to “define” the identity of the Holy Spirit.vii  Finally--most importantly--I 
am going to argue that perhaps the very best way of gaining “entry” into the mystery of 
the identity of the Holy Spirit is to explore the mystery of the work of the Holy Spirit.  
Just as we would be terribly misled were we to name “who” Christ is without referencing 
“what” Christ accomplished for us in his life, his death and his resurrection, in much the 
same way we would be terribly misled were we to name “who” the Spirit is, without 
referencing the “work” undertaken by the Spirit.  And yes: for my purposes that will 
entail--beyond a brief initial foray this morning--keeping our eye on the movement of the 
Holy Spirit over the coming weeks as we ponder the remaining statements found in the 
closing paragraph of the Apostle’s Creed, the paragraph which--in addition to inviting us 
to “believe in the Holy Spirit”--invites us to incorporate into our worlds of faith: “the holy 
catholic Church, the communion of Saints, the forgiveness of sins, the resurrection of 
the body and the life everlasting”.  The Holy Spirit, as I will try to demonstrate week by 
week, reveals Herself to us in and through each of those dimensions of our faith 
although here, I need to issue a very important caveat. 

 
 It is important for us, as a Trinitarian church, never to misplace the oneness of 
the God we worship.  And so, when we read the first paragraph of the Creed in which 
we affirm our faith in “God, the Father Almighty, Creator of Heaven and Earth”, it is 
important for us to remember that the work of creation was undertaken with the full 
participation of the other two “members” of the Trinity.  Indeed: scripture’s first chapter 
reminds us that God “spoke” creation into being through the Word while the Spirit 
hovered over the waters!. In much the same way, when we read the second paragraph 
of the Creed in which we affirm our faith in “Jesus Christ” and celebrate the work of 
reconciliation he undertook on our behalf, it is no less important for us to remember that 
the work of reconciliation was undertaken with full participation from the One to whom 
Jesus continually prayed as “Father”, as well as the Holy Spirit through whom the Virgin 
Mary “conceived” this Jesus.   In short, as we contemplate, over the coming weeks, the 
work that we will attribute to the Holy Spirit in a particular way, let us not make the 
mistake of regarding the Holy Spirit as performing a “solo-act”.  Here as well, the 
presence of Father and Son will both be manifested in the wonderful work and the 
wonderful ways of the Spirit.  Of that you may rest assured. 

 



***** 
 

 So! Where does that leave us in the here and now?  Having promised further 
Sundays in which to explore the drama in which the Holy Spirit will play a critical role, is 
there anything more that might be said this Sunday, at least by way of prelude? 

 
 Well: I am struck--perhaps you were struck--by my use of the word “wonderful” a 
few moments ago.  Wonderful: as in the “wonderful work” and the “wonderful ways” of 
the Spirit.  By way of introduction, that is not a bad starting point: one fully justified by 
Christ’s table-talk in the last-supper discourse for which we owe a great debt to John’s 
Gospel.  As I pondered the portion of that discourse which came to us this morning from 
John’s 14th chapter, two things spoke to me with special force.  The first of those 
“things” is the word with which Jesus names the Spirit in that discourse, the Greek word 
“paraclete”viii which gets translated in a number of different ways: sometimes as 
“Helper”, sometimes as “Comforter”, sometimes as “Friend.” All of those are fine 
translations. My personal favorite, however, is “Advocate”, as in a person who stands 
with the accused in a courtroom.  Placing to one side all of the “lawyer jokes” that are--
no doubt--crowding into some of your minds, it must be said: when exercised with 
integrity and with skill, the vocation of a lawyer--the vocation of an advocate--is a 
profoundly important one.  In the context of scripture, however, it is an even nobler 
vocation.  Bear in mind that a perfectly appropriate way to refer to “Satan” in scripture is 
to name him as our “Accuser”: the one who has taken it upon himself to remind God of 
all of humanity’s foibles and failures.  How wonderful, in that context, to know that God 
has provided an Advocate to stand shoulder to shoulder with us, to defend and protect, 
to comfort, to assist--above all--to advocate on our behalf.  Surely it is no exaggeration 
to describe such work as “wonderful”. 

 
 No less wonderful, I think, is the subsequent promise Christ immediately makes.  
Having named the Spirit as “Advocate”, he further names the Spirit as “the Spirit of 
truth” whom Christ’s friends already “know” because “he dwells with you and will be 
in you.”ix As I bring these thoughts to a close I want especially to focus on that 
remarkable preposition: the word “in”.  Wondrous to promise that the Spirit is “with” us; 
how much more miraculous that the Spirit is promised to be “in” us.  And the point--with 
both of those prepositions but especially with that mighty “in”--involves the way in which 
this third paragraph of the Creed offers the assurance that we are not only implicated 
but deeply involved in the truths disclosed through the ancient Creeds.  After all! 

 
 The first two paragraphs of the Creed concern events that have transpired--and 
the promise of one event, namely the coming Judgment--that will transpire on our 
behalf.  We have been created.  We have been reconciled to God through the Cross.  
And we will find ourselves standing before Jesus Christ the Judge at the end of time.  
But here, at the start to the Creed’s final paragraph, we are told of One who is not only 
“with us” but who is actually “in us”.  In short, here we are being offered the astonishing 
news that we are not only spectators... 

 
  ...discipleship is not a spectator sport; of that you may rest assured... 



 
   ...not only spectators, but full participants in the life of faith, 
beginning with the marvelous suggestion that--having been “gifted” with the “Spirit of 
truth”--our eyes will be open to the truths that will matter in the end.  But, frankly, I think 
it goes further and deeper than that.  As we enter more fully into the world of the 
Creed’s third paragraph, let us take as one of our compasses what I am inclined to refer 
to as the “principle of participation”, a stern reminder that the affirmation of “the holy 
catholic Church, the communion of saints, the forgiveness of sins, the resurrection of 
the body and the life everlasting” refers to realities and possibilities in which we are 
invited to participate, realities and possibilities which promise to impact us in deeply 
personal ways.  In short, to “believe in the Holy Spirit”--at a bare minimum--is to believe 
that we have been invited to partake of and participate in the life of God, that we are 
invited to regard ourselves as full participants in the dance of God which--of course--is 
nothing less than the dance of unending love, the dance that promises to carry us 
through time and beyond time.  The Creed, of course, speaks of the Almighty, speaks of 
the things of God.  But in the very process of doing that, it speaks, also, of the destiny of 
the human family: promises a future (and for that reason offers us a vantage point from 
which truly to see our past and our present) that far exceeds anything we could even 
begin to ask or to imagine!  

 
Come down O love divine, seek now this soul of mine, 

and visit it with your own ardour glowing. 
O Comforter draw near, with in my heart appear, 

and kindle it, your holy flame bestowing. 
 

And in the yearning strong with which the soul will long, 
shall far outpass the power of human telling, 

for none can guess its grace, till love creates the place, 
wherein the Holy Spirit makes its dwelling.x 

 
 May it be so!  In the name of Christ...and in the power of the Holy Spirit!  Amen! 

i Hebrews 4:12 
ii 1st Samuel 16:14 
iii Romans 8: 15, 16 
iv John 4:24 
v John 20:22 
vi John 14:26 
vii Robert Jenson outlines those challenges quite effectively.  “The Pneumatological Problem” in Systematic 
Theology, Volume 1, (Toronto, Oxford UP, 1997), pp. 146-161. 
viii John 14:16 
ix John 14:17 
x Written by Bianco da Siena, trans. Richard Fredrick Littledale, Voices United #367 

                                                      


