
Do We Preach “Another Gospel”? 30 

 
30 

CHAPTER 4  
SPIRIT 

One reason I went to David Lipscomb was to learn about the Holy Spirit. I 

graduated from high school in 1972, which was at the height of the Pentecostal 

controversies in the Churches of Christ. Pat Boone had flipped over to the Pentecostal 

side, so at my home church we could no longer study his books in Bible class. At DLC, 

we no longer sang the alma mater, because Pat had written it.  

In my home church, we had officially adopted the “we don’t know the answer” 

position on the Spirit’s indwelling. Some said all Christians had the actual but 

“ordinary” indwelling of the Spirit, but they weren’t sure what it meant. Others said the 

Spirit only operated through the Word. The Word-only view seemed to me little different 

from declaring the Spirit to have died nearly 2,000 years ago, but then I really couldn’t 

the see point of being indwelled by a Spirit that didn’t let me do miracles. Now, if God 

would give me the gift of healing or of moving mountains, that would be cool!  

I took a college course on the Holy Spirit. The professor believed in an actual 

indwelling, and he rattled off a page of Scriptures saying what the Spirit does in 

Christians even today. And I just didn’t believe him. It didn’t add up. We spent almost the 

entire quarter learning the errors of Pentecostalism and yet had only a hurried lecture on 

what the Holy Spirit DOES, and I just wasn’t persuaded. 

Some years later, I began my own study. I literally read every verse in the Bible 

that refers to the Spirit, and then every verse that these verses were cross-referenced to. 

Eventually I concluded that it was all a bunch of nonsense: “Holy Spirit” was just a 

metaphor for some vague notion of spirituality but didn’t refer to a person of the 

Godhead. Yet deep down, I knew that couldn’t be true. 

Sitting in my bedroom, surrounded by pages of notes, concordances, and 

translations, I was frustrated nearly to tears, and soon found myself in prayer for some 

help, because understanding this was plainly beyond my abilities. 

In less than 10 seconds I felt an answer: read Romans 8. And I did. And then I 

understood. And just like finding the long word in a crossword puzzle, the other blanks 

virtually filled themselves in. I should have prayed sooner. 

The third perspective is spirituality. We in the Churches of Christ have often 

denied that the Holy Spirit operates directly on the heart and mind of the Christian, 

insisting that the Spirit works exclusively through the Word, meaning the Bible. This 

doctrine has had the effect of causing us to view the Scriptures through legalistic eyes, 

rather than spiritual eyes. But the Scriptures themselves insist on being understood 

spiritually— 

(1 Cor. 2:14-16) The man without the Spirit does not accept the 
things that come from the Spirit of God, for they are foolishness to 
him, and he cannot understand them, because they are spiritually 
discerned. The spiritual man makes judgments about all things, 
but he himself is not subject to any man’s judgment: “For who has 
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known the mind of the Lord that he may instruct him?” But we 
have the mind of Christ. 

Here Paul makes the remarkable claim that only those with the Spirit can discern 

inspired teachings. Now it is plainly contradictory to teach that the Spirit only acts 

through the inspired teachings, as then both the saved and lost would have received the 

same thing—the written teachings of God. But Paul says that while the saved and the lost 

might both receive spiritual teachings, only those with the Spirit (the saved) can discern 

them. Thus, there must be something remarkably different about the saved person 

himself. Paul goes even further, declaring that Christians have “the mind of Christ”! 

Clearly, he wasn’t speaking of the New Testament, which hadn’t even been written yet. 

Proof texts could be multiplied by the score. The fact is that the New Testament 

plainly teaches that the Holy Spirit is given to all who’ve been saved (Acts 2:38) and that 

the Spirit indwells each of us— 

(Eph. 3:16-19) I pray that out of his glorious riches he may 
strengthen you with power through his Spirit in your inner being, 
so that Christ may dwell in your hearts through faith. And I pray 
that you, being rooted and established in love, may have power, 
together with all the saints, to grasp how wide and long and high 
and deep is the love of Christ, and to know this love that 
surpasses knowledge—that you may be filled to the measure of all 
the fullness of God. 

Paul prays that the Spirit strengthen his readers in their “inner being.” He is not 

telling them to study the Word—he is asking God to use his Spirit to work in the hearts of 

his readers—and to know love “that surpasses knowledge.” Plainly, we cannot by our 

own efforts have knowledge that surpasses knowledge. Paul is not calling on his readers 

to gain knowledge by human effort; he is asking God to operate directly on the hearts of 

his readers to give them a knowledge that can only be gained by spiritual means. 

Just so, in Philippians, Paul teaches us that God works “in” us to will (that is, 

desire) and do his will— 

(Phil. 2:13) … for it is God who works in you to will and to act 
according to his good purpose. 

You see, when we are saved, we receive the Holy Spirit, and the Spirit indwells us 

with power and gives us not only spiritual understanding, he changes us to be 

increasingly Christ-like—so that we not only do what God wishes but we also desire 

what God wishes. Only this way can we love as God would have us love— 

(Rom. 5:5) And hope does not disappoint us, because God has 
poured out his love into our hearts by the Holy Spirit, whom he 
has given us. 

Scholars debate whether the “love of God” in this passage is God’s love for us or 

our love for him. But both thoughts are contained in the phrase. After all, the source of 

this love is God (and so it’s his love for us) but the location of this love is our hearts (the 

seat of our emotions, and thus it’s our love). And both truths are Paul’s point. As God 

pours out his love for us into our hearts, our hearts receive the love and our hearts 
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become loving hearts. And all this is made possible by the indwelling Spirit, which 

attunes our hearts to God’s promptings. 

Now, if we see the world through law-tinted glasses, this verse is very hard to 

understand. But our God has devised a means of our salvation that perfectly fits our 

nature as humans—we have an intellect, but we are also emotional and spiritual people. 

And God’s solution is to rebuild all facets of our existence.  

With Spirit-ual eyes we can better understand why saved people must do good 

works: God works in us to desire and act according to his good purpose. He makes us 

into loving people.  

(Rom. 8:13-14) For if you live according to the sinful nature, you 
will die; but if by the Spirit you put to death the misdeeds of the 
body, you will live, because those who are led by the Spirit of God 
are sons of God. 

In fact, God helps us even in our repentance, as we “put to death the misdeeds of 

the body,” that is, resist sin, “by the Spirit.” And as sons of God, we must be “led by the 

Spirit.” If you were raised as I was raised, on a Spirit-less version of Christianity, then 

this passage makes no sense. After all, I’ve had no visions, no handwriting on the wall. 

How does the Spirit lead if there’s no voice in my head telling me what to do? 

Again, this is confusing because we presume that Jesus deals with us 

intellectually and not emotionally or spiritually. In fact, the leading we receive is not 

necessarily in the form of objective propositional truths, but in terms of how we feel—

what we want to do. God helps us want to do right and despise doing wrong.  

The Hebrews writer quotes Jeremiah’s prophesy of the Messianic age to great 

effect— 

(Heb. 8:8-10) But God found fault with the people and said: “The 
time is coming, declares the Lord, when I will make a new 
covenant with the house of Israel and with the house of Judah. It 
will not be like the covenant I made with their forefathers 
when I took them by the hand to lead them out of Egypt, because 
they did not remain faithful to my covenant, and I turned away 
from them, declares the Lord. This is the covenant I will make with 
the house of Israel after that time, declares the Lord. I will put my 
laws in their minds and write them on their hearts. I will be 
their God, and they will be my people.” 

The new covenant is dramatically unlike the Law of Moses. Unlike under the 

Law, God writes his law in our minds and on our hearts—in our intellects and in our 

emotions. Clearly, Jeremiah is not speaking of our reading the Bible—the Israelites read 

the Law of Moses. No, the task is not ours; it is God’s. Of course, other Scriptures teach 

us that God does this through the Spirit. 

For a very long time, this passage puzzled me because I’d never received an 

inspired propositional truth from God. God never came to me and wrote on my heart 

“Thou shalt sing a cappella” or any other law—nothing about church names, church 

organization, worship services, or all the other issues on which my training had centered. 

Only much later did I realize that God had written all over my heart: “Love your 
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neighbor.” “Love the Lord your God.” “Do not steal.” “Love one another even as I have 

loved you.” “Act according to God’s good purpose.” “Know an unknowable love.” 

“Enjoy a peace that surpasses understanding.” “Have an overflowing joy.” And many 

other things that are too deep to write. And these “laws,” because they are written on my 

heart, aren’t really laws at all—they are simply elements of my new essential nature. That 

is, these are true of me because that’s the way God has reworked me. I can take no credit 

at all for this. I yielded and God wrote on my heart and changed me. 

Of course, we would expect God to write only those laws that really matter in my 

mind and on my heart. After all, “The only thing that counts is faith expressing itself 

through love” (Gal. 5:6b). 

Let’s pause for a couple of analogies that sometimes help people understand the 

Spirit—the power brake example and the radio example. 

I used to own a Dodge Aspen, which was the car that drove Chrysler into 

bankruptcy. I was driving at 55 miles per hour on a heavily trafficked road when the 

engine just spontaneously cut off! Until that moment, I had always assumed that when I 

pressed the brakes, it was me pressing the brake pads into the brake drums and stopping 

the car. And I’d always been sure that when I turned the steering wheel that it was me 

moving the wheels. But when my engine stopped on a downhill incline at 55, I learned 

that the engine had been doing about 99% of all that work and I’d only been doing about 

1%—because I had to push about 100 times harder to stop and steer the car than I was 

used to. It was an eye-opening experience!  

Well, this is much how the Spirit works. Sometimes I think that my love for God 

and zeal for his work are my own doing—and they are, to some extent. But my own 

works are greatly empowered and strengthened by God’s working in me to not only do 

his work, but to want to do his work. But just like power brakes, if I don’t press the pedal, 

the car won’t stop, but I don’t really do the work. I haven’t lost my free will—I’ve just 

been helped more than I’ll ever fully realize. 

Now many of my students don’t remember how radios used to work—radios with 

dials you turned to find the station, and that required frequent re-tunings as the signal 

drifted. But the Spirit is like a beautiful symphony on the radio. The music is inaudible to 

anyone without a radio. Only certain people are privileged to hear it. And even those who 

have radios have to know how to find the station and how to keep it tuned into the 

station. Of course, the stations never did drift off signal. Rather, old-style radio circuitry 

tended to drift off the frequency due to the inadequacy of the radio—not the transmitter. 

Just so, the Spirit always communicates a clear, steady, beautiful signal, but only 

the saved can hear it. But even the saved hear poorly unless they tune in to the correct 

frequency. Prayer, Bible study, and other spiritual disciplines help keep us in tune with 

the will of God and allow the Spirit to speak more and more clearly to our hearts. The 

signal is always there, but we aren’t always tuned in.  

So we see that God’s grace is powerful indeed. We receive our salvation 

conditioned on our faith, our repentance, and our love, on the occasion of our baptism. 

But all these are gifts. After all, while we must love to be saved, our love is the product of 
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God’s work in our hearts. And while we repent, we put to death the misdeeds of the body 

with God’s help, that is, “by the Spirit” (Rom. 8:13). Even faith is a gift— 

(Rom. 12:3) For by the grace given me I say to every one of you: 
Do not think of yourself more highly than you ought, but rather 
think of yourself with sober judgment, in accordance with the 
measure of faith God has given you. 

Of course, we first have faith and repent before we receive the Spirit at baptism, but the 

Scriptures frequently speak of these as given by God. God deepens, strengthens, and 

enriches that which first brought us to Christ. 

None of this is to say that human effort counts for nothing.  

(Phil. 2:12-13) Therefore, my dear friends, as you have always 
obeyed—not only in my presence, but now much more in my 
absence—continue to work out your salvation with fear and 
trembling, for it is God who works in you to will and to act 
according to his good purpose. 

Paul says that we are to work out our salvation—this is something that we do—because 

God is working in us for us to want to do the things it takes for us to work out our 

salvation. We cooperate with the Spirit. We are led by the Spirit, and we follow the 

Spirit’s lead. But no part of us is untouched by the Spirit. All that we do for Christ we do 

with the help of Christ. And the more we allow God to work in us, the more Christ-like 

we become. We yield. God works in us. And so we work, but it’s really God working in 

us. We take no credit. But neither do we lose our free will; it’s just that we have much 

more help than we like to admit. 

Discussion questions— 

1. Some have taught that the Spirit only operates on a Christian through the Bible. 

Others have taught that the Spirit can exercise an influence on Christians directly on their 

hearts. Which view is best supported by Scripture? 

2. Is it permissible to ask God to “guard, guide, and direct us”? or to “give the 

speaker a ready recollection”? Might God answer such prayers through His Spirit other 

than through our reading the Bible? 

3. How have you changed since you first became a Christian? Have your desires 

and feelings changed? Did you change these by yourself or do you think that God 

helped?  

4. Do you know anyone who has dramatically changed since becoming a 

Christian? Did God help make the change occur? How? 

5. Has God written any of His laws on your heart and mind? Which laws? How? 

6. The author compares the working of the Holy Spirit with power brakes and 

with a radio. Is the Holy Spirit really like these things?  


