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Christians are united with other believers in their own time or location but also
with a family of believers across the world and over the ages. For this reason, this
essay will take an historical approach to the question of why ‘we’ believe in the
divinity of the Spirit, focusing on the first four centuries of Christianity, which
were the most significant for the divinity of the Spirit. “Divinity” has been
understood by Christians to have a range of meanings1 but here I will take it to
mean that the Spirit rightfully belongs in the Christian Godhead. Thus to ask why
‘we’ believe in the ‘divinity’ of the Spirit is to ask why Christians throughout the
ages have believed that the Spirit is fully God.

The first part of this essay will consider the theological development of this
doctrine in history and the second will briefly consider the practical reasons for
that development. This will be applied in the third section: an analysis of the
divinity of the Spirit in the recent popular novel The Shack.

Theological development: the early church

Long before any full theological treatment of the Holy Spirit was developed, the
church acknowledged the Spirit in its worship and practices. From about 100 AD
the Didache instructs baptisms to be done “in the name of the Father, and of the
Son and of the Holy Ghost” and that the water be poured “thrice upon the head in
the name of the Father, Son and Holy Ghost.”2 Little theological reasoning is
given and yet, as Thomas points out “experience has often proved the best

                                                  
1 For example, being divine can mean having divine attributes, being sent from one who is divine,
being of the same nature as the divine
2 Cited in BJ Kidd. Documents Illustrative of the History of the Church Vol 1 to AD 313, (London:
SPCK, 1928), 34.

witness to what is in reality doctrinally implicit in the Christian community.”3

Indeed, this is how the key proponents of the divinity of the Spirit read these
sources in the fourth century. Athanasius argued that unless the Spirit was divine,
any baptism using the triadic formula was invalid (Athanasius, ‘Letters to
Serapion’ 1:29-30 in CRB Shapworth, The Letters of Saint Athanasius
Concerning the Holy Spirit with translation and notes, (London: Epworth, 1951),
58-190.) Basil of Caesarea added that since faith and baptism are “two kindred
and inseparable ways of salvation” the triadic nature of the baptismal formula
indicates that faith too mush be in a triune God (‘On The Holy Spirit’ 7:28 in
Blomfield Jackson, The Treatise de Spiritu Sancto: the nine homilies of the
hexaemeron and the letters of Saint Basil the Great, (Grand Rapids, Eerdmans,
1968), 1-50.) We believe in the divinity of the Spirit today because it has always
been at least implicit in the life and worship of the church.

Theological development: up to Constantinople

Although the early church’s baptismal formula provided the fodder for the first
argument for the divinity of the Spirit, there was much more to be said. At the
Council of Constantinople in 381, a section expanding on the Holy Spirit was
added to the Nicene Creed.4 This became the standard of orthodoxy and accounts
for why we have received the doctrine of the divinity of the Holy Spirit today.
Four reasons were given there for believing in the divinity of the Spirit.

The first two reasons given drew on biblical data. Gregory of Nyssa argued that
Scripture teaches us to affirm …. of the Spirit the terms
“good” and “wise” and “incorruptible” and “immortal” and
all such lofty conceptions and names as are properly
applied to the Godhead.5

                                                  
3 WH Griffith Thomas, The Holy Spirit of God, (London: Church Book Room, 1972), 82.
4 There were attempts made before this to explain the work of the Holy Spirit but these often ended up
in incoherence. For example, in the East in the second century Origen argued both that the Holy Spirit
“would never be considered along with the unchangeable Father and the Son unless he had always
been the Holy Spirit” and also that “something existed before the Holy Spirit” cited in Joel Elowsky,
We Believe in the Holy Spirit, (Downers Grove: IVP, 2009), xxii. Similarly in the West, though
Tertullian introduced the important language of personhood, he appeared to subordinate the Son and
the Spirit to the Father. Elowsky, We Believe, xxi.
5 In ‘Against Eunomius’; Cited in Elowsky, We Believe, 31.



2

Basil saw that the titles spirit, holy, good, royal, truth and wisdom were applied to
the Spirit just as they were to the Father and the Son (‘Holy Spirit’, 19:48).
Athanasius argued that the Spirit possessed attributes of God such as holiness,
unalteration and omnipresence (‘Letters’ 1:22, 26, 3:2-4). Additionally, Basil
argued that the concepts of grieving, resisting, vexing and angering the Holy
Spirit were indicative of authoritative power found only in God (‘Holy Spirit’,
19:50). Such is the connection, that to grieve the Holy Spirit is to grieve God
(‘Holy Spirit’, 16:37). The first reason given for believing in the divinity of the
Holy Spirit was that the Bible describes the Spirit in similar terms to God: the
attributes of the Holy Spirit were the attributes of God.

However, to say that the Spirit was like God was to leave his nature unstated,
leaving room for him to be merely God’s action. Gregory of Nazianzus insisted
that:

If he [the Spirit] were considered only as an activity of God,
he would be the action but would not himself do anything
and would cease to exist as soon as the action occurred.
(Gregory of Nazianzus ‘Oration’ 31:6 in Elowsky, We
Believe, 17.)

Instead, he argued that the very descriptions of the Spirit compelled Christians to
think of him as a person:

How is it then that he acts and says various things, and
defines, and is grieved and is angered and has all the
qualities that belong clearly to one who moves and not to
movement? (‘Oration’, 31:6.)

The Cappadocians maintained that the Spirit was not just like the Lord, but
indeed the Lord, the Lifegiver. His deity was a necessary consequence of his
personhood, because what was attributed to his personhood involved his deity.6

They maintained that the Spirit is divine not only because he accomplishes God’s
work (‘Oration’, 31:30) but also because his personhood completes the Trinity
(‘On the Holy Spirit’, 15:36) and so stands in equal rank to the Father and the Son

                                                  
6 Thomas, The Holy Spirit of God, 130. This notion of personhood was essentially a Cappadocian
development. It was Basil who introduced the concepts of hypostasis, to refer to the particularities of
a person in the Godhead; and ousia to refer to their shared essence. Basil ‘The Distinction of meaning
between ousia and hypostasis’ in J Stevenson, ed. Creeds, Councils and Controversies. London:
SPCK, 1966, 115. His aim was “in order that our conception of Father, Son and Holy Spirit may be
without confusion and clear”6 (Cited in Anthony Meredith, The Cappadocians, (London: Geoffrey
Chapman, 1995), 105) and he succeeded, providing the language to unpack the distinctions of each
person of the Trinity.

(‘Oration’, 31:4). The first reason for belief in the divinity of the Trinity were the
God-like descriptions and attributes ascribed to him in the Bible; the second was
that for the Trinity to exist, there needed to be three distinct persons, the Spirit
being the third.

The third and fourth reasons for believing in the divinity of the Holy Spirit were
extensions of the doctrines won at theology of Nicea. Athanasius argued that
there is an indivisibility between the Spirit and the Son evident at the incarnation
and so it is appropriate to extend the claims of divinity from Christ to the Spirit
(‘Letters’ 3:5-6). Basil agreed: “if the Spirit is co-ordinate with the Son and the
Son with the Father, it is obvious that the Spirit is also co-ordinate with the
Father” (‘Holy Spirit’, 17:43). The word consubstantial (of one being) with the
Father was not used of the Spirit in the Creed of Constantinople as it was in the
Nicene Creed of the Son but the claim of the Spirit’s divinity was clear, for the
Spirit is worshipped and glorified with the Father and the Son. The third reason
for the Spirit to be divine was that he is one with the Son and the Father.

Finally, they argued that just as Christ could save only if he was God7, the Spirit
could only sanctify if he was God. Athanasius said:

If indeed we were joined to a creature, we should be
strangers to the divine nature inasmuch as we did not
partake therein.... If, by participation in the Spirit, we are
made 'sharers in the divine nature' we should be mad to say
that the Spirit has created nature and not the nature of
God. For it is on this account that those in whom he is are
made divine. (‘Letters’ 1:24)8

The Spirit must be divine if humans are to have any hope of becoming like God.
Indeed, this was a pivotal role that the Spirit played,

training us for the life that follows… Through the Holy
Spirit comes our restoration to paradise, our ascension into
the kingdom of heaven, our return to the adoption of sons,
our liberty to call God our Father, our being made
partakers of the grace of Christ… our sharing in the eternal

                                                  
7 Athanasius had argued that “A creature could never be saved by a creature any more than the
creatures were created by a creature.” Cited in Christopher Hall, Reading Scripture with the church
fathers, (Downers Grove: IVP, 1998), 60.
8 Basil concurred, calling it the “height of folly” to assume that the Spirit could raise us together with
Christ to sit in the heavenly places if the Spirit himself is not sitting there (‘Holy Spirit’, 28:69).
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glory and, in a word, our being brought into a state of all
fullness and blessing. (‘Holy Spirit’, 15:35-36)

The fourth century fathers believed in the divinity of the Spirit because he was
sanctifier and therefore saviour by bringing to completion the work of the Father
and the Son. Therein lies the present and future hope of Christians.9

Athanasius and Basil had both died by the time of the Council of Constantinople,
but Gregory of Nazianzus put forward the case for the divinity of the Spirit and
this was not only accepted but written into the Creed. Those who denied or were
ambivalent towards them were anathematized.10 Ambrose of Milan was writing
similar material in the West11 and as a result, the western Bishops who had not
been present at Constantinople were able to affirm the decisions of the council of
Constantinople in 382 and the divinity of the Spirit became a non-negotiable for
Christian faith.12 Today, we believe in the divinity of the Spirit for the reasons
handed down to us from the fourth century: that the Bible describes him as both
like God and one with God; that he is one with the Son and the Father; and that
his work of sanctification is only possible if he is God.

Theological development: affirmations in difference

The Council of Constantinople established the divinity of the Spirit but did not
exhaust discussion of his divinity.13 Badcock sees this as a perfunctory
affirmation, especially compared to the extensive discussion of the divinity of the
Son and claims that this lack of attention implies an importance of the Son over
the Spirit in Christian theology.14 He asks whether we believe in the Spirit

                                                  
9 Basil even extends this claim to the angels and heavenly hosts asking how the Seraphim could cry
“Holy Holy Holy” unless they were taught by the Spirit. (‘Holy Spirit’, 16:38.)
10 Such as the Eunomians and Pneumatomachi. See Elowsky, We Believe, xxxi.
11 Ambrose built of the work of Hilary of Poitiers and argued that the Spirit shares the divine attributes
of the Father and the Son. Cited in Elowsky, We Believe, xxxi; see also xxxi.
12 The doctrine was also affirmed at the Council of Chalcedon in 451. Thomas, The Holy Spirit of God,
89. There were other earlier affirmations as well, for example, the council held at Iconium in 372. Yves
Congar, I believe in the Holy Spirit Volume III, (trans. David Smith; London: Geoffrey Chapman,
1983), 29.
13 Thomas, The Holy Spirit of God, 91
14 Gary D Badcock, Light of truth and fire of love: a theology of the Holy Spirit, (Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans, 1997), 61; others argue the exact opposite of this: that the Spirit’s desire is to bring glory to
the Father and the Son so the more we focus our attention on him, the more we dishonour him. Bruce
Ware, Father, Son and Holy Spirit: relationships, roles and relevance, (Wheaton: Crossway, 2005)

superficially, but not enough to wrestle with all the issues of his divinity. His
argument may have more force if Christians had left the issue at Constantinople
but this has not been the case. Rather, Christians have continued to explore the
scope of the Spirit’s divinity.

One problem with Cappadocian theology was that although they affirmed
strongly the divinity of the Spirit, other parts of their theology seemed to
contradict this. For example, the Cappadocians primarily understood the Trinity
in terms of origin; in the case of the Son and the Spirit, they proceeded from the
Father (John 1:14; 15:26);15 in the case of the Father, his primacy was guaranteed
by his unbegottenness.16 This view took the ‘uncaused’ aspect of the ousia, and
attached this to the Father’s hypostasis, tying the ousia more strongly to the
Father than to the Son or the Spirit and possibly negating the equality of divinity
the Cappadocians fought so hard for.

Augustine brought some resolution to this issue by abandoning understanding
the persons of the Godhead by origin, instead stressing their modes of existence.17

In his schema, the Father is the Father because he has a son and the Son a son
because he has a father. The Holy Spirit is the bond of unity between the Father
and the Son, proceeding from both, since they both love each other. This appears
to solve the issue of making the Son and the Spirit less than the Father, since the
three now co-inhere each other. However, it seems to de-personalise the Spirit.
Bray comments:

The love between a father and son… does not require third
participant: the love which flows between them remains
forever undefined and immaterial (unhypostatized). Such
an analogy would leave the Holy Spirit in the same
condition and the question of his personhood has become a
major theological issue as a result.18

Certainly, these are significant differences, indeed, part of the controversies that
led to the Great Schism of 1054, but what is crucial for the purposes of this
discussion is that, far from considering the divinity of the Spirit unimportant,
both sides have sought to uphold it: the East by refusing to de-personalise the
                                                                                                                              
126-127. See also discussion in Robin A Parry, Worshipping the Trinity: coming back to the heart of
worship, (Bletchley, UK: Paternoster, 2005), 113-114.
15 Gerald Bray, The Doctrine of God, (Leicester, IVP, 1993), 159.
16 Bray, Doctrine of God, 160.
17 Bray, Doctrine of God, 167.
18 Bray, Doctrine of God, 173.
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Spirit and the West by refusing to assign the ousia more to the Father than the
Spirit. Christians disagree about the details of the Spirit’s divinity but what is not
negotiable is that he is in fact divine.19  We believe in the divinity of the Spirit
because this doctrine has stood the test of time.

A practical reason for the theological development

The theological reasons for believing in the divinity of the Spirit were only part of
the reasons it was developed. There was a more practical motivation as well. Up
to the fourth century theologians had been cautious about developing theological
language in relation to the Holy Spirit. There was a fear of blaspheming the Holy
Spirit (Matt 12:31) but also a belief that only the terms and concepts found in
Scripture were legitimate. Cyril of Jerusalem said:

It is the Holy Spirit himself who dictated the Scriptures, he
who has also said of himself everything that he wanted to
say or everything which are capable of grasping. Let us
therefore say what he has said and let us not be so bold as
to say what he has not said.20

However, this silence allowed the Pneumatomachians and Macedonians  to
believe that since the Spirit was not called ‘God’ in Scripture, he was a power
subordinate to God, placed between God and creatures but not God himself.21  In
response, Gregory of Nyssa argued that it was necessary to develop a further
doctrine of the divinity of the Spirit: “There is a danger that through silence error
may prevail over the truth and so the rotting sore of this heresy may invade it and
make havoc on the sound of faith.”22 If the Spirit’s divinity was rejected, what
hope was there for sanctification or being united with God? It became necessary

                                                  
19 It is also interesting to note that despite the post-Constantinople discussions about the Spirit’s
divinity, by and large, the reasons and methodology of Athanasius and the Cappadocians continue to
be affirmed. In particular, the notion of using the biblical descriptions of the Spirit to illustrate his
personhood and divine attributes forms the basis for many studies of his divinity  See, for example,
Rene Pache’s study of his action, titles and treatment. Rene Pache, The Person and Work of the Holy
Spirit, (trans. JD Emerson; London: Marshall, Morgan and Scott, 1956), 11-13. Also Thomas, The
Holy Spirit of God, 72-73 and Wayne Grudem, Bible Doctrine: Essential teachings of the Christian
faith, (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1999), 106-109.
20 Cited in Congar, I believe Vol 3,  6.
21 Elowsky, We believe, xxviii.; Related to this was the Arian understanding of the Spirit. Though the
Arians had more of a place for the Spirit’s personhood, because he was a creation of the Son, himself a
creation of the Father, we was not God.
22 From ‘Against the Macedonians’; Cited in Elowsky, We believe, 4.

to articulate the divinity of the Spirit in order to protect ordinary Christians from
wolves (Matt 7:15). In part, we believe in the divinity Holy Spirit because the
heresy about him precipitated the Fathers into developing their doctrine of the
divinity of the Holy Spirit.

Belief in the divinity of the Spirit today: evaluating The Shack

Today, we believe in the divinity of the Holy Spirit for the theological reasons
outlined above. At one level this is enough. We believe it because it is truth
handed down by Christians through the ages. However, believing in the divinity
of the Spirit may be useful as well as being true, as it was in the fourth century. It
continues to help us to sift statements that are made about the Spirit and to guard
against heresy they may contain. Practically, how does believing in the divinity of
the Spirit help us to evaluate the theology of the wildly popular novel The
Shack?23

The Shack has been criticized at length for its portrayal of the Trinity at large but
what concerns us here is what it does with the divinity of the Spirit. The strongest
critique is that it puts forth modalism because the one God appears in three
distinct bodies.24 However, this may be a narrative necessity rather than a
theological statement and on face value, the book affirms both the unity and
threeness of God. The God the Father character states, “I am one God and I am
three persons.” (Wm Paul Young, The Shack, (California: Windblown, 2007),

                                                  
23 As of May this year, The Shack had over 10 million copies in print in 34 languages. It had been at
number 1 on the New York Times bestseller list for 70 weeks according to the publisher’s website. (No
author. The Shack on NY Bestseller List. (8 March 2010). Cites 6 Septermber 2010. Online:
http://windblownmedia.com/news-releases/56-the-shack-continues-at-1-on-the-ny-times-best-
seller-list.html)Newsweek described it as ‘a phenomenon’. (Lisa Miller, ‘A Close Encounter with God’,
Newsweek; (30 August 2008); Cited 5 Sept 2010. Online:
http://www.newsweek.com/2008/08/29/a-close-encounter-with-god.html); It’s a novel rather than
a theological treatise but nevertheless it’s been tremendously influential theologically. One of the
endorsements on the inside cover claims, “I understood Father, Son and Spirit for the first time in my
life” and another that after reading this book “you’ll be experiencing God as never before.”
24 The three persons each appear as human beings: God the Father first as an African-American
woman and later as a white, middle aged hunting man, both called Papa Jesus as a Middle-Eastern
carpenter; and the Holy Spirit, Sarayu as an elusive Asian woman called Sarayu. Norman Geisler
identifies this as his fourth problem with The Shack: that it gives “an unbiblical view of the nature and
triunity of God”. (Norman Geisler and Bill Roach, The Shack: helpful or heretical? Cited 6 September
2010. Online: http://www.normangeisler.net/theshack.html)
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100.)25 A better indication of whether the divinity of the Holy Spirit is maintained
would be to examine the portrayal of Sarayu against the theological reasons given
by the orthodox fathers for the Spirit’s divinity. Is Sarayu attributed the same
characteristics as the Father and the Son?; is she a person, rather than a force?; is
she one with the Son and the Father?; is she the sanctifier and thus, one who
saves?26

The clearest indication that Sarayu shares titles and work with the Father and the
Son is the presentation of her as gardener.27 Both she and Jesus are given the title
of Creator (The Shack, 133 for Sarayu, 111 for Jesus) and though the term is never
directly applied to Papa, both Sarayu and Papa claim to be the source of fractals
in creation (The Shack, 131 and 193). The specific roles of the three in creation are
indistinct but they all seem to be Creator in some sense. In this way, Sarayu
meets the first criteria: she is described in the same terms as the Father and the
Son.28

Sarayu’s personhood is a little more complex. While her body means she appears
distinct from the other two throughout the narrative, the references to her work
are a little more obtuse. Jesus describes his desire to be with Missy when she
afraid as Sarayu wrapping herself around Missy (The Shack, 173). Sarayu appears
to be little more than the personification of Jesus’ desire to calm Missy, more a
force than a person. Indeed, Sarayu is described as “action” rather than an actor
(The Shack, 112). The suggestion that she became incarnate in Jesus (The Shack,
96) does not assuage this tendency. However, at the same time, there is an
insistence that Sarayu has her own volition, because she is “a free spirit” (The
Shack, 123) and there seems to be work which is Sarayu’s alone, such as “time-
dimensional coupling” (The Shack, 174). If The Shack is in danger of describing
Sarayu as a force, it is also anxious to highlight her personhood.

Sarayu’s consubstantiality with the Son and the Father is the most difficult to
ascertain, since the three are presented in distinct bodies. However, there is some
discussion about this. Papa says, “Each of the three is fully and entirely the one”

                                                  
25 Wm Paul Young, The Shack, (California: Windblown, 2007), 100.
26 Though I have referred to the Spirit as ‘he’ throughout this essay, when referring to Sarayu I will use
‘she’.
27 Young, The Shack, 87.
28 However, at times, The Shack does overstep the distinctions of this work. For example, Papa claims
that all three members of the Trinity were incarnate with Jesus and all three were together on the
cross (p.96). This is incorrect. Only the Son was incarnate in Jesus and to suggest otherwise comes
close to patripassianism. See Roger E Olson, Finding God in the Shack, (Downers Grove: IVP, 2009),
39-40.

(The Shack, 103). The problem here is that the divinity of each appears to be
independent of the other two, as if you could have just one of the three, without
Trinity. Witherington points out that the orthodox fathers affirmed that the three
persons of God shared the divine nature or ousia, not that each of the three are
fully and entirely the one.29 Though it is true that each is God, as Athanasius
pointed out, the Spirit’s divinity must be understood in relation to his unity with
the Son and thus with the Father.

Thus far I have shown that some of The Shack’s theology of the divinity of the
Spirit is not strictly correct. However, the book at least attempts to uphold a
balance if not a tension between God’s threeness and oneness. It may be too
ambitious to expect a novel to achieve more than this: the basics of the Trinity are
endorsed in The Shack even if the nuance is inadequate.30 However, in the final
category, The Shack’s failure is more blatant.

The fourth century fathers saw that to be God, the Spirit must be saviour, and
that this is expressed in his sanctification of believers. However, in The Shack,
Sarayu is not saviour. Rather, she takes Mack to “the living answer” who will
change him (The Shack, 200). It is unclear whether this is the Father or the Son
but it is clear that it is not the Spirit who transforms or sanctifies. In fact, all
Sarayu can do is to try to speak to Mack, though he, at least initially, will have
difficulty discerning her voice (The Shack, 198). At best, the Spirit here is the
mediator of God’s presence and perhaps his voice. Sarayu is creator, comforter,
allegedly one with the Father and the Son and also her own person but because
she is not saviour, in The Shack, she is not God.

The appeal of this sort of Spirit for a 21st century Western audience is not difficult
to infer. In a world searching for answers about suffering and too often finding
the church abusive, irrelevant or legalistic, a Spirit who comforts rather than
sanctifies is immensely attractive. However, this Spirit offers no hope to this
world. Unless the Spirit is also sanctifier, that is, the saviour God, he cannot
complete God’s saving work and all comfort is lost.31 The divinity of the Spirit is
completely undermined in The Shack by the insistence that the Spirit is not
sanctifier.

                                                  
29 Ben Witherington, ‘Shacking up with God’, Ben Witherington, Cited 6 September 2010. Online:
http://benwitherington.blogspot.com/2008/07/shacking-up-with-godwilliam-p-youngs.html
30 Olson, Finding God, 30.
31 Grudem, Bible Doctrine, 116.
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We must believe in the divinity of the Spirit today because it helps us to see the
danger of this novel, so influential both in the church and in popular culture. If
we accept The Shack’s Spirit, we have no hope of sanctification or glory. While
there are good theological reasons to believe in the divinity of the Spirit, as
Christians have throughout our history, there is also a practical reason. Our hope
is under attack and we must guard it.

Conclusion

This essay has considered from a historical perspective why Christians believe in
the divinity of the Spirit. I have argued that this has always been part of Christian
faith and that when it was challenged, there were excellent theological reasons to
add to this and these have been affirmed even in difference. These theological
reasons were first triggered by a desire to protect God’s people and their hope of
sanctification and today the divinity of the Spirit continues to have this relevance.
We Christians not only have believed and believe today in the divinity of the
Spirit. We must continue to do so!
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