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Grace, mercy and peace to you from God our Father and our Lord and Savior, Jesus 

Christ.   

“I believe in the Holy Spirit.”  So begins the Third Article of the Apostle’s creed, but we 

are still faced with that great Lutheran question: “What does this mean?” 

Just who is the Holy Spirit?  What does He do?  How does He do it?   

Matthew 28:19, the great commission, tells us, “Go therefore and make disciples of all 

nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.”  
We see clearly from this passage that the Holy Spirit is the third person of the Holy Trinity.  He 

is neither before, nor after; neither greater nor lesser than the Father and the Son, but equal to 

them and co-eternal with them.  In a word, the Holy Spirit is God.   

This is important because throughout the ages, many people have tried to pass off the 

Holy Spirit as only the power or energy of God at work in us.  But we know that the Holy Spirit 

is more than just God’s power, because the scriptures teach us that He is truly God.   

Acts 5 tells us about the time Ananias and Saphira sold a piece of property and kept some 

of the money for themselves.  That was not the problem.  The problem was that they gave the 

money to the church to be used to help whoever had need, and they said it was the whole amount 

they sold the land for.  Peter replied, “Ananias, why has Satan filled your heart to lie to the 

Holy Spirit? …You have not lied to men, but to God.”  Notice the way “the Holy Spirit,” and 

“God,” are set in parallel in those verses.  This clearly shows that the Holy Spirit is God.  

1 Corinthians 2:10 tells us “The Spirit searches everything, even the depths of God.” 

 So we know that the Spirit knows all things, or is omniscient.  Other passages also 

describe the Spirit as eternal, Holy, and omnipresent.  These are characteristics that belong only 

to God. 

So, the Father is God, the Son is God, and the Holy Spirit is God, and yet there are not 

three God’s but one God.  One amazing, complex, mind-boggling God who is three persons and 

yet altogether One. 

Now that we’ve cleared that up, at least to the degree it is possible for us to comprehend 

the nature of the Trinity, we can turn our attention to what the Holy Spirit does. 

Does anyone remember what we call the special work of the Holy Spirit?  (Pause).  We 

call it “sanctification.”  To “sanctify” is to make holy – to set apart for special use, especially, 

use by God for His purposes.   

For many years now, there have been those who try to insert some degree of our own 

works into our salvation. There are those who have said that we must prepare ourselves to 

receive God’s grace.  Others have said we must seek God and His grace.  Others say we must 

decide to accept God and His grace.  Our Lutheran Confessions have spoken quite clearly on this 
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matter, and I will share this rather extended quote with you because it’s important that we get 

this right – it’s a matter of eternal life and death. 

7
 We believe that in spiritual and divine things the intellect, heart, and will of 

unregenerated man cannot by any native or natural powers in any way understand, 

believe, accept, imagine, will, begin, accomplish, do, effect, or cooperate, but that man is 

entirely and completely dead and corrupted as far as anything good is concerned. 

Accordingly, we believe that after the Fall and prior to his conversion not a spark of 

spiritual powers has remained or exists in man by which he could make himself ready for 

the grace of God or to accept the proffered grace, nor that he has any capacity for grace by 

and for himself or can apply himself to it or prepare himself for it, or help, do, effect, or 

cooperate toward his conversion by his own powers, either altogether or half-way or in the 

tiniest or smallest degree, “of himself as coming from himself,” but is a slave of sin (John 

8:34), the captive of the devil who drives him (Eph. 2:2; 2 Tim. 2:26). Hence according to 

its perverse disposition and nature the natural free will is mighty and active only in the 

direction of that which is displeasing and contrary to God.” 

We cannot prepare ourselves, we cannot decide, we cannot help.  Before we are saved 

and regenerated by God, we are spiritually dead in our sins.   

Now, all of that being true and the plain teaching of scripture, how is it possible for 

anyone to be saved?  That’s the work of the Holy Spirit.  Sanctification, in the wide sense of the 

word, is everything the Holy Spirit does to give us the gift of faith and to help us live godly lives.  

1 Corinthians 2:14, (ESV) teaches us, The natural person does not accept the things of 

the Spirit of God, for they are folly to him, and he is not able to understand them because 

they are spiritually discerned.  1 Corinthians 12:3, (ESV) goes on to say, Therefore I want 

you to understand that no one speaking in the Spirit of God ever says “Jesus is accursed!” 

and no one can say “Jesus is Lord” except in the Holy Spirit. In other words, we plainly teach 

that we are saved by God’s grace alone, through faith alone, on account of Christ alone, and not 

by any sort of works, no matter how small, of our own.   

It is only by the working of the Holy Spirit to bring us to faith by regenerating us so that 

we can believe; that we are saved.  The Holy Spirit is, in many ways, the giver of God’s gifts.  

Chief among those gifts is the faith through which we are saved.  

How does the Spirit work to convert and regenerate us: that is, to bring us to faith and 

help us live a godly life?  He works through the Word of God as it is proclaimed, read, preached 

and meditated upon.  We see an example of this in our first reading from Acts tonight.  The Holy 

Spirit was poured out on the people as they heard Peter proclaiming the Gospel. 

The Word of God, including as it is included with the visible means in the sacraments of 

Holy Baptism and Holy Communion, is the means of grace – the delivery system the Holy Spirit 

uses to raise us from being dead in our sins to being alive in Christ.  We see this proclaimed in 

our Gospel text, as John says, “I baptize you with water for repentance, but he who is coming 

after me is mightier than I, whose sandals I am not worthy to carry. He will baptize you 

with the Holy Spirit and fire.” 

Apart from these means of grace God gives us no promise of any other way a person may 

obtain faith, salvation and eternal life.  That doesn’t mean God can’t work when and where and 

how He wills, but it certainly does mean we are not to look for or trust in any other means by 
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which people may receive grace.  In other words, we should not expect anyone to be saved only 

because we love them the way Jesus loved us.  Loving them is a great start, but they must 

eventually hear what Jesus has done for us – and for theme -  if they are to be saved. 

Once we are saved, the Holy Spirit helps us live godly lives.  He give us a new spirit 

within that desires to do the things that please God, and battles against the fallen, sinful flesh.  

This is why we so often feel so conflicted.  The spirit is willing but the flesh is weak.  In our 

spirit we long for the things of God, which lead to life.  But in our sinful flesh we still long for 

the pleasures of the earth, which lead to death.  Which side will win?  It depends on which side 

you feed and nourish the most.  Do we spend more time ingesting the corruption of the world 

through media and entertainment, or do we spend more time filling our mind and our spirit with 

the things of God?  (pause) 

The Holy Spirit also gives us gifts we use in our everyday lives.  The scriptures tell us He 

gives some the gift of preaching and teaching, some the gift of hospitality, some the gift of 

generosity, and other gifts as well.  These gifts are given to each of us according to God’s plan, 

to ensure that His bride the Church has all the gifts necessary for her health and growth.  And 

God’s Word tells us he appoints not only our times but our places, so it is no accident that you 

are here as a part of this congregation and that you have the particular gift or gifts that you have.  

God has a purpose for you here.  Have you found the place where He wants to use the gift He’s 

given you? 

Unfortunately, some churches take these gifts too far, and put special emphasis on one 

particular gift.  Some say, if you don’t speak in tongues, then you aren’t saved.  But tongues 

were given to the early church not to show that they were saved, but so that the Gospel could be 

proclaimed to people who spoke different languages, so that others could be saved.  Yes, tongues 

and healings and other miraculous signs accompanied our lord’s ministry and that of His apostles 

to verify and authenticate that the message they were to deliver was from God.   

But now we have the message that has been delivered in full.  We have everything God 

intended for us to have; everything that we need for life and salvation, and we are no longer to 

seek signs and wonders as proof or authentication of God’s Word, but we are to believe the 

Word that has been given and authenticated already.   

Jesus rebuked the Scribes and Pharisees for coming to Him with deceitful hearts seeking 

signs and wonders.  He said, “An evil and adulterous generation seeks for a sign, but no sign 

will be given to it except the sign of the prophet Jonah.” This was a reference to His three 

days in the grave before His resurrection, as Jonah was three days in the belly of the great fish.   

But we also know that many came to Jesus in faith, seeking His help or healing for 

themselves or others and they were not rebuked, but even praised for their faith to come.  And 

we know God has answered prayers even among our own members in miraculous ways when He 

has chosen to do so.  So we do not seek signs and wonders, but we seek God in faith, and trust 

that He will work all things according to His will.   

But we are also warned that in these latter days, Satan will be working false signs and 

wonders in order to deceive even the elect, if that were possible.  So when we see someone being 

all flashy with wondrous signs and claiming new revelations, we know this is not of God.   

Clearly, there is much to be said about the Holy Spirit and His work.  But it is enough for 

tonight  if we focus on His work of sanctification, and try to avoid some of the errors out there.  
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May God help us keep these things straight, and protect us from the forces of evil that would 

deceive us. 

In Jesus’ name.  Amen. 


