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HOW DO WE ENCOUNTER THE HOLY SPIRIT? 
 
Christians believe that God speaks to people today through the gift of the Holy Spirit. As part 
of God Trinity, Father, Son and Holy Spirit, God is at work in the world today bringing about 
new life and leading and equipping the Church. Prayer is the natural response to the Spirit at 
work in and through our lives as God is about a new thing in our midst.  

 
Christians believe: 

❖ The Holy Spirit is the third person (hypostasis) of the Trinity.  
❖ In the Old Testament the Spirit is known as the Spirit of God (Ruach Elohim), Spirit of 

Yahweh (Ruach YHWH) and Spirit of Wisdom (Ruach Hakmah).  
The Hebrew word Ruach can be interpreted as ‘wind’ or ‘spirit’.  

❖ In the New Testament the Holy Spirit brings about God’s activity in the lives of people 
and in the Church corporate.  

❖ The Holy Spirit is referred to as "the Lord, the Giver of Life" in the Nicene Creed, which 
summarises several key beliefs held by Christians. 

 
What is the Holy Spirit?  
The Holy Spirit is not some ghost or spook! Although invisible, the Holy Spirit, Comforter or 
Advocate, is as much a part of God as Jesus is. It gives us life and energy, helps us and 
strengthens us. Therefore, the Holy Spirit is God’s presence with us today.  
 
Why do Christians need the Holy Spirit? 
Jesus promised, ‘I will ask the Father to send you the Holy Spirit who will help you and always 
be with you.’ (John 14:16) We need God’s presence if we are to be Christians in all that we do 
and say. The Holy Spirit binds Christians together in love and peace, and it is a gift from God 
to the church.  
  
The promise of the Holy Spirit in the Old Testament 
In Old Testament days the Holy Spirit was not given to every  
believer, yet we can trace examples of God as ‘Spirit’ renewing,  
transforming and creating, right back to the creation of the world: 
 
‘In the beginning when God created the heavens and the earth, the earth was a formless void 
and darkness covered the face of the deep, while a wind from God swept over the face of the 
waters.’ (Genesis 1:1,2) 
 
The Holy Spirit can be understood as being like wind, sent forth from God. The psalmist writes: 
 
‘When you send forth your Spirit, they are created; and you renew the face of the ground.’ 
(Psalm 104:30) 
 
The prophet Isaiah talks of the one to come whom God will send to reconcile the nations and 
bring all peoples into God’s love. Isaiah writes the words that God has spoken to him. He then 
prophesies about the Holy Spirit: 
 
‘Here is my servant, whom I uphold, my chosen, in whom my soul delights; I have put my spirit 
upon him; he will bring forth justice to the nations.’ (Isaiah 42:1)  And he continues…‘Thus 
says God, the Lord who created the heavens and stretched them out, who spread out the 
earth and what comes from it, who gives breath to the people upon it and spirit to those who 
walk in it.’ (Isaiah 42:5) 
 



The Spirit of God rested on great national leaders like Moses; prophets like Isaiah Elijah and 
kings like David and on other special individuals. The coming of the Holy Spirit on these 
people was a definite event that made a real difference to their lives. But the prophets foretold 
a time when God would pour out his Holy Spirit upon all people: 
 
Then afterwards I will pour out my spirit on all flesh; your sons and your daughters shall 
prophesy, your old men shall dream dreams and your young men shall see visions. (Joel 2. 
28-29) 
 
The Holy Spirit in the New Testament 
The Holy Spirit overshadowed Mary at the Annunciation when Gabriel announced that she 
was to conceive and bear a Son whom she will name Emmanuel, which means ‘God is with 
us’. (Luke 1.35) The Holy Spirit came down upon Jesus at his baptism in the Jordan (Luke 
3.22). After Jesus rose from the dead, he met with the disciples over 40 days before he was 
taken into heaven – the event the Church calls the Ascension, when Jesus promised the Holy 
Spirit would be given to his disciples. (Luke 24.49) This is what happened on the day of 
Pentecost. (Acts 2.1-13) Consequently, the disciples’ lives were completely transformed: 
 
On the day of Pentecost; ‘the Lord’s followers were gathered together in one place. Suddenly 
there was a noise from heaven like the sound of a mighty wind! It filled the house where they 
were meeting. Then they saw what looked like fiery tongues moving in all directions, and a 
tongue came and settled on each person there. The Holy Spirit took control of everyone, and 
they began speaking whatever language the Spirit let them speak… Everyone was excited and 
confused. Some of them even kept asking each other ‘What does all this mean?’ (Acts 2.1-4, 
12) 
 
The same promise of the Holy Spirit is given to every Christian today. The Holy Spirit is God’s 
breath in us, God’s life in our life and God’s power to help us to live like Jesus. Jesus told his 
disciples to wait in Jerusalem until God sent the Holy Spirit to give them power they may not 
have been expecting the events that took place! But the gift of the Advocate, at Pentecost, is 
just one example of God’s presence at work in the world. 
 
Is the Holy Spirit only to be found in a Church? 
No! The Holy Spirit fills the whole world and can be experienced both as the gathered Church 
and in our daily lives. Indeed, when we have opened our hearts to God’s presence, we can, 
over time, watch as the fruits of the spirit can be seen at work in our daily lives. Jesus and the 
gift of the Holy Spirit – like water that wells up within us.  
In John’s Gospel, chapter 3, Jesus teaches about the true water of life, when he meets the 
Samaritan woman at the well. Jesus is right when he says that we are all thirsty – but the 
water that he will give will mean that people will never be thirsty again.  
 
‘…The water that I will give will become in them a spring of water gushing up to eternal life… 
(John 3:14)   
 
Jesus is talking of the gift of the Holy Spirit, and we may understand this welling up of the 
water within us to be the action of the Holy Spirit, at work in our lives. And Jesus goes on to 
say that:  
 
‘God is Spirit, and those who worship him must worship in spirit and truth.’ 
(John 3:25) 
 
The Spirit gives us gifts and empowers us for ministry  
Jesus invites us to proclaim the Gospel and we can’t do that on our own. The Holy Spirit 
empowers us to share in this work. As an important part of that empowering we 



are given spiritual gifts. Some gifts mean that we have God’s anointing in a special way on our 
natural gifts (in such things as hospitality, teaching, administration or evangelism). Others are 
supernatural gifts such as praying in tongues (a special prayer language God gives), prophecy 
(speaking God’s word into different situations) or healing. Gifts are given to every Christian 
who desires them and seeks to build up the life and mission of the Church. As individuals and 
the Church corporate we are given the gift of the Holy Spirit, to strengthen us in the faith, to 
lead us along new and exciting paths, to comfort us, to bring peace amongst us, as well as 
unity. The Spirit enlivens our worship of God and fills our lives that we may shine every day 
with the love of God, in all that we do. The Spirit also ‘commissions’ us for action! Lists of gifts 
of the Spirit are given in 1 Corinthians 12.1-11 and Romans 12.6-8. 
 
The Spirit dwells within us 
The Holy Spirit fills that space in our lives that nothing else can fill. The Spirit comforts, 
teaches, counsels and guides us and reveals Jesus to us. Look at these passages from John’s 
Gospel together which teach us about the Holy Spirit’s work: 
 
‘If you love me, you will keep my commandments. And I will ask the Father, and he will give 
you another Advocate, to be with you for ever. This is the Spirit of truth, whom the world 
cannot receive, because it neither sees him nor knows him. You know him, because he abides 
with you, and he will be in you. I will not leave you orphaned; I am coming to you. In a little 
while the world will no longer see me, but you will see me; because I live, you also will live. On 
that day you will know that I am in my Father, and you in me, and I in you. They who have my 
commandments and keep them are those who love me; and those who love me will be loved 
by my Father, and I will love them and reveal myself to them.’ Judas (not Iscariot) said to him, 
‘Lord, how is it that you will reveal yourself to us, and not to the world?’ Jesus answered him, 
‘Those who love me will keep my word, and my Father will love them, and we will come to 
them and make our home with them. Whoever does not love me does not keep my words; and 
the word that you hear is not mine but is from the Father who sent me. I have said these things 
to you while I am still with you. But the Advocate, the Holy Spirit, whom the Father will send in 
my name, will teach you everything, and remind you of all that I have said to you. Peace I 
leave with you; my peace I give to you. I do not give to you as the world gives. Do not let your 
hearts be troubled, and do not let them be afraid. (John 14.15-27) 
 
‘Now I am going to him who sent me; yet none of you asks me, “Where are you going?” But 
because I have said these things to you, sorrow has filled your hearts. Nevertheless, I tell you 
the truth: it is to your advantage that I go away, for if I do not go away, the Advocate will not 
come to you; but if I go, I will send him to you. And when he comes, he will prove the world 
wrong about sin and righteousness and judgement: about sin, because they do not believe in 
me; about righteousness, because I am going to the Father and you will see me no longer; 
about judgement, because the ruler of this world has been condemned.  ‘I still have many 
things to say to you, but you cannot bear them now. When the Spirit of truth comes, he will 
guide you into all the truth; for he will not speak on his own, but will speak whatever he hears, 
and he will declare to you the things that are to come. He will glorify me, because he will take 
what is mine and declare it to you. All that the Father has is mine. For this reason, I said that 
he will take what is mine and declare it to you. A little while, and you will no longer see me, and 
again a little while, and you will see me.’ (John 16.5-16) 
 
The Spirit makes us more like Jesus 
When you become a Christian, you don’t become perfect. There’s still a lot to put right in your 
action and character. The Holy Spirit works within us, transforming us so that we reflect more 
and more the character of Jesus. He brings out in our lives the fruits of the Holy Spirit. 
(Galatians 5.22-23). The fruits of the Spirit are: love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, 
fidelity, gentleness, and self-control. When we discern the fruits of the Spirit active in 
someone’s life, we know that God is at work in them.  
 



Prayer 
In church services, we often say ‘In the power of the Spirit and in union with Christ, let us pray 
to the Father’, reflecting our Trinitarian belief in God. The Holy Spirit helps and encourages us 
to pray. St Paul reassures us that even when we can’t find the words to pray, the Spirit 
intercedes on our behalf.  
 
Some first steps in Prayer 
Here are some steps you can take to establish a daily time of prayer: 

❖ Find the time. 
❖ Find the place. 
❖ Plan the time. 

There is no single, ‘right’ way to pray that suits everyone. Some people use Bible reading 
notes as a framework. Others use a simple outline for prayer called a ‘Daily Office’ (at St 
Mary’s we use Common Prayer every morning). The best guide is to 
discover what helps you and to use that. There are different ways of planning a daily prayer 
time. This is one way that many have found helpful. Divide your time into three parts: 

1. preparing (through praise, confession and stillness); 
2. listening (through attending to Scripture); 
3. talking (prayers on behalf of the world and yourself). 

 
Regular Prayer 
Think about how you might develop a helpful pattern of prayer. Try to learn 
the Lord’s Prayer by heart and pray it slowly each day, thinking carefully 
about the words. There are many ways to pray; growth in holiness begins with each of us 
finding the way that suits us best. Essentially, prayer should not be cerebral – simply of the 
mind, but it should engage our heart and mind together – enliven our soul, that spiritual space 
within each one of us.  
 
All prayer, in word or in action, or in thought, draws the company of the Church on earth into 
communion. Prayer brings Christians together in unity, both the living, and the departed – 
which the New Testament calls the Saints. So even when you feel alone, you are never alone 
in prayer, for there is always someone else praying with you, therefore we never pray alone. If 
you do struggle, be natural and persevere. Like anything else, prayer becomes easier with 
practice. Sometimes, you just need to be still and allow yourself to fall into the presence of 
God.  
 

Be still and know that I am God! (Psalm 46.10) 
 

Praying with others 
One way in which God speaks to us is through the Bible, most especially the Gospels. People 
are unique – they hear the words of God and respond in different ways. Some may find 
reasons to reject it while others find that life causes them to drift from God’s love. But some 
remain faithful and flourish. The following pointers may help: 

❖ Keep your prayers short and to the point. 
❖ Pray so that others can hear. 
❖ Don’t worry about how others pray. 

 
Give your prayers a beginning, a middle and an end and finish with Amen. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

"Jesus prayed briefly when He was in a crowd; 
He prayed a little longer when He was with His disciples; 

and He prayed all night when He was alone.” 
Billy Graham, evangelist, and teacher. 

 



Prayer – our living life of love 
Prayer is essential to the Christian life, because it builds our relationship with God, through 
Jesus. Like any relationship of love, communication is the key essential. But it is not always 
easy, and we can each communicate uniquely.  
 

❖ Prayer builds up our friendship with God. Like any relationship, our relationship with 
God will develop and grow as we spend quality time on building friendship. We need to 
allow, or even make time for prayer.  

❖ Prayer was vital to Jesus and his ministry (Mark 1.35). He taught us to pray the Lord’s 
Prayer. He prayed in the Garden before his arrest. He would take himself off to pray – 
he wanted to be close to God, his Father. 

❖ When we spend time with people we are shaped by them and their experience. The 
same is true of God. When we wait upon God in prayer, our lives are shaped by his love 
for us. 

❖ Prayer also strengthens us for our daily lives. We can bring before God all sorts of 
things that have weighed us down or troubled us. This can help us to work out what is 
right. We need to trust God with our lives and pray for his guidance.  

❖ We need to say thank you in our prayers. Prayer is an opportunity to thank God for his 
blessings and the joy of being alive, the bounty of creation, and of course the gift of 
Jesus who came among us. Prayer and praise are important aspects of Worship in the 
bible and in the church today.  

❖ It is through prayer that God’s power is realised in the world today. It is through prayer 
that the Church can realise God’s will and direction.  

❖ Prayer is our ‘earthing’ to God.     
 
Types of Prayer – five examples  
 

1. Petition: asking God for… 
2. Thanksgiving/praise; thanking God for his blessings. 
3. Penitential; saying sorry 
4. Intercession; praying for others and their needs 
5. Meditative; listening to God and allowing music,  

the text of the Bible and silence to inform our mind,  
heart and soul. 

 
In addition to the bible, people use all kinds of things to help them in their prayer such as art, 
icons, poetry, music, the natural world and so much more that can help us have something to 
hold, or to look at.  

 
Prayer aids: 
Candles, rosary beads, icons, statues, pictures, prayer cards, a prayer rope, a 
holding cross and so much more.  
 
Don’t be afraid of the things that may help you to pray! If they help us in our prayer 
life and help us get closer to God then they are good, but not all will be right for each 
one of us and we need to find the things that will deepen our prayer life.  
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