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 The Ambiguity of "in spirit": 
Addressing Disparate Approaches 

Introduction 

It happened again last week. I assign my pastoral theology student groups a short passage of 
scripture and ask them to lead us in engaging with it – no sermons, please, but almost anything else goes. 
When each group concludes, we reflect together over how each group met the challenges of the text, the 
audience, and the environment. 

Last week a student from the group leading us observed how much he had felt our experience was 
“in the Spirit”. Immediately another group in the class challenged his statement – ‘cause they hadn’t felt 
that way and frankly weren’t sure how they were supposed to feel or know if it was “in Spirit”. An 
interesting conversation consumed the rest of our time, displacing a carefully prepared lecture on Funerals. 

My students exposed one of the soft underbellies in the modern conversation about worship: what 
does it mean to worship “in spirit”? Have we understood the problems faced when attempting to 
circumscribe its meaning?  

The leadership of corporate worship is often dominated by the pragmatic. Worship leaders are 
practitioners. Some may also be theologians by training. But fewer are biblical exegetes – at least worship 
leaders don’t spend their time exploring the nuances of biblical languages. They trust others to do that for 
them – and then borrow from their conclusions.  

Therefore, I’d like to explore the ambiguity inherent in the New Testament expression “in spirit” – 
why this situation exists and why we must be cautious in our employment of the expressiont.  

One of the distinguishing marks of the New Covenant is the ever-present activity of the Holy 
Spirit.1 The Apostles understood the procession of the Holy Spirit on the Day of Pentecost with the promised 
gifts for the community as the validation of Jesus’ claim to deity (Ac. 2:33-36) as well as the indication that 
the New Covenant associated with “the last days” had been inaugurated (Cf. Ac. 2:17; cf. 3:19-28). As 
participants in the covenant, they understood the central role of the Holy Spirit within their life together.2 
Since the Holy Spirit is central to the New Covenant, the New Testament associates the Holy Spirit with 
the activity of prayer (Eph. 2:18; 6:18; Jud. 20), including aspects of petition for which words are inadequate 
(Rom. 8:20).  

Since Biblically the corporate worship of God’s people represents an act of “covenant renewal”, 
then the Spirit must also be central to worship under the New Covenant.3 The New Testament often portrays 
prayer, petitions as well as praise, performed within these gatherings, these statements are often 
extrapolated to corporate worship as well. 

Some New Testament biblical-theological teachings are represented by idioms. Among the 
prominent examples are Jesus title “Lord Jesus Christ” which subsumes in Jesus (humanity) both his deity 
(Lord) and his unique status as God’s Messenger (Christ). Another is the Apostle  Paul’s use of the 

                                                      
1 The “New Covenant” described by Jeremiah (31:31–34) and Ezekiel (37:24-28) was to be distinguished by the 

indwelling of the God’s Spirit within all of its participants (e.g. Ezek. 36:26-27; 37:14). Hebrews 8:6-13 teaches that 
Jesus’ followers are participants in it. 

2 For example, the Holy Spirit baptizes every believer so that all are “in Christ”, identified with Jesus Christ in 
privilege, destiny, and experience (1 Cor. 12:13); he influences behavior, nurturing Christian virtues through the 
“crucifixion of the flesh” (Gal. 5:16-22); he equips individuals to serve the community and nurture its maturing 
through charismata with the goal of fostering its unity under Christ’s direction (1 Cor. 12:4, 7-11; Eph. 4:11). 

3 Ross offers a working definition for the corporate worship presented in Scripture as “the celebration of covenant 
fellowship with the sovereign and holy Lord God”. See Allen P. Ross, Recalling the Hope of Glory: Biblical Worship 
from the Garden to the New Creation (Grand Rapids: Kregel Publications, 2006), 67-68. 
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prepositional phrase “in Christ” which subsumes Paul’s entire teaching concerning a believer’s 
identification with the Lord Jesus Christ.4 Therefore, when an English reader of the New Testament 
encounters the phrase “in [the] spirit”, he or she assumes that this is an idiom for the work of the Holy Spirit 
and expect a similar consistency of referent and meaning. So (we conclude) it should be relatively easy to 
collate the texts and systematize their teaching concerning the activity of the Holy Spirit vis-à-vis corporate 
worship. Unfortunately, it’s not that simple. 

The study of the expression raises two hurdles. First, we must identify those texts which clearly 
refer to the work of the Holy Spirit. While most occurrences of “in spirit” make it relatively easy to identify 
the referent in context. Some, particularly those occurring within the context of corporate worship, leave us 
scratching our heads, struggling to know whether the referent is the Holy Spirit or something else. Secondly, 
for those texts in which we can clearly identify the referent as the Holy Spirit, we soon discover that the 
meaning of the phrase “in Spirit” is not unpacked by the authors using it, particularly when we apply it to 
prayer and worship. The result is often inadequate exegesis, an interpretation colored by the exegete’s 
prejudice, or an infusion of subjectivity that has little warrant.  

Problem level #1: Identifying πνεῦμά as the Holy Spirit 

1. Lexicography. The first challenge we face is the large semantic range of πνεῦμά – which is self-
evident from the 123 pages discussing it in TDNT!5 Extending across the breadth of Greek literature and 
history, it encompasses many concrete and abstract referents. Even within the New Testament in addition 
to the third person of the Trinity, the noun can denote Satan (e.g. Eph. 2:2), non-corporeal evil beings, a 
general term for the immaterial part of a human being, a more specific aspect of the immaterial part of a 
human being that manifests an emotional response, an ethical stance, and an individual’s ethos (e.g. “the 
spirit …of Elijah”). Most of these can be clearly distinguished by associated adjectives and/or context. In 
some cases, however, one struggles to know whether the spirit is divine or human. So the problem focuses 
to distinguishing which referred to the third person of the Trinity and which refer to humanity? 

Consider Acts 20:22. Paul makes every effort to reach Jerusalem by Passover because he is “bound 
in spirit” (δεδεμένος τῷ πνεύματι). With no contextual clues (or textual variants) to suggest what he means, 
modern translators are divided. Some capitalize Spirit to denote a divine compulsion,6 while others use the 
lower case to denote a human compulsion.7  

2. Definiteness. The second challenge when determining the referent is the definiteness of the noun 
itself. Amateur students of the text identify the presence of the definite article (“the spirit”) as denoting the 
Holy Spirit. A more sophisticated student would calla this use of the definite article par excellence,8 
denoting the one and only [i.e. Holy] Spirit. This simple approach ignores many other functions of the 
definite article.9 Chief among these uses are the “anaphoric” use (i.e. denoting a previous reference in 

                                                      
4 TDNT, s.v. “ἐν” by A. Oepke, 7 (1964):537-543. See especially 541-543. 

5  TDNT, s.v. “πνεῦμά” by E. Schweizer 6 (1968):332-455. 

6 See, for example, RSV, NRSV, NIV, ESV, NCV, LEB, NET. 

7 See, for example, KJV, NKJV, NASB, HCSB, The Message. 

8 D. B. Wallace, Greek Grammar Beyond the Basics: An Exegetical Syntax of the New Testament (Grand Rapids, 
MI: Zondervan Publishing House, 1996), 222-223. Par excellence is preferred to “monadic” (unique, “one-of-a-kind”) 
because “spirit” is used of other beings, too. An example is its use in (Mk 1:10, “I saw the Spirit descending…” 

9 For a full discussion of the uses of the definite article, see Wallace, 207-254; also A.T. Robertson, A Grammar 
of the Greek New Testament in the Light of Historical Research (Nashville, TN: Broadman Press, 1934), 754-776. 
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context which defines the current use)10, and “pronominal” use (i.e. functioning as a possessive pronoun 
and which would be translated as “my spirit”).11 Consequently, one can’t determine the referent of the noun 
“spirit” merely by the presence or absence of the definite article. 

Consider the example of 1 Corinthians 14:14-16. Does “the spirit” in these verses refer to the Holy 
Spirit? The presence of the definite article and worship “by the spirit” suggests to some that the Holy Spirit 
directs individual contributions within the assembly, consistent with Paul’s contextual emphasis upon the 
gifts of the Holy Spirit exercised within the corporate worship event. This ignores, however, Paul’s prior 
identification of the spirit (vs. 14) as his own (τὸ πνεῦμά μου, an articular subject nominative with the 
possessive pronoun). The following references (vs. 15) explain how Paul will pray and sing “with the spirit” 
(τῷ πνεύματι – two simple articular datives). Consequently the article must be functioning deictically or 
possessively (μου).12 When Paul finally shifts to his readers’ hypothetical experience (vs. 16), he 
appropriately omits the definite article (contra the Majority Text) and [likely] inserts the preposition ἐν (as 
followed by modern critical texts).13  

So what does Paul mean when he acts “in spirit”? He doesn’t say, other than to contrast the two 
ways of acting. The parallel with “mind” (τῷ νοΐ) suggests both nouns are instrumental and, since “mind” 
denotes intellectual comprehension (vs. 16b), “spirit” appears to refer to some non-intellectual aspect of the 
act, perhaps even Paul’s way of describing one’s being fully engaged or even passionate when engaging in 
the activity. 

3. The Dative Case. In Classical Greek prepositions were used sparingly and both the speaker and 
audience were expected to infer the specifics of relationship from the root meaning(s) of the case employed 
in the context. For the Dative case in Greek, Wallace identifies at least twenty-seven possible nuances.14 
Many New Testament occurrences of “spirit” are in the dative case alone (i.e. without a qualifying 
preposition). When not functioning as an indirect object (or denoting destination or recipient), these 
instances of “spirit” are variously treated as Association (with), Sphere (in), Agency (by), etc. 
Consequently, the classification of the dative case with its corresponding referent will depend upon the 
exegetes pre-understanding of the role and functions of the “spirit” to which the author refers. In this 
situation, the proposed meaning will simply be a confirmation of one’s assumptions. 

4. The Preposition ἐν. When Greek emerged as the lingua franca of the Hellenistic age, the 
syntactic ambiguity of the cases must have frustrated non-native speakers. To reduce the problem, a new 
form of the language emerged: Koiné (or “common”) of which one characteristic is the increased use of 

                                                      
10 Wallace, 217-220; H.E, Dana and J. R. Mantey, A Manual Grammar of the Greek New Testament (Toronto: 

The MacMillan Co., 1955), 141. An example occurs in Luke 4:1 where the definite article in ἐν τῷ πνεύματι points 
the reader back to the preceding identification of the spirit as Πνεύματος Ἁγίου. 

11 Wallace, 215-216; Dana and Mantey, 131, 147-148. 

12 This is the decision taken by some English translation that translate the article are a possessive pronoun. See 
the New International Version (NIV), Good News Bible (GNB), Holman Century Study Bible (HCSB), New Century 
Version (NCV), etc. 

13 This final occurrence appears in three textual variants:  
 ἐν τῷ πνεύματι, attested by the Byzantine (majority) textual tradition;  
 ἐν πνεύματι, attested by the (later) Alexandrian tradition (2א, B, D, P, 81, 365);  
 πνεύματι, attested by the earlier Alexandrian (Ƥ46, א*, A, F, G, 0243) and Caesarean (33) traditions.  

14 Wallace, 140-175. See also Robertson, 520-543 (whose discussion follows the older system of eight cases in 
which the modern category subsumes the Locative, Instrumental, and [true] Dative).  
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prepositions to limit the meaning of the case by reducing options to the field of meaning of the associated 
preposition). 15  

But this introduced another wrinkle: when a noun follows a preposition, the absence of the definite 
article does not mean that the noun is indefinite.16 Some prepositional phrases that have assumed idiomatic 
quality in the New Testament abbreviated the expression by eliminating the definite article while 
maintaining the definite quality of the noun.17 So if the phrase ἐν τῷ πνεύματι came to assume an idiomatic 
quality (at least for some New Testament authors), the presence of a definite article in the prepositional 
phrase would not in itself designate the referent to be the Holy Spirit. Similarly, its absence would not 
preclude it as the referent either. 

In Luke 10:21 we can see this confusion over the expression’s referent illustrated in the textual 
tradition itself. Jesus is said to rejoice “in spirit”. The Greek expression appears in four forms across the 
New Testament manuscript tradition: (1) the simple dative, τῷ πνεύματι denoting Jesus’ ‘human’ spirit18; 
(2) the addition of the preposition to the simple dative, ἐν τῷ πνεύματι which could also be read as Jesus’ 
human spirit19: (3) the addition of the adjective to the simple dative, τῷ πνεύματι τῷ ἁγίῳ which clearly 
indicates the divine Spirit20; and (4) the addition of the preposition to the noun-adjective combination, ἐν 
τῷ πνεύματι τῷ ἁγίῳ which is provided in modern critical editions (and hence most  modern translations).21 
While the Byzantine/Majority tradition lines up behind the “human” view of the term, both the Alexandrian 
and Caesarean traditions are split between the two understandings (and the three variants), although 
apparently preferring a “divine” referent.  

When all these aspects of meaning are factored into the problem, one is inclined to agree with a 
prominent New Testament scholar who, dealing with Paul’s use of the expression, commented that in some 
instances it is “almost impossible to detect whether in these sentences St. Paul refers to the believer’s own 
pneuma or to the Holy Ghost”.22  

5. Colwell’s Rule. So that brings us to perhaps the most complex issue: the application of what is 
known in New Testament studies as “Colwell’s Rule”. In 1933 E. C. Colwell published a study of the 
anarthrous precopulative predicate nominative construction in Greek which ultimately demonstrated that in 
such constructions (a) the definite article identifies the nominative subject of the verb (ὁ θεός) and (b) the 
definiteness of the anarthrous predicate nominative is not assured but must be determined contextually.23 
It’s most famous application concerns the identity of the λόγος in καὶ θεὸς ἦν ὁ λόγος (Jo. 1:1) in which 

                                                      
15 For a discussion of the emergence and characteristics of Koiné Greek, see Robertson, 49-75. For his discussion 

of the preposition ἐν, see 584-591. 

16 Dana and Mantey, 149-151; see also Nigel Turner, “Syntax”, in A Grammar of New Testament Greek, J. H. 
Moulton, ed. (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1963), Vol. 3, p. 179. 

17 C.F.D.Moule, An Idiom Book of New Testament Greek¸ 2nd ed. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1959), 75-81. He describes the preposition ἐν as “the most frequent of all N.T. prepositions …complicated by its 
overlapping with ἐις …and the simple Dative. Most of the English prepositions, except such as from and beside, will 
have to be requisitioned at one time or another to translate it” (75). 

18 Attested by Α, Ψ, ƒ13, and the Byzantine (Majority) Text – which explains the KJV and NKJV view as referring 
to Jesus’ human spirit. 

19 Attested by P45vid, 0115, 892. 

20 Attested by P75, B, C, K, Θ, ƒ1. 

21 Attested by ℵ, D, L, Ξ, 33 and followed by RSV, NRSV, NASB, NIV, ESV, HCSB, NET, NCV, GNB. 

22 Nigel Turner, Christian Words (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 1982), 427. 

23 E. C. Colwell, “A Definite Rule for the Use of the Article in the Greek New Testament”, in JBL 52 (1933):20. 
For a complete discussion of the construction, see Wallace, 256-264. 
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the noun θεὸς must not be assumed to be indefinite (“a god”, i.e. one of many gods) simple because the 
definite article is missing, but its nature (definite, indefinite or qualitative) must be determined contextually. 
In the case of John 1, this means that θεὸς functions qualitatively, rather than definite: “The Word was 
Deity”.24 

This discussion has direct relevance to our understanding of the most famous New Testament text 
in the discussion at hand. In Jesus’ encounter with the Samaritan woman at Jacob’s well (John 4:7-26), he 
used the expression “in spirit” (ἐν πνεύματι) twice and in the same form: a preposition with the anarthrous 
noun, followed by καὶ ἀληθείᾳ (governed by the same preposition). There are no textual problems 
associated with either occurrence. What referent did Jesus intend with the expression ἐν πνεύματι? 

In John’s gospel when the referent of πνεύμα is the Holy Spirit, John makes this clear to the reader 
in one of two ways: (a) he employs the definite article (par excellence) with the noun or (b) he makes it 
clear in the immediate context that the Holy Spirit is the referent.25 In this context, however, there is no 
definite article (although “spirit” might still be definite if the article were subsumed by an idiom).26 On the 
other hand, Jesus’ statement, “God is spirit” (πνευ̂μα ὁ θεός, 4:25) between the two occurrences does not 
implicitly serve as a contextual reference to the Holy Spirit. This conclusion must pass the test of Colwell’s 
rule: the definiteness of the (anarthrous) predicate nominative noun (πνευμ̂α) must be determined 
contextually. In this case, the context offers no other clues and we must determine the referent by other 
means, in this case the theological implications of each option: if taken as indefinite (“God is a spirit”), God 
is reduced to one of many similar beings; if taken as definite (“God is the Spirit”), God is reduced to a 
single person, producing a heretical understanding of God; if taken as qualitative, πνευ̂μα describes God’s 
nature (“God is ‘spirit’ [non-corporeal]”).  

This qualitative understanding of πνευμ̂α fits the nature of the woman’s question. She asks the 
identity of the proper location at worship should be offered. This would fit the meaning of first century 
A.D. understanding of προσκυνἐω as “to make a religious pilgrimage”. 27 Jesus' reply, however, redirects 
the issue from a geographical prerequisite to its original priorities, “spirit and truth”.  

This two-fold qualification is consistent with the broader biblical teaching of acceptable worship’s 
prerequisites. In the Old Testament God rejected Israel’s offerings for one of two reasons: either it was not 
what he had requested (Mic. 6:6-8; Mal. 1:6-8) or the statement of worship lacked the worshipper’s integrity 
(Is. 1:11-15; Jer. 7:23).  In fact, several hundred years earlier during the united monarchy sincerity in the 
offering was considered more important than the mere execution of proper form (1 Sam. 15:22-23; Ps. 40:6-
8; 51:16-17) and before that the earliest biblical record of sacrifice shows that God rejected Cain’s offering 
due to his insincere attitude, demonstrated by the narrator’s contrasting treatment of Abel’s careful 
preparation and Cain’s perfunctory action (Gen. 4:3-14).  

Consequently, in John 4 πνευ̂μα denotes quality (God as non-corporeal by nature), not the Holy 
Spirit, and, therefore, offers no support to the position that ἐν πνεύματι is a clear reference to the Holy 

                                                      
24 Wallace, 269. He argues against definiteness (“The Word was the God”), since that reduces the Godhead to a 

single person (i.e. the Son, thereby teaching Modalism) and cites numerous scholars (Westcott, A. T. Robertson, 
Lange, Chemnitz, Alford, Luther) in support. 

25 Note John 3:5. This is the only instance in John’s gospel where the anarthrous noun "spirit" might possibly be 
construed as the Holy Spirit. Consequently John immediately qualifies it to avoid the inappropriate referent. 

26 Unfortunately, Moule (ibid.) does not include ἐν [τῷ] πνεύματι among his list of N.T. Greek idioms governed 
by ἐν. Perhaps the closest candidate for this is the Johannine use of ἐν πνεύματι to describe his four visionary 
experiences on Patmos (Rev. 1:10; 4:2; 17:3; 21:10). But even here, John’s referent is not clear – whether he is 
referring to a concerte act performed by Holy Spirit or merely an experience that was non-physical. 

27 TDNT, s.v. “προσκυνἐω” by H. Greeven 6 (1968):764. In the Pentateuch God commanded His people to 
worship Him "in the place that He would choose" (cf. Dt. 12:5,11, 14, 18, 26; 14:23,24; 15:20; 16:2,6,7,11,15,16; 
17:8, 10; 18:6; 26:2; 31:11) which indicated a corresponding geographical limitation on their offering. 
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Spirit. Jesus appears to use ἐν πνεύματι to describe a quality of acceptable worship is not limited by the 
physical, but reflects the sincere attitude or engagement of the worshipper (analogous to Paul’s subjective 
use of πνεύμα in his discussion of worship within the corporate assembly in I Cor. 14:16). 

The problem becomes stickier when the reference works are slow to integrate new studies. Kittel’s 
Theological Dictionary of the New Testament (TDNT), originally published in Germany in 1933 and 
translated into English during the 1950s, has assumed dominance for understanding New Testament terms. 
Although Kittel was translated into English in the 1950s, neither the original German publication in 1933 
nor its English translation was ever updated to accommodate Colwell’s work. In the case of John 4, TDNT 
firmly states that the referent is the Holy Spirit.28 Consequently, English scholars, relying on TDNT, have 
followed it without question. Brown, for example, asserts that πνευ̂μα ὁ θεός clearly identifies πνευ̂μα as 
the third person of the Trinity so that ἐν πνεύματι καὶ ἀληθείᾳ must function as a Hebrew hendyadis “by 
means of the True Spirit” (the second noun modifying the former), equivalent to Jesus’ other statements 
concerning the Holy Spirit and “truth” (Jo. 14:17; 16:13; 1 Jo. 4:6).29 More recently, Davidson simply 
concludes this is a reference to the Holy Spirit, God’s gift to sustain true worship.30  

Among more recent biblical worship scholars, however, those from institutions that have strong 
exegetical research traditions some seem to prefer a more qualitative understanding. Ross, for example, 
who was trained by and taught at Dallas Theological Seminary and at Cambridge, argues for a non-divine 
referent consistent with the Old Testament paradigms requiring the spiritual motivation of the worshipper, 
without deception or hypocrisy.31 The jury, however, is still deliberating.  

Overall, however, even when we have indisputable references to the Holy Spirit, these texts don’t 
offer explanations of the meaning of the expression. If the references to prayer and worship in the New 
Testament are any indication, the early church understood how their activities were only legitimate when 
conducted “in the Holy Spirit” and that their worship was empowered by the corporate expressions of His 
presence (gifts). Unlike other defective understandings or practices (whose remediation left texts providing 
a clearer understanding or direction), nothing in this area of required such correction. Further, the New 
Testament discussions of pneumatology and ecclesiology do not suggest that their discussions or 
conclusions fostered the development of a vocabulary or idiom concerning the Holy Spirit’s role. In this 
atmosphere of ambiguity, we must be more rigorous in our exegesis and more disciplined in our construct 
development, lest our prejudice intrude to form the substance of our application.  

Problem level #2: Describing the Spirit’s Function 

If the first issue involves identifying those texts that clearly bear on the role of the Holy Spirit in 
Christian worship (as opposed to those that do not or are at best ambiguous in their referent), the second 
issue explores the implications of either position. The option of a human referent seems easier to identify, 
since it revolves around the integrity of the individual. The option of a divine referent is more obtuse. What 

                                                      
28 TDNT, s.v. “ἐν” by A. Oepke, 7 (1964):542. Considering the date of the scholarship (obviously prepared for 

publication before 1933), Oepke would not have known of Colwell’s work or its implications for this text. 

29 R. Brown, The Gospel According to John (i-xii) (Garden City, NY: Doubleday & Co., 1966), 180-181. In 
addition, Brown’s suggestion ignores Johannine style concerning “spirit and truth” in which “truth” is a genitive 
subordinate to “spirit”, referring to objective content (a body of truth) rather than a personal quality. Consequently, if 
ἐν πνεύματι καὶ ἀληθείᾳ represents a designation for the Holy Spirit, it would be a Johannine hapax (i.e. a unique 
occurrence). 

30 D. Peterson, Engaging with God: A Biblical Theology of Worship (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans, 1993), 
99. 

31 Ross, 305-307, 336. Ross suggests that Jesus’ statement may function as a Johannine double entendre – 
consistent with the preceding context in which the presence of Jesus and the inauguration of the New Covenant, 
requires the prerequisite of “birth from above” (i.e. by the Holy Spirit).  
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does it mean to worship “in Spirit”? How does the Holy Spirit contribute to the corporate worship of God’s 
people that distinguishes it from other corporate activities?  

The New Testament provides some specific answers to this question, although it must be noted that 
none of them are explicitly linked in context with the expression “in Spirit”. Because they are conceptually 
linked, however, we ought to note them here. 

First, the indwelling Holy Spirit distinguishes the New Covenant from those covenants preceding 
it. In the Old Testament God’s presence identified His earthly sanctuary, the place He had chosen from 
which true worship was be offered. Similarly, under the New Covenant the Spirit’s presence within (1 Cor. 
6:19) and among (2 Cor. 6:16) believers establishes the earthly sanctuary from which acceptable worship 
can be offered. “New Covenant” worship offered without this “in Spirit” prerequisite cannot be said to be 
“true worship”.  

Secondly, the Holy Spirit dispenses χαρισμάτα τῶν πνευματικῶν (cf. 1 Cor. 12:1,4) to individual 
members of the community. While all of these gifts foster mutual service that produces unity under the 
headship of the ascended Christ (Eph. 4:11-13), some appear to assist the community’s corporate worship 
by offering particular input to the community (1 Cor. 12:1—14:40; Rom. 12:4-8; 1 Pet. 4:10-11). Although 
there are instances in which the Holy Spirit acts upon/through individuals without their control,32 Paul 
asserts the Spirit’s New Covenant gifts function under the conscious control of its practitioner (1 Cor. 14:26-
33). Therefore, without at least one of these enablements of the Holy Spirit functioning in the corporate 
assembly, the worship could not be described as functioning “in Spirit”.  

Thirdly, the Spirit safeguards the integrity of the New Covenant’s worship statements. Speaking to 
the fractured Corinthian church, Paul asserts that their persistent misrepresentation of their unity in the 
Eucharistic celebration has brought God’s judgement upon them – weakness, sickness, and death (1 Cor. 
11:27-34), reminiscent of the discipline exercised by the Holy Spirit upon the lying couple in Acts 5:1-10. 
Therefore, worship that occurs “in Spirit” will experience the Spirit’s discipline where the offerings are 
made without concern for the integrity of those offering them.  

Beyond these statements, there is little specific discussion of how the Spirit functions in corporate 
worship.33 Some might want to extend Paul’s statement in Romans 8:26-27 concerning the assistance of 
the Holy Spirit in believers’ prayers to their worship as well. Paul teaches that the Spirit intercedes with 
God the Father, employing “unutterable groans” on behalf of believers. But he adds that the Spirit’s ministry 
is due to believers’ ignorance concerning how to pray for themselves. This would invalidate its extension 
to the discussion of corporate worship, since worship offered in ignorance is condemned in the Old 
Testament and by Jesus (Jo. 4:22).  

Unfortunately, none of these functions of the Holy Spirit in corporate worship are presented as a 
subjective phenomenon. They offer no easily measured (or psychologically satisfying) means to validate 
that the worship has occurred “in Spirit”. We have nothing against which to measure the degree of the 
Spirit’s activity and thereby to validate our conformity to the biblical teaching. So it’s tempting to include 
other biblical and theological discussions of the ministries of the Holy Spirit to add flesh to this skeletal 
concept. When we do this, we must be careful that we are not reading into a biblical expression more than 

                                                      
32 For example: he directs Jesus into the wilderness following His baptism by John (Mt 4:1; Mk 1:12; Lk 4:1); he 

leads Simeon into the temple to encounter the Holy Family (Lk 2:27); he prompts Philip the evangelist to engage the 
Ethiopian eunuch (Ac 8:29), after which the Spirit transports Philip away (Ac 8:39); and he restrains the apostle Paul 
from traveling to Bithynia (As 16:7). It is not clear if the Apostle John’s statements in Revelation concerning receiving 
revelation ἐν πνεύματι (Rev. 1:10; 4:2; 17:2; 21:10) refer to the Holy Spirit or to a non-physical state. 

33 Some other fundamental assumptions concerning the prerequisite functions of the Holy Spirit for Christian 
worship are offered in an earlier essay, “The Spirit’s Role in Corporate Worship,” in D. B. Wallace and M. J. Sawyer, 
edd., Who's Afraid of the Holy Spirit?: An Investigation into the Ministry of the Spirit of God Today (Dallas, TX: 
Biblical Studies Press, 2005), 111-135. 
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it can bear. We must be diligent to avoid the intrusion of our prejudices, specifically the desire for a more 
subjective, psychological, or emotional canon, to validate the Spirit’s presence and activity in our corporate 
worship. 

As teachers of worship, a warning is captured by the ancient dictum, lex orandi, lex credendi (“the 
law/praxis of worship forms the law/praxis of belief”). Everything that is said or done within the worship 
experience actively molds the theology of your audience. As leaders, if we use the phrase “in spirit” to 
discuss an emotional reaction to a worship experience, then our audience will believe that an emotional 
reaction is the barometer of the Spirit’s presence. Unfortunately, recent trends in worship praxis have 
modelled this. I can spot it coming when I see the worship leader at my church embody an attitude of 
ecstasy, even physical abandon, towards the conclusion of a song set – the last chord will be followed by 
an affirmation that we have certainly worshipped “in Spirit” this morning.  

…and our pneumatology takes another beating as “sentiment trumps good theology” once again. 

Summary 

The concept of Christian activity taking place “in spirit” is ubiquitous in our editions of the New 
Testament – and consequently has entered our ordinary conversation about Christian worship. 
Unfortunately, many of these texts are not without some doubt concerning their contribution to this 
discussion. We have often failed to be disciplined in our pursuit of the referent and meaning of each instance 
of the expression “in spirit.”.  

Similarly, we are prone in the context of abstraction or even ambiguity of our constructs to allow 
our prejudices (or desires) concerning evidence for the contribution of the Holy Spirit enter into our 
discussions. This can be seen in the irony that people will continue to measure the objective aspects of the 
Spirit’s presence in the community’s worship by appeals to subjective experience. They have effectively 
eliminating any distinction between the two referents of πνευ̂μα, the divine and the personal. More 
seriously, sometimes those who teach the theology and practice of corporate worship offer validations of 
their predispositions and less by the dispassionate perspective of the biblical data.  

I offer no solutions, no new insights, only the encouragement to continue with the rigor of 
exegetical method and the discipline of careful thought that will continue to develop a theology of worship 
“in spirit”. Only in this way do we offer the gift to our children of the solid biblical foundation upon which 
future scholars of worship within all Christian traditions will teach and model that which honors the Spirit 
and glories the Holy Trinity.  


