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THE SPIRIT 
OF THE CHURCH

You will receive power when 
the Holy Spirit comes on you. 

Acts 1:8

Some good Christians have misread this text and have as-
sumed that Christ told his disciples that they were to receive 

the Holy Spirit and power, the power to come after the coming 
of the Spirit. A superfi cial reading of the King James text might 
conceivably lead to that conclusion, but the truth is that Christ 
taught not the coming of the Holy Spirit and power, but the 
coming of the Holy Spirit as power; the power and the Spirit are 
the same.

Our mother tongue is a beautiful and facile instrument, but 
it can also be a tricky and misleading one, and for this reason it 
must be used with care if we would avoid giving and receiving 
wrong impressions by its means. Especially is this true when we 
are speaking of God, for God being wholly unlike anything or 
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anybody in His universe, our very thoughts of Him as well as 
our words are in constant danger of going astray. One example 
is found in the words, “The power of God.” The danger is that 
we think of “power” as something belonging to God as muscu-
lar energy belongs to a man, as something that He has and that 
might be separated from Him and still have existence in itself. 
We must remember that the attributes of God are not compo-
nent parts of the blessed Godhead nor elements out of which He 
is composed. A god who could be composed would not be God 
at all but the work of something or someone greater than he, 
great enough to compose him. We would then have a synthetic 
god made out of the pieces we call attributes, and the true God 
would be another Being altogether, One indeed who is above all 
thought and all conceiving.

The Bible and Christian theology teach that God is an in-
divisible Unity, being what He is in undivided oneness, from 
whom nothing can be taken and to whom nothing can be added. 
Mercy, for instance, immutability, eternity, these are but names 
that we have given to something that God has declared to be 
true of Himself. All the “of God” expressions in the Bible must 
be understood to mean not what God has but what God is in His 
undivided and indivisible Unity. Even the word “nature” when 
applied to God should be understood as an accommodation to 
our human way of looking at things and not as an accurate de-
scription of anything true of the mysterious Godhead. God has 
said, “I Am That I Am,” and we can only repeat in reverence, “O 
God, Thou art.”

Our Lord before His ascension said to His disciples, “Tarry ye 
in the city of Jerusalem, until ye be endued with power from on 
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high” (Luke 24:49). That word until is a time-word; it indicates a 
point in relation to which everything is either before or after. So 
the experience of those disciples could be stated like this: up to 
that point they had not received the power; at that point they did 
receive the power; after that point they had received the power. 
Such is the plain historic fact. Power came upon the church, 
such power as had never been released into human nature before 
(with the lone exception of that mighty anointing that came 
upon Christ at the waters of Jordan). That power, still active 
in the church, has enabled her to exist for nearly twenty centu-
ries, even though for all of that time she has remained a highly 
unpopular minority group among the nations of mankind and 
has always been surrounded by enemies who would gladly have 
ended her existence if they could have done so.

“Ye shall receive power” (Acts 1:8). By those words our Lord 
raised the expectation of His disciples and taught them to look 
forward to the coming of a supernatural potency into their na-
tures from a source outside of themselves. It was to be something 
previously unknown to them, but suddenly to come upon them 
from another world. It was to be nothing less than God himself 
entering into them with the purpose of ultimately reproducing 
His own likeness within them.

Here is the dividing line that separates Christianity from 
all occultism and from every kind of oriental cult, ancient or 
modern. These are all built around the same ideas, varying only 
in minor details, each with its own peculiar set of phrases and 
apparently vying with each other in vagueness and obscurity. 
They each advise, “Get in tune with the Infinite,” or “Wake the 
giant within you,” or “Tune in to your hidden potentialities,” or 
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“Learn to think creatively.” All this may have some fleeting value 
as a psychological shot in the arm, but its results are not perma-
nent because at its best it builds its hopes upon the fallen nature 
of man and knows no invasion from above. And whatever may 
be said in its favor, it most certainly is not Christianity.

Christianity takes for granted the absence of any self-help and 
offers a power that is nothing less than the power of God. This 
power is to come upon powerless men as a gentle but resistless 
invasion from another world bringing a moral potency infinitely 
beyond anything that might be stirred up from within. This 
power is sufficient; no additional help is needed, no auxiliary 
source of spiritual energy, for it is the Holy Spirit of God come 
where the weakness lay to supply power and grace to meet the 
moral need.

Set over against such a mighty provision as this ethical Chris-
tianity (if I may be allowed the term) is seen to be no Christianity 
at all. An infantile copying of Christ’s “ideals,” a pitiable effort 
to carry out the teachings of the Sermon on the Mount! All this 
is but religious child’s play and is not the faith of Christ and the 
New Testament.

“Ye shall receive power.” This was and is a unique afflatus, an 
enduement of supernatural energy affecting every department of 
the believer’s life and remaining with him forever. It is not phys-
ical power nor even mental power, though it may touch every-
thing both mental and physical in its benign outworkings. It is 
too another kind of power than that seen in nature, in the lunar 
attraction that creates the tides or the angry flash that splits the 
great oak during a storm. This power from God operates on an-
other level and affects another department of His wide creation. 
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It is spiritual power. It is the kind of power that God is. It is the 
ability to achieve spiritual and moral ends. Its long-range result 
is to produce Godlike character in men and women who were 
once wholly evil by nature and by choice.

Now how does this power operate? At its purest, it is an un-
mediated force directly applied by the Spirit of God to the spirit 
of man. The wrestler achieves his ends by the pressure of his 
physical body upon the body of his opponent, the teacher by the 
pressure of ideas upon the mind of the student, the moralist by 
the pressure of duty upon the conscience of the disciple. So the 
Holy Spirit performs His blessed work by direct contact with the 
human spirit.

It would be less than accurate to say that the power of God is 
always experienced in a direct and unmediated form, for when 
He so wills, the Spirit may use other means, as Christ used 
spittle to heal a blind man. But always the power is above and 
beyond the means. While the Spirit may use appropriate means 
to bless a believing man, He never need do so for they are at best 
but temporary concessions made to our ignorance and unbelief. 
Where adequate power is present, almost any means will suffice, 
but where the power is absent, not all the means in the world 
can secure the desired end. The Spirit of God may use a song, 
a sermon, a good deed, a text, or the mystery and majesty of 
nature, but always the final work will be done by the pressure of 
the inliving Spirit upon the human heart.

In the light of this it will be seen how empty and meaningless 
is the average church service today. All the means are in evidence; 
the one ominous weakness is the absence of the Spirit’s power. 
The form of godliness is there, and often the form is perfected 
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till it is an aesthetic triumph. Music and poetry, art and oratory, 
symbolic vesture and solemn tones combine to charm the mind 
of the worshiper, but too often the supernatural afflatus is not 
there. The power from on high is neither known nor desired 
by pastor or people. This is nothing less than tragic, and all the 
more so because it falls within the field of religion where the 
eternal destinies of men are involved.

To the absence of the Spirit may be traced that vague sense of 
unreality that almost everywhere invests religion in our times. 
In the average church service, the most real thing is the shad-
owy unreality of everything. The worshiper sits in a state of sus-
pended mentation; a kind of dreamy numbness creeps upon him; 
he hears words, but they do not register; he cannot relate them 
to anything on his own life-level. He is conscious of having en-
tered a kind of half-world; his mind surrenders itself to a more or 
less pleasant mood that passes with the benediction, leaving no 
trace behind. It does not affect anything in his everyday life. He 
is aware of no power, no presence, no spiritual reality. There is 
simply nothing in his experience corresponding to the things that 
he heard from the pulpit or sang in the hymns.

One meaning of the word “power” is “ability to do.” There 
precisely is the wonder of the Spirit’s work in the church and 
in the hearts of Christians, His sure ability to make spiritual 
things real to the soul. This power can go straight to its object 
with piercing directness; it can diffuse itself through the mind 
like an infinitely fine volatile essence, securing ends above and 
beyond the limits of the intellect. Reality is its subject matter, 
reality in heaven and upon earth. It does not create objects that 
are not there but reveals objects already present and hidden from 
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the soul. In actual human experience, this is likely to be the first 
felt in a heightened sense of the presence of Christ. He is felt 
to be a real Person and to be intimately, ravishingly near. Then 
all other spiritual objects begin to stand out clearly before the 
mind. Grace, forgiveness, cleansing take on a form of almost 
bodily clearness. Prayer loses its unmeaning quality and becomes 
a sweet conversation with Someone actually there. Love for God 
and for the children of God takes possession of the soul. We feel 
ourselves near to heaven and it is now the earth and the world 
that begin to seem unreal. We know them now for what they 
are, realities indeed, but like stage scenery, here for one brief 
hour and soon to pass away. The world to come takes on a hard 
outline before our minds and begins to invite our interest and 
our devotion. Then the whole life changes to suit the new reality, 
and the change is permanent. Slight fluctuations there may be 
like the rise and dip of the line on a graph, but the established 
direction is upward, and the ground taken is held.

This is not all, but it will give a fair idea of what is meant 
when the New Testament speaks of power, and perhaps by con-
trast, we may learn how little of the power we enjoy.

I think there can be no doubt that the need above all other 
needs in the church of God at this moment is the power of the 
Holy Spirit. More education, better organization, finer equip-
ment, more advanced methods—all are unavailing. It is like 
bringing a better pulmotor after the patient is dead. Good as 
these things are, they can never give life. “It is the spirit that 
quickeneth” (John 6:63). Good as they are, they can never bring 
power. “Power belongeth unto God” (Ps. 62:11). Protestantism 
is on the wrong road when it tries to win merely by means of a 
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“united front.” It is not organizational unity we need most; the 
great need is power. The headstones in the cemetery present a 
united front, but they stand mute and helpless while the world 
passes by.

I suppose my suggestion will not receive much serious atten-
tion, but I should like to suggest that we Bible-believing Christians 
announce a moratorium on religious activity and set our house 
in order preparatory to the coming of an afflatus from above. So 
carnal is the body of Christians that composes the conservative 
wing of the church, so shockingly irreverent are our public ser-
vices in some quarters, so degraded are our religious tastes in still 
others, that the need for power could scarcely have been greater at 
any time in history. I believe we should profit immensely were we 
to declare a period of silence and self-examination during which 
each one of us searched his own heart and sought to meet every 
condition for a real baptism of power from on high.

We may be sure of one thing, that for our deep trouble there 
is no cure apart from a visitation, yes, an invasion of power from 
above. Only the Spirit Himself can show us what is wrong with 
us, and only the Spirit can prescribe the cure. Only the Spirit can 
save us from the numbing unreality of Spiritless Christianity. 
Only the Spirit can show us the Father and the Son. Only the in- 
working of the Spirit’s power can discover to us the solemn maj-
esty and the heart-ravishing mystery of the Triune God.
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