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 In considering the mystery of the infinite unity or singularity of God on 
the one hand, and the obvious expressions of plurality attributed to God in 
the Scriptures, we continue to seek for words or expressions to define such 
plurality, or at least to be able to speak about this biblical phenomenon. It 
seems that generally the attributes of “personhood” as generally defined are 
easily seen in the self-expressions of the Father and of the Messiah. However, 
the question of the “personhood” of the Ruach has been raised (and still is in 
some circles), and so I thought it profitable to consider this question and seek 
some answers.

The “Personhood” of the Ruach HaKodesh (Holy Spirit)

 The question of “personhood” constantly arises whenever the Spirit of 
God is spoken of in some circles. Should we approach the Spirit of God as the 
expression of God Himself, or is the Spirit a kind of “force” or “presence” 
without personal attributes? Furthermore, why does this question come up, 
and what do we intend to gain by answering it?
 
“Personhood” in the Hebrew Scriptures

 Our English word “person” comes from the Latin persona which, at its 
base, means “mask,” as that worn by actors in a play. Hence, the word came 
to mean “role,” “part,” “character,” and “personality.” In English, the word 
has generally come to mean “an individual person with his or her distinc-
tions.”
 Theologically, the term “person” has usually been defined as possessing 1) 
will (including the ability to make ethical choices), 2) intellect, and 3) indi-
vidual subsistence (a person can be identified individually as distinct from 
other persons and other entities). It is the common and standard procedure of 
the systematic theologians, upon the basis of this definition, to proceed by 
showing that the Scriptures surely attribute to the Spirit of God all three of 
these attributes.

And while they were ministering to the Lord and fasting, the Holy 
Spirit said, “Set apart for Me Barnabas and Saul for the work to which 
I have called them.” (Acts 13:2)

When the Helper comes, whom I will send to you from the Father, 
that is the Spirit of truth, who proceeds from the Father, He will bear 
witness of Me, (John 15:26)

But when He, the Spirit of truth, comes, He will guide you into all the 
truth; for He will not speak on His own initiative, but whatever He 
hears, He will speak; and He will disclose to you what is to come. He 
shall glorify Me; for He shall take of Mine, and shall disclose it to you. 
(John 16:13–14)

For to us God revealed them through the Spirit; for the Spirit searches 
all things, even the depths of God. For who among men knows the 
thoughts of a man except the spirit of the man, which is in him? Even 
so the thoughts of God no one knows except the Spirit of God. Now 
we have received, not the spirit of the world, but the Spirit who is 
from God, that we might know the things freely given to us by God, 
(1Cor 2:10–12)
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 Of course, these same characteristics can be found attributed to the Spirit 
in the Tanach as well:

The Spirit of the LORD spoke by me, And His word was on my 
tongue. (2Sam 23:2)

The Spirit of God has made me, And the breath of the Almighty gives 
me life. (Job 33:4)

Is it being said, O house of Jacob: ‘Is the Spirit of the LORD impatient? 
Are these His doings?’ Do not My words do good To the one walking 
uprightly? (Mic 2:7)

You did send forth Your Spirit, they are created; And You renew the 
face of the ground. (Ps 104:30)

Because they were rebellious against His Spirit, He spoke rashly with 
his lips. (Ps 106:33)

Teach me to do Your will, For You are my God; Let Your good Spirit 
lead me on level ground. (Ps 143:10)

 The fact is obvious that in the Tanach as well as in the Apostolic Scriptures, 
the Spirit is viewed and spoken of with the same language as God.  Further-
more, that which is ascribed to the Almighty (creation, sovereignty, omnipres-
ence, righteousness, holiness) is equally ascribed to His Spirit.

1) Isa 6:9, revelation to the prophet ascribed to Adonai, cf. Acts 28:25, 
where it is ascribed to the Holy Spirit.

2)	 Jer	31:31ff	is	said	to	be	the	words	which	Adonai	spoke,	but	in	Heb	
10:15 the words are attributed to the Spirit.

3) Creation is attributed to the Spirit, Jb 33:4, but is equally attributed 
to	Elohim	(Gen	1:1)	as	well	as	to	the	Messiah,	Isa	48:12ff;	Jn	1:3;	Col	
1:16f.

There is no doubt that the Scriptures, when taken as a whole, speak of the 
Spirit as though He is a person, and attribute to Him works and characteristics 
ascribed to Adonai in other places. It is also of interest that in the Greek Scrip-
tures, pneu`ma, pneuma, though usually neuter, when speaking of the Spirit of 
God is regularly referred to by masculine pronouns (e.g., John 16:13, 14). This 
fact, coupled with the fact that He leads, teaches, sanctifies, and comforts the 
individual believer as well as the community of the faithful, would indicate 
His individual personality. He equips for specific ministry and duty (as Be-
zelel in the construction of the Tabernacle, or Barnabas and Paul in outreach 
ministries) and appoints those who should lead the congregation. 
 Believers in Yeshua are said to be the Temple of God because the Spirit 
dwells within them (Eph 2:22; 1Cor 6:19). To lie to the Spirit is the same as ly-
ing to God (Acts 5:1-4).
 Interestingly enough, the issue of the “personhood” and divinity of the 
Spirit was never an issue until the Greek fathers grappled with the composi-
tion of the godhead. The issue of the divinity of the Spirit was a major agenda 
item for the Council of Nicea (325 CE) as well as the Council of Constantinople 
(381 CE). These, along with individual fathers (such as Tertullian and Athana-
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sius) formulated the final orthodox statement on the person and work of the 
Spirit, more fully defining what was already contained in the so-called “Ap-
ostolic Creed”—“I believe in (on) the Holy Spirit.” This was expanded by the 
councils with “I believe in the Holy Spirit, the divine (to; kuvrion, to kurion), the 
life-giver, who proceeds from the Father, who is to be worshipped and glori-
fied with the Father and the Son, and who spoke through the prophets.” Atha-
nasius (in the Creed named after him) added that the Spirit was of the same 
“substance” as the Father and the Son, that He was uncreated, eternal, and 
omnipotent, equal in majesty and glory, and that He (the Spirit) proceeds from 
the Father and the Son. The Athanasian Creed became the accepted creed of 
the Church.
 The issue of “personhood” as relates to God in general is entirely missing 
in the Jewish debates and dialogs. While God is surely outside of the realm of 
creation in terms of His eternal existence, He is, nonetheless, regularly re-
ferred to by anthropological terminology (e.g., He has hands, eyes, feet; He 
rejoices, grieves, sorrows; He sees, touches, feels, walks, desires, etc.). One’s 
relationship with HaShem is couched in human terms—the same terms we 
use for inter-personal relationships with each other. 
 What is more, there is no single word in the Hebrew that captures the idea 
of “person.” ַאַדם (‘adam, “man”) or ֶנֶפׁש (nefesh, “soul”) can be used to denote 
an individual and this is as close as one can come to the idea of “person” in the 
Hebrew. 1 Particularly ֶנֶפׁש emphasizes the unique qualities that give individu-
ality and uniqueness to each person. Thus, loving God with all of one’s soul 
 means to love Him with all of one’s unique gifting—the various talents (ֶנֶפׁש)
and attributes which separate one person from all others. 
 But perhaps, if we seek to find a Hebrew concept that speaks to the issue 
“personhood,” we should consider the meaning of the word “name” (ֵׁשם), 
especially as it is applied to God. That is to say, the Name of God encapsulates 
His entire “person,” and when we consider the many names by which God 
reveals Himself to us in the Tanach, perhaps we gain a better understanding 
of how the semitic or Hebraic perspective of personhood is communicated. 
For God to proclaim “I will be what I will be” (יהוה, Ex 3:14), and thus enunci-
ate the essential character of His being, is to communicate to us His person-
hood, for He intends to make know His Name to Israel through the events of 
the Exodus. Thus, the Name distinguishes Him from all other beings, and 
does so in the context of His relationship to Israel and His utter sovereignty in 
the entire universe.
 The Hebrew mind was grounded in the natural balance of unity and diver-
sity. The year as a unit was always made up of the mo’edim (festivals), yet the 
component parts are so bound together as to be indispensable and thus a clear 
unity. Indeed, the Torah is one, but its teaching many. It can be entirely con-
tained in the first letter of Bereshit (Genesis), yet even the universe cannot 
contain it all. Israel is one but made up of the tribes. Indeed, all of Israel can be 
subsumed in the Messiah. This strong idea of corporate solidarity, in which 
the actions of one affects the many, no doubt gave a sense of unity in the midst 
of great diversity. Seeing the characteristics, even the sins of the fathers passed 
on to the next generation gave a clear understanding of generational solidar-
ity within the scope of clear temporal and physical diversity. There seems to 
be no problem or question aroused by the enigmatic statement of Moses, “the 

1 Note the times that nefesh is ascribed to God Himself: Lev 26:11, 30; 1 
Sam 2:35; Is 1:14; 42:1; Jer 5:9, 29; 6:8; 9:9; 12:7; 15:1; 32:41; Ezek 23:18.
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two shall be one” (Gen 2:24). Apparently then, unlike the Greeks and Romans, 
the ancient Hebrew could allow a pure unity within the context of diversity 
without asking the questions of composition. There was no need to posit the 
manner in which each component part made up its unique part of the whole. 
Each part is the whole yet the whole consists of each part. This outlook or 
mindset not only allowed diversity within the sphere of absolute unity, but 
even required and thrived on such a perspective.
 It is not, then, until the Hellenized Gentiles began to stream into the syna-
gogues through the preaching of Yeshua by the Apostles, that the need to find 
an answer to the question of composition of the godhead surfaces. It is not 
surprising, either, to find that the Greek answer to this Greek question was 
cast in very Greek or Western terms. How each “part” functioned and how 
these “functions” overlapped or cancelled each other out became essential 
questions requiring precise answers. In attempting to describe the mystery of 
God, the Greek and Latin fathers gave formulations which, though they may 
describe biblical truth, are nonetheless often interpretive of it and clearly ad-
ditional to it. Surely the Hebrew Scriptures describe the activity of God and 
His Messiah, along with the Spirit, as activities of distinct individuals Who 
nonetheless work in perfect and concise harmony. Such unity in the sphere of 
diversity was good enough for the Hebrew as he accepted the mystery of God 
in general. He accepted God’s multiple “faces” all the while affirming His 
uniqueness as the only God and as the only Sovereign or King. He never con-
sidered that though Adonai is invisible, it would be impossible for Him to 
reveal Himself and to appear in time and space, to make known His will and 
to come into relationship with His chosen people. Nor did His eternal and 
infinite “otherness” conflict with the fact that He dwelt “in the midst of Israel” 
and “walked in her camp.”  He could appear as a man (Gen 18) but never lose 
His essential character as the One Who is not a man (Jb 9:32); He could seek 
for Adam without ever diminishing the fact that He is the All-Knowing One; 
He could “argue” with Abraham, or with Moses without ever giving up the 
clear fact that He is the One Who controls the outcome of all things.
 That the Hebrew/Oriental mind could allow these kinds of categories to 
exist, yea, need them to exist, without attempting to explain how they could 
exist in the same sphere is, to the Western mind, an anomaly. But the argument 
against receiving the Scriptural perspective also falls prey to a Western way of 
thinking, for the arguments against the clear, distinctive persons of the god-
head proceed from the linear logic that prohibits diversity to exist in absolute 
unity.
 The somewhat “modern” position that the Spirit did not “indwell” believ-
ers in ancient Israel, but only believers following the “initiation of the New 
Covenant,” is common and widely held. Generally, such a belief is based upon 
various passages of the Apostolic Scriptures, of which the following will serve 
as examples:

But this He spoke of the Spirit, whom those who believed in Him 
were to receive; for the Spirit was not yet given, because Yeshua was 
not yet glorified. (John 7:39)

that is the Spirit of truth, whom the world cannot receive, because it 
does not behold Him or know Him, but you know Him because He 
abides with you, and will be in you. (John 14:17)
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And it came about that while Apollos was at Corinth, Paul having 
passed through the upper country came to Ephesus, and found some 
disciples, and he said to them, “Did you receive the Holy Spirit when 
you believed?” And they said to him, “No, we have not even heard 
whether there is a Holy Spirit.” And he said, “Into what then were 
you baptized?” And they said, “Into John’s baptism.” And Paul said, 
“John baptized with the baptism of repentance, telling the people to 
believe in Him who was coming after him, that is, in Yeshua.” And 
when they heard this, they were baptized in the name of the Lord 
Yeshua. And when Paul had laid his hands upon them, the Holy 
Spirit came on them, and they began speaking with tongues and 
prophesying. And there were in all about twelve men. (Acts 19:1–7)

 The examples given above are often misunderstood because they appear 
to teach that the Spirit did not actually begin His work until the time of Ye-
shua. The fact that the Spirit had not yet “been given” might seem to imply 
that His presence had not yet been made known. Furthermore, Yeshua ap-
pears to teach His disciples that while the presence of the Spirit may have 
been theirs, the intimate fellowship of the indwelling Spirit was something 
still future for them. Finally, that the disciples of John, apparently living in the 
desert, had not received the Spirit when they believed (in Yeshua?), and fur-
ther were not even sure about the existence of the Spirit  (or so the sentence 
seems to imply), is often taken as proof that the indwelling work of the Spirit 
did not begin until the “Christian Church” was fully established.
 There are, of course, obvious flaws in this kind of interpretation. First, we 
should understand that fundamentally what Yeshua promised in the “giving” 
of the Spirit (Jn 14) is not the beginning of the Spirit’s work but the continua-
tion of His work in bringing the realization of the Abrahamic promise/cove-
nant, i.e., that all the nations of the earth would be blessed through his seed, 
Yeshua. That the disciples were supposed to wait in Jerusalem until the “pow-
er from on high” would come upon them (Lk 24:2) speaks to the fact that they 
were to receive special power/gifting to accomplish the work of worldwide 
evangelism, i.e., the ingathering of the nations. Surely the fact that the Spirit 
was “given” on Shavuot emphasized that He was empowering the believers 
for the specific work of harvesting the nations. That the Spirit can be “given” 
in a special empowering does not in any way preclude His normal (and won-
derful) work of indwelling all those who “belong to God,” nor that He might 
enable others at other times for specific works and ministries.
 When John writes (John 7:39) that “the Spirit had not yet been given” (ou[pw 
ga;r h\n pneu`ma, o{ti ∆Ihsou`~ oujdevpw ejdoxavsqh, literally, “For [the] Spirit was not 
yet, because Yeshua was not yet glorified”), the language of the original (as 
presented by the translators who insert the word “given”) would indicate that 
what John means is simply that the special work of the Spirit in empowering 
the disciples to gather the nations to faith in Yeshua had not yet been initiated 
because this would require the glorification of Yeshua (i.e., the return of Ye-
shua to the Father, implying that the work of the Spirit in empowering believ-
ers to witness worldwide is based  upon the intercessory work of Messiah).
 John 14:17 seems to imply that the indwelling nature of the Spirit is clearly 
future from the time frame of the narrative. But first, we should consider the 
language itself and a more careful understanding of the terms used:
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The first thing to notice is that the preposition translated “with” (parav, para) 
carries the idea of “assisting,” “alongside of” in the sense of support or help 
(though in terms of spacial relationship, parav followed by the accusative indi-
cates “alongside of”).  Secondly, the 2nd person pronouns throughout the 
verse (“you”) are plural, thus speaking in the context of the group rather than 
to a given individual. Thirdly, the two prepositions parav and ejn (en) are some-
times synonyms, as Col 4:16 would show:

Col. 4:16 And when this letter is read among (parav) you, have it also 
read in (ejn) the assembly of the Laodiceans; and you, for your part 
read my letter that is coming from Laodicea.

Fourthly, the statement of Yeshua confirms that the Spirit was already abiding 
with the disciples, because the Greek word which carries the meaning “abide” 
is present tense, so that one might accurately translate “because He keeps on 
remaining with you….” Finally, the preposition ejn can just as well mean 
“among” or “near” (in the sense of close relationship). For example, the com-
mon “sit at the right hand” (Eph 1:20; Heb 1:3; 8:1) employs the preposition ejn 
where the English has “at.” We surely would not want to translate the phrase 
“sit in the right hand.” Thus, for Yeshua to say that the Spirit would be “in you 
(pl)” would mostly likely speak of an abiding presence in the community of 
the disciples as they travelled to accomplish Yeshua’s work of witnessing, be-
ginning in Jerusalem, then going to Judea, Samaria, and to the farther reaches 
of the world.
 We should therefore understand a text like Acts 19:1ff in the same manner, 
i.e., that the disciples of John had not heard of the extraordinary gifting of the 
Spirit enabling believers to evangelize the world, nor had they received such 
gifting. They may well have known that Yeshua promised such “power from 
on high” to His disciples, but since they were separated from Jerusalem and 
the work of the Spirit there, they had not participated in His special outpour-
ing. As such, Paul lays hands upon them and they receive the Spirit, evidenced 
by speaking in tongues and prophesying, the two primary gifts needed for the 
evangelism of the pagans (ability to speak in foreign languages, and boldness 
to proclaim the gospel). 
 Thus, the work of the Spirit in ancient Israel in which He “entered in” (בֹוא, 
bo’, “came” Ezek 2:2; 3:24), “overpowered” (ָצַלה, tzalah, Jud 14:6, 19; 15:14; 1Sa 
10:10; 11:6), “clothed” (ִלֵּבׁש, libesh, Jud 6:34; 1Chron 12:18; 2Chron 24:20), 
“filled” (ָמַלא, mala’, Ex 31:3; 35:31), and “fell upon” (ָנַפל, naphal, Ezek 11:5) 
people, would continue among the disciples as they carried out Yeshua’s mis-
sion to the nations.
 The “newness” of the Spirit’s work after the ascension of Yeshua, then, 
centers primarily in quantity not quality of expression. Through His empow-
ering, everyone who was truly born from above would be a witness of Yeshua 
in order that the world would come to know Who He is and what He has ac-

Greek Text Literal Translation
to; pneu`ma th`~ ajlhqeiva~, o} oJ kovsmo~ ouj duvnatai 
labei`n, o{ti ouj qewrei~ aujto; oujde; ginwvskei: 
uJmei`~ ginwvskete aujtov, o{ti par∆ uJmi`n mevnei kai; 
ejn uJmi`n e[stai. 

The Spirit of truth, whom the world is unable 
to receive, because it is neither able to com-
prehend (see) nor know Him.  You (pl) know 
Him, because He remains with you (pl) and 
will be in (among) you (pl).
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complished within the scope of the Father’s plan of redemption. The estab-
lishment of the “new covenant” surely involves the work of the Spirit (note Is. 
44:3; Joel 2:28-29; Zech. 12:10 which promises the pouring out of the Spirit 
upon Israel in the last days) in an expanded and evident way. Indeed, every 
time the covenant was renewed in the history of Israel, the group to which it 
was renewed was larger than before. Since at the initiation of the covenant to 
Abraham the Gentiles are specifically mentioned as those who would benefit 
from its blessings, we should not marvel that in the unfolding of the covenant, 
God Himself would assure the ingathering of the nations through the infalli-
ble work of His Spirit.
 This is not a new work in “kind,” only new in “scope,” for never before 
had the world-wide application of the covenant become a reality. Beginning 
with the outpouring of the Spirit on the Shavuot following Yeshua’s death, the 
Spirit has empowered believers to bring in the final harvest of the nations.
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Questions for Discussion

1. Discuss why the biblical teaching of plurality within the Godhead is 
such a controversial subject for many in the Messianic movement. 

2.	 Why	does	the	question	of	plurality	within	the	Godhead	present	itself	
with	more	difficult	for	Messianics	than	for	the	mainline	Christian	
Church? 

3. Discuss the meaning of ֶאָחד, ’echad, “one” in the Shema (Deut 6:4). 
What is its primary meaning within the larger context? 

4. Talk about the biblical doctrine of monotheism (that there is one and 
only God). Review the texts collected above on pp. 97–99). Why is 
this doctrine so essential to every aspect of our faith?

5. Discuss the texts which are used to show that the Scriptures speak of 
a plurality in the Godhead (pp. 99–111 above). Which of these texts 
do	you	consider	the	strongest	for	substantiating	a	plurality	in	the	
Godhead and why?

6.	 Make	an	honest	assessment	of	the	Trinity	doctrine	as	developed	by	
the	Christian	Church.	In	the	historical	development	of	the	Trinity	
doctrine, did the Church actually believe and teach that there is more 
than one God? Why is the doctrine of the Trinity so often portrayed 
by opponents as though it teaches three Gods?

7.	 Discuss	the	historical	factors	that	prompted	the	Christian	Church	to	
develop the doctrine of the Trinity. Re-read the Nicene Creed of 325 
(p.	122),	seeking	to	understand	it	within	its	historical	context.	

8. How can the plurality of the Godhead (based upon the Scripture texts 
which	affirm	this	to	be	true)	and	the	truth	that	there	is	one	and	only	
one	God	be	affirmed	without	diminishing	either	of	these	truths?

9. Discuss the issue of the “personhood” of the Ruach HaKodesh (Holy 
Spirit).	What	difference	does	it	make	in	our	understanding	of	God’s	
self-revelation	whether	or	not	we	affirm	the	personhood	of	the	
Ruach? 


