God’s Holy Spirit:  Cloud and Dove
     Do you sometimes sit and watch clouds?  Can you remember watching some fluffy white clouds amble across the sky, changing their shape as they move?  I haven’t taken the time to watch them as often lately.  But I can remember sitting with my grandchildren trying to decide what the clouds resembled.  Were they shaped like a rabbit, or a seahorse or a castle?  Clouds are a mystery to me!  It can be raining torrents at your house and dry as a bone at my house!

     If you have ever flown in an airplane, you probably saw clouds from another viewpoint…with the clear blue sky, above them.  There are songs written about clouds.  There are poems written about clouds.  Clouds are truly amazing!

     Have you every walked in a cloud?  That is a pretty unique experience too!  I always thought that fog and a cloud were pretty much the same thing.  But I learned last year that they are not the same.

     I spent the weekend at a Pilgrimage event outside King, NC.  We were at YMCA Camp Hanes which is at the base of Sauertown Mountain.  (If you have ever listened to a weather radio, you may remember hearing about the NOA tower on Sauertown Mountain).  On previous weekends at Camp Hanes, we saw clouds above the mountain.  Sometimes we were not able to see the top of the mountain because it was covered with clouds.  On this particular Saturday morning, I walked out of my cabin right into a cloud.  I could only see the path for a few feet ahead of me.  There was so much moisture in the air that it was almost like it was drizzling rain.  But the water droplets were not falling to the ground.  They were just hanging there in the air.  They made my skin feel moist, but they did not seem to saturate my clothes and my hair like rain does.  It was an amazing experience.  I always feel the presence of God on those spiritual retreats.  But that morning I really felt like I was walking inside the presence of the Almighty God.  It was exhilarating!

     The Old Testament is scattered with references to the Glory of God.  Many of those references describe God or God’s Holy Spirit using the analogy of a cloud.  

In Exodus 19, God told Moses, “I am going to come to you in a dense cloud so that the people will hear me speaking with you and always put their trust in you.”  God instructed Moses to designate a tent where Moses and God could meet.  It was called the “Tent of Meeting”. 

In Exodus 33 we read, “As Moses went into the tent, the pillar of cloud would come down and stay at the entrance while the Lord spoke with Moses.  Whenever the people saw that pillar of cloud standing at the entrance to the tent, they all stood and worshiped, each at the entrance to his tent.”

     In Exodus 40 we read about the Tabernacle that Moses and the Israelites made for God.  “Then the cloud covered the Tent of Meeting and the Glory of the Lord filled the Tabernacle.  The cloud settled upon it and the glory of the Lord filled the Tabernacle.  In all the travels of the Israelites, whenever the cloud lifted from the Tabernacle, they would set out.  But if the cloud did not lift, they did not set out until the day it lifted.  The cloud of the Lord was over the Tabernacle by day and fire was in the cloud by night, in the sight of all the people of Israel during their travels.”  The Hebrew word that was used for the dwelling of God or the Glory of God is Shekinah. 

     In the New Testament there are many references to the people being filled with the Spirit of God.  Luke tells us that God’s Spirit filled Zechariah and Elizabeth.  They showed compassion to the bewildered Mary when she went to visit them.  Luke tells us that their son, John, was filled with the Holy Spirit from birth.  Luke also tells us that Simeon went to the Temple daily waiting for the Messiah to appear.  On the day that Mary and Joseph took the eight day old baby Jesus for His dedication, Simeon was filled with the Holy Spirit.  He shared his prophesy about Jesus with all who were there.

     In Ephesians 5, Paul tells us that being filled with the Holy Spirit needs to be an ongoing experience for believers.  The Greek word Paul uses is a present tense action verb.  It implies that we should ‘be filled” on a regular basis.  This indicated that the “filling” performed by the Spirit of God is not a once and done experience.  God’s Holy Spirit repeatedly fills us with His presence.  God’s Spirit repeatedly empowers us for worship and ministry.  When we obey God’s commands, His Glory fills our souls and He cannot be hidden.  He is living in us!  We are His residence.  This is amazing to me!

     The author and Bible teacher, Jill Briscoe wrote this about being “filled with the Holy Spirit”:  “If God commands us to be filled, the experience cannot only be a feeling.  It would be most unfair of God to command us to have a feeling.  Rather, the command concerns control.  Paul uses the illustration of drinking alcohol.  The substance has a power over a person who drinks and it takes control.  The person makes a conscious choice and effort to drink and then, the drink does the rest.  The liquor affects the behavior of the person in such a way that it is obvious to everyone, that He or she is  “under the influence”.  When we make a conscious choice to allow God’s Spirit in, the Spirit controls our actions.  It will have a definite impact on us person and on those around.”

     In Ephesians 5 and 6, Paul tells us that this “filling” of the Spirit experience is for everyone.  It is not just for clergy.  Paul says, “Don’t get drunk on wine.  Instead be filled with the Spirit.  Speak to one another with psalms, hymns and spiritual songs.  Sing and make music in your heart to the Lord, always giving thanks to God the Father for everything, in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ.”

     That morning at Camp Hanes the cloud of God’s Holy Spirit filled my soul so that I was already singing and praising God before I got to the Chapel for worship!

     The last manifestation of the Holy Spirit that we will talk about is introduced to us in the Gospels.  Luke tells us about an experience that John the Baptist had with Jesus.  

Luke 3 tells us, “When all the people were being baptized, Jesus was baptized too.  And as He was praying, Heaven was opened and the Holy Spirit descended on Him in bodily form like a Dove.  And a voice came from Heaven:  You are my Son, whom I love.  With you I am well pleased.”

     The occasion of Jesus’ baptism marked the beginning of His earthly ministry.  This anointing from the Dove, the Spirit of God, showed that God selected Jesus for this mission of mercy.  God commissioned and consecrated Jesus for this particular task.  

     In 2 Corinthians and in 1 John, both Paul and John tell us that ordinary believers receive an anointing from the Spirit.  It means that the Spirit will reveal truths to us.  God has a mission for each and every one of us on earth.  The Holy Spirit will help us learn about the gifts God has given each of us for use in accomplishing our missions in this world.

     Jill Briscoe echoes this message when she says:  “The anointing of the Spirit also brings a grand assurance inside us.  He brings us a certainty that all this is true and that we can rely on the information the Holy Spirit will give us.  We are also told that when the Dove has come, we have been ‘sealed’.  In fact, the Spirit brands believers in Jesus with a brand of belief, a reality of faith that tells a watching world, “This life is for real; it is not fake”.  We cannot physically see the Dove of God, but God’s Holy Spirit lives in us!

     There is the admonition that comes with this phenomenon:  We have to accept the work of the Spirit, or He cannot give us what we need.

     Jill Briscoe says, “So the gentle Dove speaks of anointing and assurance and lastly of abuse!  The dove is indeed a suitable symbol to remind us of the terrible possibility of grieving the Sprit of God who lives within us!

     Think of the Dove’s nature.  What a living, peaceful, innocent, vulnerable creature He is. Throughout history, the Dove, the Spirit of God, has been abused.   

     The Gospel writer, John, tells us in his account of Jesus’ baptism, how John the Baptist witnessed the Spirit descending on Christ, setting Him apart for His work.  He tells us that John saw the Spirit resting and remaining on Jesus.  “God’, John said, “gave Christ the Spirit without limit”.

     God gives us the spirit without limit too!  The problem is that we can actually limit or quench the Spirit.  This is something we are specifically told not to do in 1Thessalonians 5.  The word quench means to suppress or subdue.  The loving , gentle nature of the Holy Spirit makes Him vulnerable to this type of abuse.  We can limit or quench God’s Holy spirit when we exclude Him from decisions we make; when we keep Him out of our relationships or when we limit His access to our thoughts.  We limit the spirit when we refuse to give Him first place in our affections.  

    The Bible also tells us that we sometimes grieve the Spirit.  The Rev. Ruth Paxson warns us not to grieve the Spirit.  In her book, “Life on the Highest Plane”, Rev. Paxson gives a detailed list of scriptures describing ways we can grieve the Spirit of God.  2 Corinthians 4:13 tells us, “He is the Spirit of Faith, so doubt, unbelief, distrust, worry and anxiety, grieve the Spirit”.  Hebrews 10:29 tells us, “He is the Spirit of Grace, so when we are hard, bitter, ungracious, unthankful, malicious, unforgiving or unloving toward others, we grieve the Spirit”.  Romans 1:4 tells us, “He is the Spirit of Holiness, so anything unclean, defiling or degrading grieves the Spirit”.  Ephesians 1:17 tells us, “He is the Spirit of Wisdom and revelation, so ignorance, conceit, arrogance and folly grieve the Spirit”.  2 Timothy 1:7 tells us, “He is the Spirit of Power, Love and Discipline so that which is barren, fruitless, disorderly, confused and uncontrolled grieves the Spirit”.  1 Peter 4: 14 tells us, He is the Spirit of Glory, so anything worldly, earthly or fleshy grieves the Spirit.  John 14:17 tells us, “He is the Spirit of Truth, so anything false, deceitful or hypocritical grieves the Spirit”.  Romans 8:2 tells us, “He is the Spirit of Life, so indifference, lukewarmness, spiritual dullness, apathy and deadness grieve the Spirit”.  


As you can see, God warns us multiple times not to grieve or quench the Spirit.  God calls us to be continually filled with the Spirit of God.  God encourages us to put ourselves in situations that invite God to live in our hearts, situations that fill our hearts on a regular basis with the presence of God’s Holy Spirit.  These are conscious choices we must make or we quench the Spirit of God.

     Christian life is demanding.  Satan is so busy in our world.  Satan wants us to concentrate on things of this world so we will quench the Spirit of God…so that we cannot hear God talking to us.  

     God is constantly calling us to put ourselves in situations that allow us to see, feel, taste and enjoy God’s Holy Spirit.  Let us seek to encourage the Fire of God’s Spirit to convict us; the Wind of God’s Spirit to convince us; The Oil of God’s Spirit to anoint us; The Water of God’s Spirit to move us.  Let us seek to invite the Dove of God’s Spirit into our hearts to commission us.  Let us seek to allow the Cloud of God’s Spirit to permeate every cell in our bodies to guide us.  Let us seek opportunities that allow us to walk in the presence of God as often as possible.  Then and only then can we keep The Spirit of God alive in our hearts!

