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Chapter One

IntroductIon

I have seen church done in the absence of the Spirit of God and it is an 
arid, ugly thing. Powerless, self-reliant, tradition-bound, fearful of the 

future  —  a church that experiences no living Spirit is not what God 
intends. It focuses on forms, on ritual, on an obsession with correctness, 
and is devoid of the transformative vigor that alone produces the image 
of God and promotes the Kingdom of God. It is a lava tube—a cold and 
hollow shell formed by a fire that once flowed hot and thick. 

I have also seen church done with little but Spirit (or at least what 
is often confused with the Spirit) and it is a frightening, fickle thing. 
Visceral, abandoned, careless of both past and future—the kind of 
church that attends to little but signs and wonders is equally not what 
God intends. It is often impatient with Scripture, suspicious of any 
authority beyond the Spirit’s personal whisperings, hungry for the sen-
sational, and—oddly—devoid of the transformative vigor that promotes 
holiness and a mature relationship with Christ. It is a river in spate, a tor-
rent breaking out of all channels, a deluge that sweeps away reason and 
self-control and, eventually, even the gospel itself.

I have seen churches that looked like the Laodicea of old—compla-
cent, content, comfortable—with no expectation the Holy Spirit could 
break in and do some new thing today. And I have seen churches that 
looked like Paul’s Corinth—a lot of tongues and wonders, a lot of Spirit-
talk, but little comprehension of the Cross or the call to maturity or the 
true priorities of the Spirit. Both sorts of churches are unworthy of the 
Name and ill-equipped to conduct God’s essential Kingdom business. 
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You and I are caught between the rock of Spirit-denying church and 
the hard place of Spirit-obsessed church. We are no longer willing to 
practice a faith in which the Spirit is confined to the words of the Bible, 
with no living and active presence within us. But neither are we willing 
to abandon ourselves to the contrived and melodramatic. We long to 
invite the Spirit into our lives and into our churches. But that invitation 
is not extended so that we can experience a giddiness of gifts. Rather, we 
long to experience a supernatural transformation that takes broken sin-
ners and grows them into the “fullness of Christ” (Eph 4:13). We need 
the Spirit; we are hungry for the Spirit; we are eager to seek the Spirit 
“beyond the sacred page.” We suspect there is a relationship with the 
Spirit more profound than anything we have yet experienced and are 
quite sure we will not discover it by continuing to keep the Spirit at arm’s 
length. But neither are we ready to stand on a spiritual precipice and leap 
blindly into the unknown. 

We are concerned, on the one hand, that Christ could look at our 
spiritual walk and accuse us of being lukewarm—neither hot nor cold 
(Rev 3:16). We certainly don’t want him to spit us out or give us up. But, 
on the other hand, we do not want to go to church with the Corinthians, 
enduring their frenzied worship and fractured fellowship, missing out on 
what Paul identifies as the Spirit’s greatest gifts. 

Spirit, yes. But not Spirit at any cost. Not Spirit at the expense of 
Scripture or the abandonment of reason or the loss of the essential gospel. 
Spirit, yes. But not any Spirit. A discerned Spirit … a tested Spirit … a 
trustable Spirit.

Is there a Spirit for the rest of us? Something personal and tangible 
without surrender to the sensational or arrogant? Something that pro-
duces real spiritual fruit, not just head-turning signs? Something that 
offers an experience of God without requiring us to walk through the 
Pentecostal door?

What, oh what, are the rest of us to do?

The Multi-Channeled Stream
The subject of the Holy Spirit is difficult for many of us. Truth be 

told, it’s been a difficult subject for most people at most times, beginning 
with Paul’s labored attempts to talk about the Spirit with the Corinthians 



 Tim Woodroof 11

and running all the way to modern musings about whether and how the 
Holy Spirit works in our lives today. 

From the outset, we should admit that the relationship between 
church and Spirit has always been a multi-channeled stream. For some, 
the experience of the Spirit rushes full and powerful and overwhelming. 
For others, the experience is more restrained and subtle. For still others, 
the experience is minimal, a mere trickle. 

As always, there are those who would measure all other Christians by 
the yardstick of their own experience. If one Christian’s walk in the Spirit 
is not identical to another’s, there must be something sadly lacking (or 
perilously excessive) in that Christian’s life before God. 

But this diverse experience of the Spirit has been a fact of Christian 
life from the beginning. Turn to the New Testament and you will find 
churches that were richly charismatic and miraculously endowed. 
Tongues, prophecies, healings, revelations—certain churches seemed to 
experience the mystically miraculous as a matter of course. 

Judging from Paul’s letters, however, this was not the case with every 
first-century church. Roman Christians, for example, were very aware 
of the Spirit and the need to be “led by the Spirit of God” (Rom 8:14). 
But there is no hint in Paul’s letter to the Romans of the miraculous as 
commonplace. No mention of tongues or healings or special wisdom. 
No indications of charismatic worship. The Romans were certainly con-
trolled by the Spirit (Rom 8:6), indwelled by the Spirit (Rom 8:9), helped 
by the Spirit (Rom 8:26), given peace and joy and hope in the Spirit 
(Rom 14:17; 15:13). But there is no evidence of charismatic fireworks 
at Rome. Indeed, a quick comparison of the list of “gifts” enjoyed by the 
churches in Rome and Corinth (Rom 12 and 1 Cor 12) makes clear the 
differences in their experience of the Spirit. In Corinth the listed gifts are 
largely extra-normal. In Rome they seem quite ordinary.

In still other New Testament churches—judging again from the let-
ters written to them—an experience of the Spirit does not appear to be 
as central to their Christian walk. The Spirit is barely mentioned in Paul’s 
letters to the Philippians and Colossians or in Peter’s epistles. When he is 
mentioned, references are either to the past (what the Spirit did through 
the prophets or in the ministry of Jesus) or vague (e.g., “your love in the 
Spirit”—Col 1:8). James, in his letter, does not mention the Spirit at all.
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So the witness of the New Testament appears to suggest that not all 
churches experienced the Spirit in the same way or to the same degree. 
The relationship between church and Spirit has been a multi-channeled 
stream from the beginning. 

We see the same thing in the two thousand years of church history 
stretching between the first century and our own: movements that were 
radically charismatic; others that focused on unity, holiness, and assur-
ance as the Spirit’s true gifts; and yet others where the Spirit played no 
obvious or central role. 

Of course, that same multi-channeled stream is evidenced in the 
variety of experiences of the Spirit enjoyed by various branches of God’s 
people today: the flood of Pentecostalism, the transforming flow of 
Methodism or the Nazarenes (for example), or the trickle that is the 
usual experience of those who share my particular heritage.

A Trustable Path
If you and I are to discover a trustworthy way to welcome a living 

Spirit, let me suggest several principles that will be important to that 
search.

First, it would be wonderful if we could find an approach that 
allowed Jesus himself to be our guide to the Spirit. Not the raw and 
confusing experience of the first Christians. Not even the comments 
and observations of writers who, though inspired, tend to address spe-
cific issues involving specific situations in the early church’s life. Rather, 
words about the Spirit from Jesus himself. Guidance from the One who 
is the source of the Spirit. An introduction to the Spirit from the One 
who knows him best.

Second, we need an approach to the Spirit that stresses who the 
Spirit is, not just what the Spirit does. One of our greatest problems with 
the Spirit touted by some (though no means all) of the Charismatic/
Pentecostal persuasion is that he seems strange to us, a being we do not 
recognize with an agenda we do not understand. Who is the Holy Spirit? 
What is his character? What are his values and goals? If we are to open up 
our lives to him, we need to trust that everything we know about God, 
everything we have come to love about Jesus, is personified in the Spirit. 
We need to trust that making ourselves vulnerable to a living Spirit is 
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not going to lead us in some direction other than what we committed 
ourselves to when we signed on as disciples of Christ.

Third, we need an approach to the Spirit that emphasizes the Spirit’s 
most vital work—making us spiritual. The Corinthians could speak in 
tongues; yet they remained “infants in Christ,” “worldly,” carnal and not 
spiritual. What good is it to experience the miraculous if we lack the 
love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, 
and self control that are the Spirit’s most important bequests? Far from 
celebrating the Corinthians’ spectacular feats in the Spirit, Paul mourned 
an experience of the Spirit that left the Corinthians immature, immoral, 
and immodest; that left the church divided, conflicted, and unloving. 
There is a greater work intended by the Spirit than displays of miracu-
lous power. Transformation. Sanctification. Killing the flesh. Conferring 
the mind of Christ. Unity. Assurance. Presence. It is this greater work 
that must be emphasized if we are to find an approach to the Spirit that 
is trustable. 

Fourth, it would be best if we could walk into the Spirit’s realm with-
out being forced to enter through the door of the supernatural. Face it. 
If we have to wade through tongues and prophetic utterances and the 
Spirit striking people dumb or dead in order to get to the Spirit who 
transforms us, it’s going to be a long and difficult journey. Is there an 
approach to the Spirit that allows us to put the question of the miracu-
lous on hold while we pursue the possibility of presence? Is there a way 
to reach for a Spirit who indwells us without first having to address the 
thorny issue of modern-day signs and wonders? 

Finally, we desire an approach to the Spirit that fits our present need 
so well that pursuing such a Spirit is worth whatever effort and risk may 
be involved. The most important word in that sentence is “need.” If you 
are satisfied with your life as a disciple, if you have all the spiritual power 
you want, if your life is full of holy fruit, if you walk in confidence and 
a constant consciousness of God’s presence, read no further. This book 
is not for you. There is no need for those who already have everything 
they require for life and godliness to bother with an extended quest for 
the Spirit. 

But if, in fact, you are hungry for more, if you long for holy fruit 
and power for living, if you yearn for greater confidence and a deeper 
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awareness of God’s presence, if you’ve lived with the sense that there 
must be more to the walk of faith than you currently experience, then 
you are ready to explore what God’s Spirit might do for you. 

A Place Somewhere Between
Somewhere between Spirit-famine and Spirit-excess is a Spirit for 

the rest of us. 
Somewhere between no Spirit and nothing-but-Spirit is a Spirit for 

the rest of us. 
Somewhere between lifeless tradition and slippery slope, between 

quenching and disorder, between sitting on our hands and rolling in the 
aisles, there is a Spirit for the rest of us.

Somewhere between mind-without-Spirit and Spirit-without-mind 
lies the possibility of a Spirit the rest of us can appreciate and experience. 
Between the anemia of life-without-the-Spirit and the fever of possession-
without-transformation there exists that place where we meet the Spirit 
and know the Spirit and walk in the Spirit in tangible, trustable ways.

Somewhere between the parched land of an undiscovered Spirit and 
the trackless swamp of abandon to the Spirit lies that slaking spiritual 
stream from which we drink and are revived. Between rote liturgy and 
riotous chaos, between the cold cathedral and the over-heated revival 
tent, between strict rationalism and frothy emotionalism, between con-
jugating Greek verbs and babbling in unknown tongues lies that ter-
ritory where mind and heart find their shared home and we embrace 
the Spirit in all his empowering, transforming, convicting, truth-giving 
presence.

I want to find that place. That place “somewhere between.” That 
place God has reserved for “the rest of us.” You may want to find that 
place too. If so, I invite you to join me on this journey.


