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Worshipping/praying to the Holy Spirit 

 

Can we pray to and worship the Holy Spirit? 

 

        Introduction. 

 

  I suggest that there are different ways of viewing this subject; and of course, we need sufficient 

biblical basis upon which to form a teaching that the Holy Spirit can be the object of both worship 

and prayer.  Obviously there is a problem here as scripture does not directly instruct us to either 

worship or pray to the Holy Spirit.  If we use this objection to dismiss the entire matter we would be 

in danger of prohibiting prayer to Jesus the Son, as there are no direct instructions given in 

scripture for us to pray to the Second Person within the Trinity1.  It seems as if there is one 

example of this taking place at the death of Stephen ( Acts 7:60), "...Stephen, he prayed 'Lord 

Jesus receive my spirit' ".  However, this serves merely as an historical event and not in itself a 

direct command.  Naturally we do not forbid praying to Jesus and it may be that many of the NT 

prayers are directed to this Person in the Godhead.  If the question is raised, 'Why do we pray to 

Jesus?”, the answer obviously is because He is our Lord and Saviour sharing equally in the Divine 

Nature and is Himself God.  I suggest therefore that due to the absence of scripture regarding the 

worship of the Spirit, the matter should not be dismissed any more than the worship of Christ would 

be dismissed due to the same problem. 

 

 A significant scriptural reference will be used to maintain our argument but this must be supported 

by a equally strong theological argument based on the biblical teaching of the Trinity.  As 

mentioned above, it is largely due to our theology of the Trinity that we worship Jesus the Son, for 

this a mark of our acceptance of the Godhood of Christ. We sometimes use this as proof that 

Jesus really is God – He was credited with worship and praise because He is as much God as the 

Father is God. 

 

We also need a review of the historical situation to see how the Church faced up to this issue.  It is 

important for us to trace the thinking of the orthodox, evangelical and Reformed Church's 

conclusions on this matter.  While we do not use historical theology as our ultimate foundation it 

would be unwise to oppose the main stream of Christian thinking that has run through the entire 

church. 

                                                 
1    Except perhaps narratives where Jesus is the object of worship and praise e.g. Thomas in John 20:28 
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 1. A Biblical basis 

2 Corinthians 13:14, "The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ and the love of God and the fellowship of 

the Holy Spirit be with you all".   

 

 I suggest that this quoted phrase gives us permission to communicate with the Holy Spirit either 

worship or prayer.  We select the Greek term, meaning "fellowship" (koinwnia koinonia)  I have 

relied on William Barclay's NT Words (SCM. 1964)  for an explanation of this Greek noun. Barclay 

points to two main areas of definition. In the first place he suggests that in Classical Greek the term 

means- "as association or a partnership ...  is the spirit of generous sharing as contrasted with the 

spirit of selfish getting". He points to two specific areas of use in classical Greek (i) business 

partnership; (ii) marriage. Secular Greek uses the term, therefore, to portray, "a close and intimate 

relationship into which people enter". 

 

 Barclay proceeds to examine the use of the term in NT Greek and raises the following translations 

of these NT verses; `sharing of friendship (Acts 2;42), practical sharing (ROM 15;26) partnership in 

work ( Phil 1;5). Commenting on 2 Cor 13;14 he says, "In the Christian life there is a fellowship in 

the Spirit. The Christian lives in the presence, the company, the help and the guidance of the 

Spirit".  Equally he refers to a "fellowship with the Father and the Son"- see 1 Cor 1;9, 1 Cor 10;16, 

1 John 1;3. 

 

  Within this group of NT references the word means, "to have a share in a thing and is used for 

instance of two people who have all things in common.... ...it is used of 'sharing an opinion' with 

someone.  In classical Greek it  means a "companion, partner, or joint owner". 

 

    The term "fellowship", therefore. carries the concept of a two way communication between two 

or more persons.  Obviously it means more  than conversation as it carries the idea of partnership, 

working together and sharing with another person.  It would be impossible to give the term the 

meaning of practical joint-working and then deny verbal communication. 

 

Returning to 2 Cor 13;14 it seems clear that the "fellowship of the Spirit" is an objective experience 

that we have from and with the Spirit. That is to say, as the "grace of the Lord Jesus" and the "love 

of God", are experiences that we share with and are from God, i.e., part of our relationship with 

Jesus and the Father, so the "fellowship of the Spirit" is something enjoyed between us and the 

Spirit.  The "fellowship of the Spirit" is not something that we share with each other; it is strictly 
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between the believer and the Spirit. 

 

 Albert Barnes commenting on this passage states, "This is a wish or prayer of the apostle Paul; 

and the desire is either that they might partake of the views and feelings of the Holy Ghost; that is 

that they might have fellowship with Him; or that they might all in common partake of the gifts and 

graces which the Spirit of God imparts".  Although Barnes says "either” of these may be true, I 

suggest that there is room for both.  It means sharing and this involves verbal communication and 

the giving of gifts. Further more, Barnes says, "In regard to this closing verse of the epistles        

we may make the following remarks; it is a prayer; and if it is a prayer addressed to God it is no 

less so the Lord Jesus and the Holy Spirit. If so, it is right to offer worship to the Lord Jesus and to 

the Holy Spirit". Barnes is drawing the conclusion that 2 Cor 13;14 is itself a "prayer" which is 

addressed to all three Persons of the Trinity - Son, Father and Spirit. Consequently, if Paul is 

uttering this as a prayer we are permitted to imitate him. 

  

  Apart from Phil 2;1 where the phrase "fellowship of the Spirit" again comes, there are no other 

scriptures to call upon in support of this argument.  However, 2 Cor 13:14 is an important one, not 

merely for its own exposition but also as the concept is also used when referring to our relationship        

with the Father and the Son.  In 1 John 1;3 we read, "...and our fellowship   is with the Father and 

with His Son Jesus Christ".  Naturally we have no difficulty in expounding this to mean that it points 

to our continued relationship with the Father and the Son which can, and is, expressed in our 

worship and prayer life.  Equally we may wish to interpret 1 Cor 10;16  "The cup of blessing which 

we bless is it not a participation in  the blood of Christ ...".  Koinonia is used in this instance to 

demonstrate our close involvement and relation to the blood of Christ as our Saviour. The 

communion service is "worship" as it is truly a "eucharist" (Greek meaning thanksgiving - taken 

from 1 Cor 11;24 "given thanks"). 

 

 Finally, we might suggest that although we have no direct scriptural warrant for verbal intercourse 

between us and the Spirit except the scriptures quoted, some attention can be given to the fact that 

the Holy Spirit is sometimes portrayed as speaking to men ( Acts 13;2).  If therefore, the Spirit 

speaks to men, might it be possible for men to speak to the Spirit? 

 

2. Theological basis. 

        As referred to in the introduction our worship and prayer to Jesus is based mainly on our 

doctrine of the Trinity in which we hold, quite rightly, that Jesus shares equally in the Godhead with 
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the Father.  Thomas was able to worship Jesus as many others did within the Gospels without 

being rejected because Jesus is God. On the same basis I suggest that the Holy Spirit also can be 

worshipped and become the object of prayer.  If we find that we cannot give to the Spirit the same 

worship and glory that we give to the Father and the Son, we must ask ourselves this important 

question; In what way is the Spirit different or inferior to the Son and the Father that we are unable 

to render divine worship or direct our prayers to Him?  One of the undeniable signs of the deity of 

Christ during His earthly life was that He never dismissed worship or rebuked men when then 

bowed before Him.  Indeed, when Cornelius tried to bow before Peter he was strongly rebuked 

(see Acts 10:25-26, see also Rev 19;10).  Consequently the forbidding of worship is a sign of non-

deity. 

 

 Scripture teaches clearly that there is a single Godhead comprising three distinct and separate 

Persons.  The term "Trinity" does not appear in scripture but that is of no account as the meaning 

of the doctrine is apparent throughout. The oneness of the Godhead is an emphatic truth taught 

both in the OT and NT. Polytheism  (many gods) and Henotheism (a chief god among many) are 

totally rejected (Deut 6;4 Is 46;9). Yet, scripture abounds with proof of three distinct and separate 

Persons within that one Godhead. 

 

 In addition to maintaining the personality of each individual person within the Godhead (especially 

the personality of the Spirit which appears to be the most difficult to grasp), is the necessity to 

afford to each Person the undivided essence of God.  That is to say that each of the Persons within         

the Trinity share equally in the Godhead - all three Persons are equally and fully God.  They all 

share the same essence and nature, they are identical in their Godhood. This leads us to state that 

there cannot be any subordination within the Godhead as to essential being or personal dignity. 

The "economic trinity" refers to the Trinity in operation and here we do see a distinct 

'subordination'.  The economic Trinity shows the Trinity working out the details of redemption, and 

so in His manhood, for the sake of redemption, the Son becomes the "servant" of the Father and 

performs His work (Phil 2;6ff). Likewise the Spirit subjects Himself to the Father and the Son in the 

work of salvation.  However, this does not affect the essential deity and status of either the Son or 

the Spirit. 

 

 For this discussion it is the deity and Godhood of the Spirit that is important. In addition to the 

wealth of scripture that is already very familiar to us I refer to 1 Cor 12:4-6 where Paul repeats a 

statement three times referring to the work of the Spirit and uses two clearly defined terms of deity- 
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"..but the same Spirit .... but the same Lord .... but the same God".  It is inevitable that within 

evangelical thought we ascribe full deity to the Holy Spirit.  He is at the same time the Spirit; Lord 

and God. 2 Cor 3;17 makes the daring statement, "Now the Lord is the Spirit" and again vs l8 "the 

Lord  who is the Spirit". 

 

 We worship God; we pray to God.  This must be the entire Godhead, for all three are one and the 

Godhead cannot be divided.  To worship God must mean that we worship the Father who is God; 

the Son who is God (see Jn 1;1) and   Spirit who is God. All share equally in Lordship; all are 

Yahweh; if we worship Yahweh we are inevitably worshipping the Father, Son and Spirit. 

 

 The danger is that by denying worship to the Spirit we are splitting the Trinity and defining the 

Spirit as a different entity. The ramifications could be more serious as it could lead to a return to 

some of the former heresies such as Arianism which in its desire to hold the oneness of the         

Godhead placed so much emphasis on the unity of the Trinity that it resulted in dividing the 

Godhead making the Son and the Spirit lesser and subordinate Beings whom the Father willed into 

existence for His purposes.  Arius (325 AD) reduced the Son and the Spirit below the level of strict 

Deity. 

 

 3. Historical basis. 

 

  From a very early stage the Church taught that the Holy Spirit is worthy of worship and prayer. 

 

   a) In 381 AD the Second Ecumenical Council was held at Constantinople. The Nicene Creed had 

already been formulated 325 AD giving Athanasius a decided victory over the Arians on the matter 

of the deity of Christ. Up until this time the Holy Spirit had not featured in the discussions but 

Athanasius firmly believed that the Spirit was of the same essence with the Father.  He and the 

Cappadocians asserted the deity of the Holy Spirit (same as the Father, not merely like the Father) 

The Bishop of Constantinople held that the Spirit was a creature subordinate to the Son, but this 

was considered to be heretical. 

 

The general Council of Constantinople met and declared its approval of the Nicene Creed and 

added the following formula respecting the Holy Spirit; "And we believe in the Holy Spirit, the Lord, 

the Life-giving, who proceeds from the Father, who is to be glorified with the Father and the Son 

and who speaks through the prophets".  A more complete version is to be found in Bettenson 
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"Documents of the Christian Church" pg 379 "...who with the Father and Son is worshipped 

together and glorified together..." 

         

 b) George Smeaton, "The Doctrine of the Holy Spirit", Banner of Truth 1958, pg 112, under, "As to 

Divine Worship paid to the Spirit", says, "It is the more necessary to put this matter in the proper 

light, because Arminian writers were in the habit of asserting, along with those who denied the 

doctrine of the Spirit, that we have neither example nor command in Scripture for the worship of 

the Spirit'.  Smeaton suggests that one reason for this omission may be because the Spirit is the 

prompter of prayer.  However, Smeaton reflects evangelical thinking in Scotland in the nineteenth 

century and it appears acceptable that worship and prayer was directed to the Holy Spirit. 

         

 c) Robert Shaw commenting on "The Reformed Faith -an exposition of the Westminster 

Confession of Faith", in the early nineteenth century ( pg 39) says, "Redemption is not the work of 

a solitary agent, but of three all concurring in the salvation of our perishing race.  Hence we owe 

gratitude to each of the Persons of the Godhead distinctly, and are bound to give to each the glory 

to which He is entitled". 

  

d) Charles Hodge's Systematic Theology Volume 1. Pg 462.  Princeton theologian of the 

nineteenth century. Discussing the doctrine of the Trinity states; "This fact - of the intimate union, 

communion and inhabitation of the persons of the Trinity - is the reason why everywhere in 

scripture, and instinctively by all Christians, God as God is addressed as a person, in perfect 

consistency with the Tripersonality of the Godhead.  We can and do pray to each of the Persons 

separately; and we pray to God as God; for the three persons are one God; one not only in 

substances but in knowledge, will and power". 

        

Further on in this volume ( Pg 525) under the general heading of the "Personality of the Holy 

Spirit",  Hodge considers verbal communication with the Spirit as "proof of His Personality".  He 

states, "He (the Spirit) is to them (the Christian) an object of prayer. We pray to the Spirit for the 

communication of Himself to us, that He may, according to the promise of our Lord, dwell in us as 

we pray to Christ that we may be the objects of his unmerited love.  He is represented, therefore, 

as a person... with whom we may have communion, i.e. personal intercourse". Hodge certainly 

stands in the mainstream of Reformed theologians. 
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e) A.A. Hodge (son of Charles Hodge) The Confession of Faith (commentary on the Westminster 

Confession of Faith of 1646), Pg 589 speaking of the Holy Spirit states (on God and the Holy 

Trinity), "Divine worship is to be paid to Him".  A.A.Hodge is expounding the deity of the Holy Spirit 

and uses the concept of "worship is to be paid to Him" as proof of the fact that "the Holy Spirit is 

the true God". 

 

f) Augustus Hopkins Strong.  Systematic Theology, Pg 316.  The subject is the Trinity, subheading, 

"The Holy Spirit is recognised as God".  Strong states, "He (the Spirit) receives honour due only to 

God; He is associated with God". Strong considers the baptismal formula as worship (Matt 28:19) 

and states, "If the baptismal formula is worship then we have here worship paid to the Spirit". He 

then goes on to say, "If the Apostolic benediction ( 2 Cor 13;14) is a prayer, then we have here a 

prayer to the Holy Spirit". 

 

Conclusion 

 

The weight of history seems to point towards the fact that within the Reformed Church the worship 

of the Holy Spirit was an accepted practice. The Reformed Church (even the Council of Nicea ) 

recognised the truth of divine worship ascribed to the Spirit because of their complete doctrine of 

the Trinity.  It is seen as a natural consequence of the doctrine which demonstrated the Holy Spirit 

as an equal member of the Godhead.  They recognised that worship ascribed to the Spirit was a 

significant proof both of His deity and personality. 

        

I conclude with these questions; Is the Holy different in any way from the other two persons of the 

Trinity that we should not give Him worship and prayer? If we do not give the Spirit worship, what 

negative changes ( unconsciously) are we making to one of the most important doctrines in our 

evangelical confession? 

 

 

Richard Lee 20 September 1998. 

 


