
 

The Holy Spirit
 

1. Introduction.
The Holy Spirit is sometimes described as the “shy” member of the Trinity. He’s invisible, intangible, 

and mysterious, and he mainly works quietly to bring people closer to Christ, to bring the new birth, and to bring 
glory to Christ rather than directly to himself. And the Spirit is a “who”, not an “it”. He is God, and so we can 
worship and interact with him just as we express worship toward the Father and the Son. Many Christians switch 
back and forth in their prayers between addressing the Father, Son, or Spirit, according to the nature of their 
prayer.  For  example,  one  might  pray  to  the  Father  for  many  requests,  to  the  Son  regarding  prayers  of 
thanksgiving or petition specifically related to Jesus’ death, blood,  resurrection, or healing, and to the Spirit for 
filling, healing, specific guidance, etc. 

One thing, incidentally, that young believers may be confused about is unnecessary worry that they may 
have committed the unpardonable sin of blasphemy against the Holy Spirit. This is something that is commonly 
misunderstood.  In  the  context  (Mt.  12:30-32),  Jesus  is  referring  to  the  sin  of  the  Pharisees  in  which  they 
attributed his miraculous healings to the devil. Jesus depended on the Spirit for such power (as Phil. 2: 6-8 
indicates, Jesus laid aside many of his divine powers in becoming human, and thus was baptized and prayed like 
a normal person, and relied on the Spirit to do his ministry), so his miracles were done in the Spirit’s power. 
Thus, the Pharisees attributed the work of the Spirit to the devil – that is what constituted blasphemy of the Spirit 
in this case. 

Other misunderstandings arise from controversies over more miraculous works and gifts of the Spirit. 
This comes from two extremes. First, traditional Western Protestant churches tend not to talk about the Spirit so 
much, and often exclude the possibility of the Spirit doing miraculous works and gifts as in the New Testament. 
Often this is motivated by a desire for intellectual respectability, and ultimately, by the influence of Western 
rationalism on religious culture. Thus, seemingly non-rational workings of  the Spirit,  emotional Spirit-filled 
worship, and miraculous spiritual gifts are excluded a priori, because it doesn’t fit with how we want to put God 
in a  box so we can easily  understand him in our rational  terms.  On the  other hand,  some charismatic  and 
Pentecostal churches have abused Spirit-centered Christianity, and have gone to unhealthy and even unbiblical 
extremes. They may focus exclusively on charismatic gifts and miraculous manifestations, and neglect what is 
really important in Christian living and worship. They thus violate the kind of spiritually and theologically 
balanced approach to these things that Paul clearly argues for in 1 Cor. 12-14. 

We should emphasize that you do not need to hold to charismatic views in order to be filled with the 
Spirit or to appreciate him and interact with him meaningfully. In your Bible study, however, you do not need to 
delve into these kinds of charismatic issues. If these issues come up, it’s okay to say something like, “Sorry, I 
don’t know much about that stuff; go talk to ___ about it” (you can refer them to Pastor Mike or me). 

It’s also important to understand that all Christians have the Spirit. We’re all born again and spiritually 
regenerated by the Spirit (see below), and we all have the Spirit in us. But if we don’t grow, aren’t close to God, 
become dormant, or don’t seek to be filled with the Spirit, he’s not going to do much. You have to walk closer 
with God and seek his filling, presence,  and power. And then it’s  not just  for  the sake of a cool  religious 
experience, or something you can brag about. God wants to fill you with the Spirit for valid reasons. Some 
people, for example, talk about asking for the power of the Spirit, but don’t consider: power to do what? – they 
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just want a religious experience for their own sake. But God gives us his Spirit in order to change us, bring us 
closer to him, and so we can be effective in serving him. We should be filled, and it should change us and make 
us spiritually more effective in serving God and others. 

Finally,  there’s  some terminological  confusion to  deal  with.  First,  all  believers  get  the  Spirit  when 
they’re  saved.  This  is  sometimes  referred  to  as  ‘sealed  with  the  Spirit’,  ‘received  the  Spirit’,  ‘(initial  or 
regenerative) baptism of the Spirit’, and such. All believers have this. But in our daily Christian lives, we need a 
more real,  stronger presence of God in our lives, where we’re close to him and the Spirit  is filling us and 
working in us in a powerful way. This occurs in varying degrees, and is often called the ‘filling of the Spirit’. 
Finally, there’s a particularly strong filling of the Spirit, a charismatic experience, most often called ‘baptism of 
the Spirit’ (confusingly named like the first type), ‘receiving the Spirit’, or even ‘being slain in the Spirit’, which 
is accompanied by physical manifestations, charismatic gifts, inner spiritual-emotional healing, physical healing, 
or  such. This can be a very helpful experience for  spiritual  life and growth, if  you’ve ever experienced it. 
However, it is not required for being a good, Spirit-filled Christian (contrary to what a few churches teach). It 
does not make you necessarily more spiritual than other believers. It is not a requirement for being close to God 
or Spirit-filled, and there is no reason for people who’ve had such experiences to look down on others who 
haven’t. For more on this, read John White’s When the Spirit Comes in Power (InterVarsity Press).  

Finally, being Spirit-filled (or even having charismatic experiences) does not give us license to just act 
weird or crazy (or weirder than you normally are), or to be legalistic, self-righteous, arrogant, or judgmental, 
either toward other Christians who haven’t experienced your degree of filling yet, or toward non-believers, or 
with people we disagree with. 

Having said all this, the filling of the Spirit and other practical issues should be your main focus, not the 
more controversial aspects. Especially for young Christians, it would be best to use the passage from John 16-17 
as the main passage to discuss who the Spirit is and what he does, and then discuss filling of the Spirit. 

1b. Notes.
In Acts 2, these tongues were actual human languages, and this kind of occurrence has been anecdotally attested by 

some modern-day missionaries who report  cases of people being given supernatural abilities to witness to others in a 
language which they haven't learned. But usually the gift of tongues as practiced by charismatic / Pentecostal Christians is 
some kind of angelic or spiritual "language" (see 1 Cor. 12–14), which to others sounds like babbling. In fact, from a 
linguistic  point  of  view,  it  does not  sound like a real  human language. It  is  a  purely spiritual  phenomenon that  Paul 
described as “tongues of angels” (1 Cor. 13). This is not for everyone, just for those with certain spiritual gifts (again, see 1 
Cor. 12–14). 

Acts 2:17–21. The 'last days' refers to the time from Pentecost to Christ's second coming. Thus, 'last days' in the 
Bible is not just the short period of time at the end of the world, but our current era, from Acts 2 to Christ's return. These are 
'days' according to God's "calendar", not ours. 

John. The  Greek  word  for  'counselor'  in  John's  gospel  is  parakletos,  which  literally  means  one  who comes 
alongside a person to help him/her. It is the same word translated as 'advocate' or ‘helper’ in 1 John 2. 

Some theologians and preachers tend to go too far in differentiating the Holy Spirit's ministry in Old Testament 
versus  New  Testament  times,  claiming  that  the  Holy  Spirit  since  Pentecost  works  very  differently  than  in  the  Old 
Testament. As I look at how the Spirit worked in the lives of Old Testament saints like Gideon, Samuel, Sampson, the 
prophets, Saul, David, etc., I don't see much difference in how He operates. We see the same kind of things today, in the 
NT, and in the OT – the Spirit  giving dreams and visions,  calling people,  revealing God's  will,  miraculous gifts  and 
prophetic  utterances,  empowerment,  communicating  God's  will  to  believers,  etc.  (Look  up  passages  with  'spirit'  in 
concordance and read them in the OT and you'll see.) It is often claimed that the main difference is a difference in scope, 
that it seems that in the OT, such works of the Spirit in believers' lives was more selective or restricted. People even say that 
any spiritual gifts or filling were selective then, coming only on special people like prophets and priests. But I disagree. Just 
because the Bible doesn’t describe the Spirit  doing so in the lives of average people back then doesn’t mean it didn’t 
happen. And it would seem contrary to God’s unchanging nature. Rather, I think that the miraculous gifts and workings of 
the Spirit were restricted to certain people back then, not the Spirit’s general working and filling. As Joel's prophecy quoted 
by Peter in Acts 2 suggests, it seems that the Holy Spirit provides these miraculous workings and gifts on a much broader 
scope since Pentecost, thanks to what Christ did on the cross. Thus, special help, gifts or more miraculous workings of the 
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Spirit are thereby made available freely believer at any time. Many ordinary people can get charismatic gifts; many more 
can experience miraculous works of the Spirit, and not just charismatic stuff, but other things – for example, the time I 
miraculously got a flight on a booked-up airplane at the height of the travel season, which I desperately needed to get home, 
or when someone gets special empowerment to preach or witness or such. You don’t need to be a prophet anymore to see 
this kind of stuff, thanks to the outpouring at Pentecost. 

2. Intro questions.
Share what you know about the Holy Spirit. What is He like? How important is He to us? What exactly 

does He do?How is He the same or different from Christ and the Father? Should we worship Him just as we 
worship Jesus and the Father? 

2b. Review. [optional] 
For yourself or with your group, you can review some of these aspects of the Spirit. 

2b (1). Characteristics.

Briefly, we see the following characteristics of the Holy Spirit in the Bible. 
 invisible, intangible, humanly imperceptible and unpredictable [John 3:8] 
 participated in creation [Genesis 1:1-2] 
 divine, is God [2 Cor. 3:17] 
 our source of spiritual rebirth and life [John 3:6, 6:63] 
 produces good works in us [Gal. 5:16-26] 
 = God's special presence [Eph. 2:22, Rom. 8:9-11, 1 Cor. 3:16, 2 Tim. 1:14] 
 offended by blasphemy, hence fully divine [Mt. 12:31] 
 = truth [John 15:26] 
 sent by the Father, to glorify and testify about Jesus [John 15:26, 16:14] 

2b (2). Roles and functions in our lives. 

 at our salvation, gives us spiritual rebirth [2 Cor. 1:22; John 3:6, 6:63] 
 sanctifies us [2 Thess. 2:13, 1 Peter 1:2] 
 means of spiritual living [Gal. 5:16] 
 helper / counselor [John 14-16] 
 fellowship with God [1 John 3:24] 
 access to God [Eph. 2:18] 
 assurance of salvation [Rom. 8:16, 1 John 4:13, 1 John 3:24] 
 empowerment [Judges 6:34 (Gideon); Acts 4:31] 
 helps us to pray [Rom. 8:26]; means of prayer [Jude 1:20] 
 convicts people of sin [John 16:8-11] 
 teaches and guides us [John 14:26, 16:12-15] 
 fills us [Acts 2, Acts 13:52, Eph. 5:17-19] 
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3. The Spirit in us.

3a. Filling and (regenerative) baptism.

Mk. 1:9-13.  At that time Jesus came from Nazareth in Galilee and was baptized by John in the Jordan.  10As Jesus was 
coming up out of the water, he saw heaven being torn open and the Spirit descending on him like a dove. 11And a voice came 
from heaven: "You are my Son, whom I love; with you I am well pleased." 12At once the Spirit sent him out into the desert, 
13and he was in the desert forty days, being tempted by Satan. He was with the wild animals, and angels attended him.
Jn. 1:29-34. The next day John saw Jesus coming toward him and said, "Look, the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of 
the world! 30This is the one I meant when I said, 'A man who comes after me has surpassed me because he was before me.' 
31I myself did not know him, but the reason I came baptizing with water was that he might be revealed to Israel." 32Then John 
gave this testimony: "I saw the Spirit come down from heaven as a dove and remain on him. 33I would not have known him, 
except that the one who sent me to baptize with water told me, 'The man on whom you see the Spirit come down and remain 
is he who will baptize with the Holy Spirit.' 34I have seen and I testify that this is the Son of God."
2 Cor. 1:22. He set his seal of ownership on us, and put his Spirit in our hearts as a deposit, guaranteeing what is to come. 
Eph. 1:12-14. ...in order that we, who were the first to hope in Christ, might be for the praise of his glory. 13And you also were 
included in Christ when you heard the word of truth, the gospel of your salvation. Having believed, you were marked in him 
with a seal, the promised Holy Spirit, 14who is a deposit guaranteeing our inheritance until the redemption of those who are 
God's possession—to the praise of his glory.
Eph. 4:30. And do not grieve the Holy Spirit of God, with whom you were sealed for the day of redemption. 
John 3:6-8. Flesh gives birth to flesh, but the Spirit gives birth to spirit. 7You should not be surprised at my saying, 'You must 
be born again.' 8The wind blows wherever it pleases. You hear its sound, but you cannot tell where it comes from or where it 
is going. So it is with everyone born of the Spirit. 
Acts 13:52. And the disciples were filled with joy and with the Holy Spirit. 
Eph. 5:17-19. Therefore do not be foolish, but understand what the Lord's will is. 18Do not get drunk on wine, which leads to 
debauchery. Instead, be filled with the Spirit. 19Speak to one another with psalms, hymns and spiritual songs. Sing and make 
music in your heart to the Lord...
Rom. 8:13. For if you live according to the sinful nature, you will die; but if by the Spirit you put to death the misdeeds of the 
body, you will live...

Jesus' baptism: Mt. 3:13-17, Mk. 1:9-13, Lk. 3:21-23, Jn. 1:29-34 [optional]: 

Why did Jesus have to be baptized and receive the Holy Spirit? (cf. Phil. 2:6-8)  In what way was the Spirit 
important to His ministry? 

Rebirth. 2 Cor. 1:22, Eph. 1:12-14, Eph. 4:30, John 3:6-8. 

What role does the Spirit have in our salvation? Do you have the Spirit? Do all Christians have the Spirit? 

Is he active in you now? 

Filling. Acts 13:52, Eph. 5:17-19, Rom. 8:13. 

What does it mean to be filled with the Spirit? What’s it like? 

What happens as a result? Why does God want to fill us – what’s the purpose of being filled? 

How does he then work in your life? 

Are you filled with the Spirit now? What keeps us from being more Spirit-filled? How can you become (more) 
filled with the Spirit? 
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3b. How the Spirit works in our lives.
Acts 1:6-9. So when they met together, they asked him, "Lord, are you at this time going to restore the kingdom to Israel?" 
7He said to them: "It is not for you to know the times or dates the Father has set by his own authority. 8But you will receive 
power when the Holy Spirit comes on you; and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to 
the ends of the earth." 9After he said this, he was taken up before their very eyes, and a cloud hid him from their sight.
Acts 2:1-4. When the day of Pentecost came, they were all together in one place. 2Suddenly a sound like the blowing of a 
violent wind came from heaven and filled the whole house where they were sitting. 3They saw what seemed to be tongues of 
fire that separated and came to rest on each of them. 4All of them were filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak in other 
tongues as the Spirit enabled them. 
Acts 8:14-17. When the apostles in Jerusalem heard that Samaria had accepted the word of God, they sent Peter and John 
to them. 15When they arrived, they prayed for them that they might receive the Holy Spirit, 16because the Holy Spirit had not 
yet come upon any of them; they had simply been baptized into the name of the Lord Jesus. 17Then Peter and John placed 
their hands on them, and they received the Holy Spirit. 
Acts 10:44-48. While Peter was still  speaking these words, the Holy Spirit  came on all  who heard the message.  45The 
circumcised believers who had come with Peter were astonished that the gift of the Holy Spirit had been poured out even on 
the Gentiles.  46For they heard them speaking in tongues and praising God. Then Peter said,  47"Can anyone keep these 
people from being baptized with water? They have received the Holy Spirit just as we have." 48So he ordered that they be 
baptized in the name of Jesus Christ. Then they asked Peter to stay with them for a few days.
Rom. 8:16. The Spirit himself testifies with our spirit that we are God's children. 
1 John 4:13. We know that we live in him and he in us, because he has given us of his Spirit. 
1 John 3:24. Those who obey his commands live in him, and he in them. And this is how we know that he lives in us: We 
know it by the Spirit he gave us. 
Eph. 2:18. For through him we both have access to the Father by one Spirit. 
Rom. 8:23-26. Not only so, but we ourselves, who have the firstfruits of the Spirit, groan inwardly as we wait eagerly for our 
adoption as sons, the redemption of our bodies. 24For in this hope we were saved. But hope that is seen is no hope at all. 
Who hopes for what he already has? 25But if we hope for what we do not yet have, we wait for it patiently. 26In the same way, 
the Spirit helps us in our weakness. We do not know what we ought to pray for, but the Spirit himself intercedes for us with 
groans that words cannot express.

Acts 1:6-9. What do we learn about who the Spirit is and how he works here? What is the purpose of the Spirit 
being given to us?

What lessons can we learn from those believers' example of a spirit-filled lifestyle in 2:42-47? 

John 15:26-16:16. 

Why do you think the Spirit called the ‘Counsellor’ or ‘Helper’?1

Why does Jesus call him the Spirit of truth? Why is truth important here? 

What does the Spirit do – what is his “job description”? How does he convict people of sin? What role did he 
have in your salvation? How does he convict you of sin? How does he work in your life now? How does he 
communicate with you? 

According to Jesus' teaching, how will the Spirit help us in our spiritual growth, knowing and doing God's will, 
understanding God's word, standing up for our faith, obeying God, walking with the Lord, etc? 

How does he help us pray? (Rom. 8:23-26)

1 The Greek word is parakletos, which literally means ‘one who comes along side (another person), so it depicts the Spirit being at our 
side to help us. In 1 John, the word also takes on the sense of ‘advocate’ in a legal sense, as one who defends us from Satan’s 
accusations.
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Predictable? Compare: Acts 2:1-4, 8:14-17, 10:44-482  [optional]

Does any clear pattern emerge to how the Spirit operates in these cases? Why do you think He works differently 
in these cases? Is he predictable in our terms? Can you expect the Spirit to work the same in others’ lives as in 
your life? 

Assurance. Rom. 8:16, 1 John 4:13, 1 John 3:24

What does assurance of salvation mean? How is it important? What happens if you don’t have this assurance? 
How is your life affected by knowing / not knowing this? 

Fellowship with God, access to God. 1 John 3:24, Eph. 2:18 

What is fellowship with God? What is the Spirit’s role? What happens to our prayer lives when we’re not close 
with the Spirit? Our worship? Our growth? Our ability to serve? Our ability to do anything? 

Fruit of the Spirit. Galatians 5:16-26

Explain ‘living by the Spirit’. What is the fruit of the Spirit? Why does it say ‘fruit’ and not ‘fruits’? How is the 
fruit produced, what does it lead to, and who benefits? Why are these qualities important? Does being a Spirit-
filled Christian give you the right to feel better than others? To be self-righteous? 

Do you have some of this passage memorized? 

4. Strained relations.
Consider the following commands, and the following warnings of things that can hinder the Spirit's work in our 
lives. What are these warnings about, and what should we do to avoid these problems? 

 Ephesians 5:18.  Do not get drunk on wine, which leads to debauchery. Instead, be filled with the Spirit. 

 Psalm 51:11. Do not cast me from your presence or take your Holy Spirit from me. 

 1 John 1:9.  If  we confess our sins,  he is faithful  and just and will  forgive us our sins and purify us from all 
unrighteousness.

 Ephesians 4:30.  And do not grieve the Holy Spirit of God, with whom you were sealed for the day of redemption. 

 Isaiah 63:10. Yet they rebelled and grieved his Holy Spirit. So he turned and became their enemy and he himself 
fought against them. 

What does it mean to grieve the Spirit? How could God be grieved? What grieves him? How does it affect our 
fellowship with God? What else is affected? What could be the long term consequences if this continues? 

2 Lesson: In these passages, we see no consistent, regular pattern. He seems to act differently in each case, according to the people and 
circumstances. Humanly speaking, He is not always predictable, though He always works for our benefit and to glorify God. He seems to 
work differently with different people, according to His omniscience, His sovereign will, and each person's unique situation. We can't put 
God in a box and prescribe or predict how He will work in each person's life, or prescribe formulas for spirituality based on one isolated 
episode from Acts (though people try to do so based on selective examples that fit their theory). 
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5. Further study. [optional]

For further study or as a homework assignment, try the following exercise. Get a concordance (or go to 
www.biblegateway.com) and look up ‘Spirit, Holy Spirit, Spirit of God’, etc. and trace how the Holy Spirit 
worked in the lives of people in the Old Testament as well as the NT. You can find verses on the Judges, 
Samuel,  the prophets,  David, and Saul,  and discuss how the Spirit  worked in their  lives.  (Note: King Saul 
presents some theological challenges.) 
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