
Lesson Eight of Core Faith 

Lesson 8: Study of the Holy Spirit 

James F. Davis 

You might as well try to hear without ears or breathe without lings, as try 

to live a Christian life without the Spirit of God in your heart. ― D. L. 

Moody 

Introduction 

Someone once articulated that the average church member’s understanding of the 

Holy Spirit is so vague it is nearly non-existent. Imagine a conversation with a Jehovah 

witness (JW); it might go something like this. JW: The word Trinity never appears in the 

Bible and is a myth. Christian: While you are correct that the word Trinity itself never 

occurs in the Bible the Bible teaches that the Father, Son and Holy Spirit are separate 

persons but one God. JW: The Holy Spirit is merely God’s “active force”
1
 kind of like 

electricity but not a separate person. Christian: Really! I am not sure; that doesn’t sound 

right. I will have to get back to you on that.  

Whether we know it or like it or not non-trininitarian groups are confronting 

Christians with such issues like this every day in person and in writings posted on the 

internet. A Unitarian website tries to convincingly offer thirty four “biblical” and 

historical reasons why the Holy Spirit is not a person.
2
  

The study of the Holy Spirit in theological terminology is called pneumatology. 

The study of the Holy Spirit raises certain basic questions. Who is the Holy Spirit? What 

is the biblical evidence for the personhood of the Spirit? What did the Holy Spirit do in 

regard to creation and revelation? What is the Holy Spirit’s role in a person’s conversion 

and sanctification? What about spiritual gifts? These are some of the issues that this 

lesson is going to cover.  

The Personhood and Deity of the Spirit 

First things first. The Holy Spirit is a member of the Trinity and as such is a 

person. The Spirit has attributes that only a person could have. He has intelligence (1 Cor 

2:10-13), feelings (Eph 4:30), and a will (1 Cor 12:11; Acts 16:6-12). He prays (Rom 

8:26). He does miracles (Acts 8:39). He can be lied to (Acts 5:3). He can be insulted (Heb 

10:29). He teaches and directs (John 14:26; Acts 8:29; Rom 8:14). Let’s look at two of 
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these examples. In 1 Cor 12:11 Paul describes the Holy’s Spirit’s role in distributing 

spiritual gifts: “It is one and the same Spirit, distributing as he decides to each person, 

who produces all these things” (1 Cor 12:11). Here the Holy Spirit is seen “deciding” 

what gifts to gift to each person. In other words, the Holy Spirit has a will, which is one 

characteristic of a person. In Acts 5:3 the Holy Spirit is directly equated with God. Here 

in the early formation of the church Peter is rebuking two individuals who state that they 

had given more than they actually had: “But Peter said, ‘Ananias, why has Satan filled 

your heart to lie to the Holy Spirit and keep back for yourself part of the proceeds from 

the sale of the land? Before it was sold, did it not belong to you? And when it was sold, 

was the money not at your disposal? How have you thought up this deed in your heart? 

You have not lied to people but to God!’” (Acts 5:3-4). Notice two aspects about these 

verses. The first is that the Holy Spirit is lied to. This means that the Holy Spirit is 

personal. You cannot lie to a table or to electricity because it is not a person. The second 

aspect is that lying to the Holy Spirit is equated with lying to God. This means that the 

Holy Spirit is God.  

The Holy Spirit in the Old Testament: Creation, Revelation and Filling 

In the very first verses of the Bible the Holy Spirit is seen as involved in the 

creation of the universe. There we read: “In the beginning God created the heavens and 

the earth. Now the earth was without shape and empty, and darkness was over the surface 

of the watery deep, but the Spirit of God was moving over the surface of the water” (Gen 

1:1-2). In another place Elihu says to Job: The Spirit of God has made me, and the breath 

of the Almighty gives me life (Job 33:4 cf. Gen 2:7). In fact the Hebrew word for “spirit” 

(ruach) can also be translated as breath or wind. The same is true in Greek (pneuma) in 

the Greek Old Testament and Greek New Testament. The significance of this is that 

breath is what gives life to a body.  

In regard to the revelation of God’s word the Holy Spirit also has a role. In citing 

Psalm 2 Peter and John state “Master, who said by the Holy Spirit through your servant 

David our forefather, ‘Why do the nations rage, and the peoples plot foolish things” 

(Acts 4:25). Here the Psalm is said to be by the Holy Spirit though David. The human 

author David is described as the intermediate source of the message while the Holy Spirit 

is the source that channeled it to him. In citing Psalm 95, similarly the author of Hebrews 

states, “Therefore, as the Holy Spirit says, “Oh, that today you would listen as he 

speaks! (Heb 3:7). In this passage even though the Psalmist writes the message the Holy 

Spirit “says” it.  

In the Old Testament the Holy Spirit filled individuals for various kinds of service 

and in some cases this filling is explicitly seen as temporary. A good example of the 

temporary nature of the filling of the Spirit in the Old Testament occurred in the life of 

Israel’s first king, Saul. The record of it starts in the book of First Samuel: “Then the 

spirit of God rushed upon Saul
 
and he prophesied among them” (1 Sam10:9). But later 

after Saul’s disobedience to God the Spirit of God departed from him: “Now the Spirit of 

the Lord had turned away from [departed] Saul, and an evil spirit from the Lord 

tormented him” (1 Sam 16:14). Apparently, the next King of Israel, David, learned from 

Saul’s example. After David’s sin of adultery (and murder) with Bathsheba he recorded a 

prayer found in Psalm 51, “Do not reject me! Do not take your Holy Spirit away from 



me” (Ps 51:11). David did not want what happened to Saul happen to him. However, a 

temporary filling of the Spirit seen in the Old Testament era should not be confused with 

the baptism of the Spirit in the church age (Acts 2). This baptism is a permanent act of 

the indwelling of the Holy Spirit in the life of a believer. So Christians can be assured 

that the Holy Spirit will not be taken from them (cf. Eph 1:13-14).  

The Work of the Holy Spirit in regard to Man’s Salvation 

The Bible also describes the Holy Spirit as very active in man’s salvation. In fact, 

the Spirit is indispensable for anyone to be saved. His work can be divided into three 

general categories of activity: his pre-conversion work, conversion work and post-

conversion work.  

The Pre-Conversion Work of the Holy Spirit 

Prior to anyone placing his or her faith in Jesus Christ, the Holy Spirit is involved 

in setting the conditions that allow for someone’s faith response to the gospel. One of 

these roles is the convicting of sin and truth. John states, “And He (The Helper = Holy 

Spirit), when He comes, will convict the world concerning sin and righteousness and 

judgment; concerning sin, because they do not believe in Me; and concerning 

righteousness, because I go to the Father and you no longer see Me; and concerning 

judgment, because the ruler of this world has been judged” (John 16:8-10; NASB). One 

could supplement this idea with the concept that the Holy Spirit speaks to individuals 

though the preaching of the gospel. Paul writes to the Thessalonians “our gospel did not 

come to you merely in words, but in power and in the Holy Spirit” (1 Thess 1:5).
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The Conversion Work of the Holy Spirit 

Regeneration may be defined as “the impartation of new life” or “the washing of 

the new birth.” This washing and new life is accomplished by the Holy Spirit. The 

primary verse that supports this is from Paul’s letter to Titus. He states, “He [God] saved 

us not by works of righteousness that we have done but on the basis of his mercy, through 

the washing of the new birth and the renewing of the Holy Spirit” (Titus 3:5). While 

some theologians place regeneration prior to faith which results in conversion, it’s 

probably better to see regeneration as equated to conversion itself. In Acts Peter states, 

"Repent, and each one of you be baptized in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness 

of your sins, and you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit” (Acts 2:38). Here, the gift of 

the Holy Spirit is conditioned upon repentance in relation to the gospel preaching of 

Peter. 

Upon conversion the believer in Jesus Christ is said to be baptized into the body 

of Christ by the Holy Spirit. This baptism is a one time event in which metaphorically 

speaking Christ becomes our head and we are joined with believers as fellow members of 

the body. Paul states, “For in [or by] one Spirit we were all baptized into one body. 

Whether Jews or Greeks or slaves or free, we were all made to drink of the one Spirit” (1 

Cor 12:13). This baptism forms our union with Christ and with fellow believers. Related 

to the baptism of the Spirit is the indwelling of the Spirit. Upon and after conversion, the 
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Holy Spirit indwells the life of the believer. Paul reminds the Corinthian church, “Do you 

not know that you are God’s temple and that God’s Spirit lives in you?” (1 Cor 3:16). In 

the book of Romans Paul adds, “You, however, are not in the flesh but in the Spirit, if 

indeed the Spirit of God lives in you. Now if anyone does not have the Spirit of Christ, 

this person does not belong to him” (Rom 8:9). One could say that the indwelling Spirit is 

the definition of a Christian.  

Believers, who are indwelt with the Holy Spirit, are also sealed with the Holy 

Spirit. Paul writes, “And when you heard the word of truth (the gospel of your salvation) 

– when you believed in Christ – you were marked with the seal of the promised Holy 

Spirit, who is the down payment of our inheritance, until the redemption of God’s own 

possession, to the praise of his glory” (Eph 1:13-14). Sealing communicates God’s mark 

of permanent ownership on us. The Holy Spirit is also described in these verses as a 

pledge or down payment that insures that God will complete his salvific work in us.  

Spiritual Gifts 

Lastly, every person who has been born again receives a spiritual gift from the 

Holy Spirit. Paul writes: “Now there are different gifts, but the same Spirit. . . . To each 

person the manifestation of the Spirit is given for the benefit of all” (1 Cor 12:4, 7). This 

leads us to the very large topic of spiritual gifts and their use in the life of a believer. In 

some cases unfortunately this is a topic comes with a lot of questions and even 

controversy. Lists of spiritual gifts occur in Romans 12; 1 Corinthians 12 and Ephesians 

4. The gifts are listed in the order in which they are given. 

Romans 12 1 Corinthians Ephesians 4 

Prophecy apostle 

 

apostle 

Service prophet 

 

prophet 

Teaching teacher evangelist 

Exhortation miracles pastor 

Contributing gifts of healing teacher
4
 

Leadership helps  

Mercy gifts of leadership  

 different kinds of tongues  

                                                 

4
 While some people see one gift of “pastor-teacher” here based on one Greek 

article in the original language it is probably better to see two separate gifts due to the 

fact that the words are plural and teaching is seen as a separate gift in Romans 12. See 

Dan Wallace, Greek Grammar Beyond the Basics: An Exegetical Syntax of the New 

Testament (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1996), 284.  



 message of wisdom  

 message of knowledge  

 faith  

 interpretation of tongues  

 discernment of spirits  

We can begin the process of studying spiritual gifts by describing points of clarity 

and agreement from 1 Corinthians 12-14. The first point is that each Christian has at least 

one spiritual gift (1 Cor 12:7). It’s not that some Christians have gifts and some don’t. 

Second, it’s the Holy Spirit who decides what gift(s) he gives to each person. We may 

want to have one gift or another but it’s the Holy Spirit who decides on the distribution (1 

Cor 12:7-9). It’s not what we want but rather what he wants. Thirdly, gifts are to be used 

for the “benefit of all” (1 Cor 12:7). Gifts are not given primarily for the benefit of the 

gift holder but rather as a ministry for others. Spiritual gifts are not to be self-focused but 

rather others focused. Fourthly, not all people have the same gift. This is Paul’s point at 

the end of 1 Cor 12 where he asks a series of questions where the expected answer is no.
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For example, “Not all speak in tongues do they?” The answer is that no not all have the 

gift of tongues. Lastly, gifts are to be exercised in love. As Paul states, exercising gifts 

without love is like an annoyance of banging gongs or symbols (1 Cor 13:1).  

Most evangelical Christians are at least somewhat aware that there are questions 

and points of difference and disagreement regarding spiritual gifts. For example, is God 

giving all gifts today, such as the gift of apostleship, prophecy, tongues, or healing? The 

gifts of apostleship and prophecy are foundational to the church and on which the church 

is built. Paul writes regarding the church “you have been built on the foundation of the 

apostles and prophets, with Christ Jesus himself as the cornerstone.” (Eph 2:20; cf. Heb 

2:3-4). One criteria of apostle in the early church is that the person saw the resurrected 

Jesus (Acts 1:22; 1 Cor 9:1). Unless Christ made a special appearance as he did to Paul 

on the road to Damascus this criteria would not be replicable today. There is no explicitly 

clear statement that some gifts have ceased but one must also compare the claim of 

possessing a certain gift with Scripture. What is the nature of the gift in the Bible? What 

is its purpose? How did or does it function? Comparing claims of how the various gifts 

operate with the Scripture itself is the best way to determine a claim’s validity or lack 

thereof. God can give any gift anywhere at anytime but the question to consider now is, 

“Is he giving all gifts today?” To answer this question, we need to compare the claim 

closely with the Scripture. Lastly, for most evangelicals even if one does not hold to all 

the gifts functioning today this does not rule out God going miracles directly such as 

healing in response to prayer (James 5:13-18). My own view though is to be very 

cautious about accepting claims of apostleship or prophet or other “sign” or “revelatory” 

                                                 

5
 And God has placed in the church first apostles, second prophets, third teachers, 

then miracles, gifts of healing, helps, gifts of leadership, different kinds of tongues.  Not 

all are apostles, are they? Not all are prophets, are they? Not all are teachers, are they? 

Not all perform miracles, do they? Not all have gifts of healing, do they? Not all speak in 

tongues, do they? Not all interpret, do they? (1 Cor 12:28-30). 



gifts. These were gifts of authority, infallible prediction, miracles/signs, and revelation 

that God used in the founding of the church.  

The Post-Conversion work of the Holy Spirit 

What is the role of the Holy Spirit following conversion? The filling, empowering 

and guiding of the believer is included in this part of the Holy Spirit’s ministry. While the 

baptism of the Holy Spirit occurs once at conversion, the filling of the Spirit can happen 

multiple times after conversion and also is commanded. In Acts after Paul’s conversion 

we read, “But Saul (also known as Paul), filled with the Holy Spirit, stared straight at 

him” (Acts 13:9). Here the filling of the Spirit is at the forefront propelling Paul’s 

ministry and happens well after his conversion recorded in Acts 9. To the church at 

Ephesus Paul writes, “And do not get drunk with wine, which is debauchery, but be filled 

by the Spirit” (Eph 5:18). Here the filling of the Spirit is given as a command to be 

followed. In this analogy the Spirit is compared negatively to wine. The point is don’t let 

wine control you but rather have the Holy Spirit do so. Closely related to being filled 

with the Spirit is being empowered with the Holy Spirit. Paul writes, “But I say, live by 

the Spirit and you will not carry out the desires of the flesh . . . But the fruit of the Spirit 

is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-

control” (Gal 5:16, 22-23). It is by the power of the Holy Spirit that enables Christians to 

live lives obedient to God. Lastly, not only does the Holy Spirit fill and empower but he 

also leads or guides the believer in Jesus Christ. “For all who are led by the Spirit of God 

are the sons of God” (Rom 8:14). 

Symbols of the Holy Spirit 

A final area of discussion is that of some instances where the Holy Spirit is 

referred to in the Bible with a symbol. Four prominent symbols that refer to the Holy 

Spirit are the dove, fire, wind and water.
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 Each one communicates something different 

about the Holy Spirit. When looking at a symbol, one must be careful to make sure the 

context is identifying the symbol with the referent you are considering in this case the 

Holy Spirit. For example, even though the Holy Spirit is identified with a dove in Matt 

3:16 it would be an interpretive mistake to see the Holy Spirit in every place a dove is 

referred to in the Bible. In Genesis 8:8 Noah sends out a dove to see if the flood waters 

had receded, but one should not interpret this as Noah sending out the Holy Spirit.  

Dove 

Probably the most recognizable symbol of the Holy Spirit is the dove that 

appeared at the baptism of Jesus. It is recorded in all four gospels (Matt 3:16; Mark 1:10; 

Luke 3:22; John 1:32). Matthew writes, “After Jesus was baptized, just as he was coming 

up out of the water, the heavens opened and he saw the Spirit of God descending like a 

dove and coming on him” (Matt 3:16). The dove as a symbol of the Holy Spirit 
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communicates beauty, gentleness, and peace. The dove also comes from above, perhaps 

suggesting coming from heaven.
7
 

Fire 

Another symbol of the Holy Spirit is fire. In the Bible, fire can communicate the 

Lord’s presence (Exod 3:2), purification (1 Pet 1:7) or judgment (Lev 10:2; Heb 12:29) 

depending on the context. The most explicit passage that refers to the Holy Spirit as fire 

is in Acts 2. “Now when the day of Pentecost had come, . . tongues spreading out like a 

fire appeared to them and came to rest on each one of them. All of them were filled with 

the Holy Spirit” (Acts 2:1-4). In a similar analogy, Paul commands the Thessalonians, 

“Do not quench the Spirit” (NASB; I Thess 5:19). Disobedience to the Spirit is like 

throwing water on a fire.   

Wind 

The Greek word for Spirit (pneuma) can also be translated as breath or wind. 

Perhaps then it is not surprising that the Holy Spirit is seen and compared to as wind. 

Two verses in the New Testament communicate this.
8
 In Acts 2:4 Luke writes, “Suddenly 

a sound like a violent wind blowing came from heaven and filled the entire house where 

they were sitting.” And in John 3:8, John describes, “The wind blows wherever it will, 

and you hear the sound it makes, but do not know where it comes from and where it is 

going. So it is with everyone who is born of the Spirit." The image of wind 

communicates that the Holy Spirit is powerful, invisible, immaterial and sovereignly 

blows where he intends.
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Water 

Lastly, water is also an image of the Holy Spirit. Jesus makes this explicit 

connection on one of the feast days of Israel. “On the last day of the feast, the greatest 

day, Jesus stood up and shouted out, "If anyone is thirsty, let him come to me, and let the 

one who believes in me drink. Just as the scripture says, `From within him will flow 

rivers of living water.' (Now he said this about the Spirit, whom those who believed in 

him were going to receive, for the Spirit had not yet been given, because Jesus was not 

yet glorified)” (John 7:37-39). As physical fresh water is needed for physical life, the 

living water of the Holy Spirit is needed for spiritual life. 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, Christians should not be afraid of the Holy Spirit but rather look to 

the Spirit for guidance and spiritual strength. The Holy Spirit is alive and active today in 
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the lives of both believers and unbelievers.
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 As Christians, we are to be eternally grateful 

that the Holy Spirit is our permanent indwelling companion, gifting us to serve others and 

empowering us to live the Christian life. He is to be respected, followed and cherished.  

Discussion Questions 

1. How would you respond scripturally to someone that said that the Holy Spirit 

is just an impersonal force like lightening? 

2. In Psalm 51 David prayed to God to not take the Holy Spirit from him. Why 

did he pray this? Could God take his Holy Spirit from us today? 

3. Does God communicate to us through his Holy Spirit apart from the Bible? If 

so, how and how can we be sure what the message is? 

4. How should the indwelling Holy Spirit affect our daily lives? 

5. Can people perform miracles today the same way that the apostles did in the 

first century? 

6. How would you decide if a spiritual gift is being used in an authentic manner 

or not? Has some gift ever been claimed where you thought something was 

not biblical about it? 
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