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Studies in renewal 

Study 1: 

The Spirit of God and the gift of the Spirit in Scripture  

 

By Dr Ulf Metzner, Indooroopilly Qld (1987) 

 

 
I cannot but think that the reformation in our day, which I expect to be more deep and searching than 

that of the 16th century, will turn upon the Spirit’s presence and life, as that did upon the justification by 

the Son. (Frederick Denison Maurice, 1805-1872).  

 

Whether we agree with F.D. Maurice or not, the 20th century has certainly witnessed a 

concentration on the person and work of the Holy Spirit that is unprecedented in the history 

of the Christian church.  

 

Few would doubt that many blessings have flowed from this intensified focus on the Holy 

Spirit, the ‘Lord and giver of life’. It is all the more unfortunate, then, that the enthusiasm of 

those who consider that they have experienced a spiritual rebirth often feel it separates 

them from other Christians, who cannot share in their kind of renewal experience.  

 

There are several other disconcerting factors. One of these is the familiarity with which some 

Christians treat the Holy Spirit. They seem to have him at their command. It is almost as 

though they can manipulate him. He is treated like an earthly possession recently acquired. 

When this happens, our Lord the Holy Spirit is stripped of his holiness and deity.  

 

Another factor is the frequent use of non-biblical or semi-biblical terminology to describe the 

work of the Holy Spirit, e.g. ‘topping up the Spirit’, or ‘infilling of the Spirit’. Related to this is the 

use of biblical terms which can receive a doubtful shift in emphasis. One such term is 

‘baptism with the Holy Spirit’.  

 

Finally, there is the problem of ‘eclecticism’, i.e. the practice of selecting only a few of the 

aspects relating to the Spirit and ignoring the rest.  

 

To restore the balance, it is necessary to return to the whole of Scripture, allowing both the 

Old and New Testaments to speak to us about God’s Spirit.  
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OLD TESTAMENT  
 

a. The spirit of god is the breath of life  

 

The term ‘Holy Spirit’ is rarely used in the Old Testament (See Psalm 51:11 and Isa 63:10). The 

words ‘Spirit’ and ‘Spirit of God’, however, occur often, with a variety of meanings. To begin 

with, the Hebrew word ruah, which we translate as Spirit, has as its most basic meaning 

‘wind’, ‘moving air’, ‘breath’. ‘The Spirit of God (Breath of God) moved over the waters’ 

(Gen 1:2).  

 

Ruah also means the air we breathe, the breath of life, without which there is no life. This 

includes the life of animals (Gen 6:17). Even though God gives ruah to all creation, this spirit 

still remains God’s property. And so all creatures live for as long as they have ruah, and they 

die when God takes away his life-giving spirit, his breath of life (Psalm 104:29,30: Job 34:14–

15).  

 

Ezekiel 37:4–10 takes this one step further: God’s Spirit is so powerful that it can even bring 

dead bones back to life.  

 

In this way the Old Testament proclaims that God’s Spirit is as real as life itself and more 

powerful than death.  

 

b. The Spirit of God gives special gifts 

 

Another aspect of the work of God’s Spirit in the Old Testament is that he enters, quite 

selectively, into individual people. When God’s Spirit takes possession of a human being in 

this way, that person’s natural powers are increased tremendously, often enabling him to 

accomplish the impossible with special gifts he has received. Such gifts vary – from inspired 

deeds of war and prophecy to gifts such as singing and wisdom. The Book of Judges 

contains many references to how God’s Spirit created national leaders and heroes (3:10; 

6:34; 13:25; 14:6, 19; 15:14).  

 

It is characteristic of the Spirit that he is unpredictable, often descending without warning, 

offering no choice. God chooses to give his Spirit, people are the recipient. The results can 

be devastating for that person’s life, as the example of Samson demonstrates.  

 

King Saul, too, became a completely changed person once the Spirit of God entered him (1 

Sam 10:10–11). In Saul’s’ time it was widely accepted that prophets had God’s Spirit and that 

the Spirit sometimes chose to manifest himself in spontaneous acts of dancing and shouting. 

However, as with the breath of life, so also the special gift of the Spirit of God does not come 

with a lasting guarantee; it can be lost (1 Sam 16:14). What is even worse, is that an evil spirit 

can take the place of God’s Spirit.  

 

Some others who were endowed with God’s Spirit in the Old Testament were the Levites (2 

Chron 20:14), certain craftsmen (Exo 31:3) and probably also the temple musicians (1 Chron 

25:1 together with 2 Chron 20:14). Some of the prophets, with the power and authority of 

God’s Spirit, proclaim that the new era of God’s chosen One will be one in which the Spirit of 

God will reign through the Messiah (Isa 11:2; 42:1). Through him all of God’s chosen people 

will receive God’s Spirit, just as all of creation was given God’s live-giving breath. Then there 

will no longer be any difference made between young and old, men and women, servants 

and masters (Joel 2:28, 29).  

 

This, indeed, is a new horizon, a new vision of the Spirit.  
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For study: 

 

1. Read Psalm 104:29, 30; Job 34:14, 15 and Ezekiel 37: 3-10.   

Discuss the statement: ‘The Old Testament proclaims that God’s Spirit is as real as life itself 

and more powerful than death’  

 

2. Read Judges 3:10; 1 Samuel 10:10,11 and Exodus 31:3.  

What do these passages tell us about who could receive God’s Spirit in Old Testament 

times? 

 

3. What is the special significance of Joel 2: 28–29? 

 

 

NEW TESTAMENT  
 

a. New Testament variety  

 

The New Testament contains a much greater variety of statements about the Spirit of God 

than the Old Testament. The Greek word in the New Testament which we translate as ‘Spirit’ 

is pneuma. Its meaning ranges from ‘wind’, ‘moving air’ (John 3:8) to ‘self-consciousness’ (1 

Cor 2:11).  

 

Sometimes the Spirit is also the seat of our emotions (John 11:33; 13:21). Then again it is the 

opposite to flesh and almost synonymous with life itself (John 6:63; Luke 23:46). Our 

resurrected body will be a ‘spiritual body’ (1 Cor 15:44).  

 

While these passages take it for granted that God’s Spirit is invisible (though clearly 

noticeable), there are others that state that the Spirit can materialise to the extent of 

becoming recognisable. So he said to look ‘like a dove’ (Mark 1:10), to come ‘like the rush of 

a mighty wind’ and to appear ‘like tongues of fire’ (Acts 2). In Luke 1:35 the Spirit of God is 

said to ‘cast a shadow’ over Mary – a description which is reverent in its vagueness.   

 

In the New Testament the gift of the Holy Spirit is not always linked with Baptism in the name 

of Jesus. John the Baptist, we are told, was ‘filled with the Spirit, even from his mother’s 

womb’ (Luke 1:15), and Simeon also had the ‘Holy Spirit upon him’ (Luke 2:25–27). In John 

20:22 Jesus ‘breathed upon his disciples and said to them: Receive the Holy Spirit’ – words 

that remind us of that first breath that the Creator breathed and, behold, there was life! (Gen 

2:7). For the evangelist John the Holy Spirit is ‘the other Counsellor’ who is the Spirit of truth 

(John 14:16, 17), who will teach and bring to remembrance all that Jesus did and said (John 

14:26) and ‘convince the world of sin and righteousness and of judgement’ (John 16:8).  

 

Other passages create an indissoluble link between the act of Baptism as a whole and the 

gift of the Holy Spirit, although there may be a variation in the sequence of events, such as 

Baptism, laying on of hands, and manifestations of the Spirit’s presence. In Acts 10:45–48 the 

gift of the Spirit and some of his manifestations (speaking in tongues and extolling God) 

precede the act of Baptism, while Acts 8:17 and 19:6 stress that ‘when they laid their hands 

on them they received the Holy Spirit’. Acts 2:41, on the other hand, mentions Baptism 

without specific mention of the laying on of hands or even the receiving of the Spirit.  

 

With this variety Holy Scripture teaches us that we should give God the Holy Spirit room to 

move about as he wishes. The Spirit surely comes to us in Baptism, according to his promise! 

But we should not attempt to restrict him in his coming and work to Baptism. Nor should we 

restrict him to the laying on of hands or to manifestations such as speaking in tongues and 

healing. In ‘blowing where he wills’ (John 3:8) the Spirit creates a ‘new birth’ (John 3:7), and 

the water of Baptism is a ‘washing of regeneration and renewal in the Holy Spirit which he 
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poured out upon us as richly through Jesus Christ (Titus 3:5). This renewal through Baptism is, 

as Romans 6:3,4 says, like dying and being raised from the dead.  

 

The New Testament does not speak of God’s Spirit forsaking us, but those who have received 

the Spirit and ‘commit apostasy’ and ‘hold Christ up to contempt’ have no way of 

forgiveness again (Heb 6:4–6). This thought is similar to what Mark 3:29 calls the ‘sin against 

the Holy Spirit’ which is also unforgiveable.  

 

For study: 

 

4. Is the gift of the Holy Spirit in the New Testament always linked with Baptism?  

Luke 1:15, 2:25–27 and John 20:22 will help you discuss this question.  

 

5. What do passages such as Acts 2:41, 8:12–17, 10:45–48 and 19:5–6 tell us about the 

sequence of Baptism, the laying on of hands, and special manifestations of the Holy 

Spirit? 

 

 

b. Specific phrases relating to the Holy Spirit  

 

Baptism with the Holy Spirit  

 

The most important Bible passages are Mark 1:8 and John 1:33 with Luke 3:16 and Matthew 

3:11 adding the words ‘and with fire’. In all instances the phrase ‘Baptism with the Holy Spirit’ 

is used only with reference to our Lord himself, who will perform such a baptism on his 

disciples. The prophecy, made by John the Baptist, was fulfilled at Pentecost, when the Spirit 

was poured out onto the disciples of Jesus (Acts 2) and a little later onto the Gentiles (Acts 10 

and 11). It is important to note that when our Lord baptised his disciples with the Holy Spirit in 

sending them the promised Counsellor, he did not command them to baptise with the Holy 

Spirit but to ‘baptise in the name of the … Holy Spirit’ (Matt 28:19). Christ’s Spirit, poured out 

at Pentecost, is still richly poured out today whenever and wherever Christ’s disciples baptise 

with water in the name of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit.  

 

It is clearly unbiblical, and therefore wrong, to accept a so-called baptism with the Holy Spirit 

which, in effect, annuls our first baptism. There is only one Baptism (Eph 4:5), for our salvation 

(Mark 16:16). The total act of our baptism includes the Word, the water, the laying on of 

hands, and the gift of the Holy Spirit through such baptism (Acts 8:12–17; 9:17, 18; 19:5–6). The 

sequence of these events can, however, vary.  

 

To avoid misunderstandings and error, Christians should use the term ‘baptism with the Holy 

Spirit’ only when referring to the fulfilment of John’s prophecy through Jesus at Pentecost, 

and not when speaking about their own baptism or, for that matter, about a special 

conversion experience they have had.  

 

Be filled with the Spirit  

 

In Ephesians 5:18 the apostle exhorts Christians, ‘Be filled with the Spirit!’ This is certainly not a 

call to receive the Holy Spirit apart from Baptism. Quite the contrary! Having spoken about 

the one Spirit and the one Baptism earlier (Eph 4:4,5), the apostle explains how Baptism is 

related to the everyday life of a Christian: We must allow the Spirit to work in us to the fullest 

extent by growing into Christ (4:15), not grieving the Holy Spirit (4:30), walking as children of 

light (5:8), etc.  

 

To be filled with the Spirit means to live all aspects of our life under the fullest guidance of the 

Spirit. We have or Lord’s promise that his Spirit will support and guide us even in extremely 

difficult situations. While he was still with them, Jesus told his disciples not to be anxious about 
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what or how they were to answer, ‘for the Holy Spirit will teach you in that very hour what you 

ought to say’ (Luke 12:12). Peter, Paul and other disciples experienced the fulfilment of this 

promise, when, in dangerous circumstances, the Spirit told them what to say (Acts 4:8; 4:31; 

13:9). Scripture calls this empowerment by the Holy Spirit to witness to the Lord ‘being filled 

with the Holy Spirit’.  

 

It is remarkable how varied, vague and confusing the terminology is to describe this active 

presence of the Holy Spirit in our life. Some call it, quite incorrectly, a ‘baptism with the Holy 

Spirit’, or a ‘release of the Spirit’, while others talk of an ‘infilling of the Spirit’ or even of a 

‘topping up of the Spirit’. Scripture uses none of these terms in this context; it consistently calls 

it ‘being filled with the Spirit’. We shall prevent confusion and error if we use biblical 

terminology to describe biblical content.  

 

To anoint with the Spirit 

 

Some Christians use the words ‘to anoint with the Spirit’ in order to describe a special 

moment of ‘conversion’ or of empowerment by the Holy Spirit for a particular ministry. 

Viewed in the light of Scripture, such a usage is quite incorrect, especially if it refers to a 

receiving of the Spirit additional to our baptism.  

 

In the New Testament the words ‘to anoint (with the Spirit)’ are used with a two-fold 

meaning. In the majority of instances (Acts 4:27; 10:38; Luke 4:18; Isaiah 61:1; Hebrews 1:9) 

there is a clear reference to Jesus whom God anointed ‘with the Spirit’, ‘with the oil of 

gladness’, to be his Messiah, his Christ. The Hebrew word ‘Messiah’ and its Greek counterpart 

‘Christ’ both mean ‘the anointed one’.  

 

Other passages refer to God’s children, who have been anointed by ‘the Holy One’ and 

upon whom God has ‘put his seal’ and to whom he has ‘given his Spirit’ (1 John 2:20, 27; 2 

Cor 1:21, 22). The passage from 2 Corinthians makes clear that we here have a reference to 

the moment of our baptism. Both the Old and New Testaments describe those whom God 

saves as bearing a ‘seal’, ‘mark’, or ‘sign’ (Exo 12:13; Eze 9:4; Rom 4:11; Rev 7:2, 3; 14:1; 22:4). 

Baptism as a seal is the sign that we belong to God’s people and shall be saved. Besides 

describing Baptism as an act of being anointed by God’s Spirit, the early church also 

practiced the custom of anointing with oil those who had just been baptised.  

 

In any case, the phrase ‘to anoint (with the Spirit)’ is closely linked with Baptism and should 

not be used to describe an experience which individual Christians may have apart from their 

baptism.  

 

Born again through the Spirit  

 

In John 3:3 Jesus says to Nicodemus, ‘Truly, truly, I say to you, unless one is born anew, he 

cannot see the kingdom of God’. To Nicodemus’ astonished question, ‘How can this be?’, 

Jesus answers, ‘Unless one is born of water and the Spirit, he cannot enter the kingdom of 

God’ (v 5). Quite clearly Jesus here says that the born-again person is one whom God has 

received as his child in Baptism. From the moment of our own baptism onwards, the Holy 

Spirit works in our life ‘through the living and abiding word of God’ (1 Pet 1:3, 23), so that we 

might be ‘justified by his grace’ (Titus 3:5–7).  

 

We are born again only once through our baptism, but the renewal of our baptismal 

covenant is a daily matter. No one has described this better than Martin Luther in his Small 

Catechism; ‘… our sinful self, with all its evil deeds and desires, should be drowned through 

daily repentance; and … day after day a new self should arise to live with God in 

righteousness and purity for ever’.  
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Gifts and fruit of the Spirit  

 

The New Testament makes a distinction between gifts and fruit of the Spirit. Some of the fruit 

of the Spirit mentioned are love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, 

gentleness, self-control (Gal 5:22). Sometimes the gifts and fruit of the Spirit are identical, as is 

the case with love. At other times the fruit (e.g. joy, peace, kindness) can be the result of the 

gift (e.g. of faith). The Spirit gives a great variety of gifts (e.g. of faith).  

 

The Spirit gives a great variety of gifts, but each gift is a manifestation of the same Spirit. 

Whatever the gift, it should be used for the ‘common good’ (1 Cor 12:7). In practical terms, 

the measuring-stick for the importance of a gift of the Spirit is its relevance for the common 

good of the body of Christ. So, while all gifts are equal (since they are all given by the same 

Spirit of God), some are higher and some are lower gifts according to their ‘common-good 

potential’. If there are higher gifts in this sense, they are faith, hope, and love (1 Cor 12:31). If 

there is a greatest gift of the Spirit, it is love (1 Cor 13:13).  

 

There is something that must be seen clearly and stressed over against those modern-day 

charismatics, who make statements such as this: ‘Tongues usually are the first, the least gift of 

the Spirit. Therefore if you can’t speak in tongues you can’t heal. The least amount of faith is 

needed to pray in tongues’. Such an evaluation is certainly wrong and has no scriptural 

basis.  

 

The Dynamic Spirit of Jesus 

 

God’s Spirit does not grow in us as if he could be given to us in an underdeveloped form. He 

is given to use fully, in totality, through Baptism. Having received the Spirit we are exhorted to 

be ‘filled with the Spirit’ (Eph 5:18) and to ‘walk’ in the Spirit (Gal 5:16). Such walking includes 

growth of a certain kind. There is growth ‘in grace and knowledge’ (2 Pet 3:18), growth in 

‘faith’ (2 Thess 1:3), growth of the Word of God (Acts 12:24; 19:20), growth of the church, the 

body of Christ (Ep 2:21, 22; 4:15; Col 2:19).  

 

All growth is related to the character of God’s Spirit who is dynamic. Where the Spirit of God 

is, there is movement – in our personal faith and in the faith and life of the church. In Acts 1:8 

Jesus says, ‘When the Holy Spirit comes upon you, you will … be witnesses for me… to the 

ends of the earth’ (GNB).  

 

The book of the Acts of the Apostles could also be called ‘The Acts of the Holy Spirit’, 

because this book testifies so much and so clearly to the missionary zeal of Christ’s Spirit. In 

those days there were innumerable problems facing a very small group of Christians. They 

had to cope with persecution, they had no modern transport system to help them with the 

spread of the Gospel, there were almost no full-time, professional missionaries, and there was 

certainly very little money to support the early church’s missionary venture. But there was the 

dynamic Spirit of Jesus, more powerful than the engines of our modern super-jets and much 

richer than the coffers of the church. The Spirit saw to it that God’s work was done by all 

whom he had taken possession of in Baptism; young and old, men and women, servants and 

masters, rich and poor – and behold, the prophecy of Joel, fulfilled at Pentecost, has 

remained a living reality to this day in the life of every baptised Christian and in the life of 

Christ’s church world-wide! 
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For study: 

 

6. Discuss the New Testament meaning of the following phrases:  

To be filled with the Holy Spirit.  

Baptism with the Holy Spirit.  

To anoint with the Holy Spirit.  

To be born again through the Holy Spirit. 

 

7. Discuss the statement: ‘Sometimes the gifts and fruit of the Spirit are identical, at other 

times the fruit can be the result of the Spirit.’  

 

8. Why could we also call the Acts of the Apostles ‘the Acts of the Holy Spirit’? 

 

 

REMEMBER 
 

 God has promised that all his people will one day receive his Spirit, just as all his creation 

has received his life-giving breath.  

 

 Holy Scriptures presents us with a great variety of statements about the Holy Spirit. This 

teaches us that we should give God the Holy Spirit room to move about as he wishes.  

 

 Always use the terms such as ‘baptism with the Holy Spirit’, ‘to be filled with the Spirit’, 

etc., in a strictly biblical sense. This will prevent confusion and error.  


