The Person and Work of the Holy Spirit #2

“A Résumé of the Holy Spirit”

selected Scriptures
Last week we began a series of messages on the person and the work of the Holy Spirit. In that opening sermon we focused more on His person; this week I want to consider His work. In doing so I want to use the contemporary concept of a résumé. As you might have guessed, “résumé” is a word of French origin, coming from a term that means, “to summarize.”
 In today’s terms, a résumé is a brief summary of one’s work experience, skills, and credentials. That is what I want to do this morning: We cannot hope to cover all of the Holy Spirit’s activity in one message, so I want to give a brief summary so that we understand some of the basic concepts of His work.

Those of you who have heard me preach and teach know that I stress the unity of Scripture, Old and New Testaments. I believe both are equally inspired by God, and both are equally necessary for us to understand who God is and what He expects of us. I bristle when folks dismiss the Old Testament by saying, “Well, that’s the Law and we’re under Grace.” I believe in the continuity of the Testaments more than in their contrast.

In this case, however, there is an exception. The person of the Holy Spirit has not changed—He is eternal, and as God cannot and does not change—but the work of the Spirit is definitely different since Christ’s ascension to Heaven than before.

So this morning I want to consider the Spirit’s work in three areas: the previous work of the Spirit, the promised work of the Spirit, and the present work of the Spirit.

The Previous Work of the Holy Spirit

The Old Testament does not present a systematic theology of the Holy Spirit. The phrase “Holy Spirit” only occurs twice in the Old Testament (Psalm 51 and Isaiah 63). This is not to say, though, that the Holy Spirit did not exist or was not at work in the Old Testament. Before the coming of Jesus He was ceaselessly active—in the creation and preservation of the universe, in revelation and in the regeneration of believers, and in the equipment of special people for special tasks.

While we could examine the various working of the Holy Spirit in the Old Testament for weeks on end, I will limit our study this morning of the previous work of the Spirit to three works (remember, this is a résumé, not an unabridged biography!) 

The first is Exodus 31:1-5,

Then the Lord said to Moses, “See, I have chosen Bezalel son of Uri, the son of Hur, of the tribe of Judah, and I have filled him with the Spirit of God, with skill, ability and knowledge in all kinds of crafts—to make artistic designs for work in gold, silver and bronze, to cut and set stones, to work in wood, and to engage in all kinds of craftsmanship.”

In this text the Holy Spirit provided skill for the workmen to complete a specific task. Alan Cole points out, “In early Old Testament days, every form of skill and strength and excellence is directly and bluntly credited to ‘the Spirit of God.’ This is because God is rightly seen as the source of all wisdom.”
  This same equipping is seen when Solomon built the Temple, as craftsmen were enabled to perform incredible work through the power of God. Warren Wiersbe writes,
Whether it’s for building the tabernacle in the Old Testament, building the church in the New Testament, or building our lives and ministries today, the Holy Spirit of God must equip us and enable us to do the job.
 
As we will see later, the Holy Spirit still provides skill in our own day and age.

Secondly, the Holy Spirit provided strength. Turn first to Judges 15:14-15,

As he approached Lehi, the Philistines came toward him shouting. The Spirit of the Lord came upon him in power. The ropes on his arms became like charred flax, and the bindings dropped from his hands. Finding a fresh jawbone of a donkey, he grabbed it and struck down a thousand men. 

This is the famous story of Samson fending off a thousand Philistines using the jawbone of a donkey. But it was not Samson’s strength that accomplished this great feat; nor was it even the length of his hair (a common misconception, even among Christians). No, it was the Spirit of the Lord who empowered Samson to do what he did. 

Turn over a couple of books to 1 Samuel 11:6-7,

When Saul heard their words, the Spirit of God came upon him in power, and he burned with anger. He took a pair of oxen, cut them into pieces, and sent the pieces by messengers throughout Israel, proclaiming, “This is what will be done to the oxen of anyone who does not follow Saul and Samuel.” Then the terror of the Lord fell on the people, and they turned out as one man.
The Spirit of God came upon Saul in power. The same terminology is used of David when he was anointed to be king of Israel: “So Samuel took the horn of oil and anointed him in the presence of his brothers, and from that day on the Spirit of the Lord came upon David in power” (1 Samuel 16:13).

From these passages we can conclude that, in the Old Testament times, the Holy Spirit came upon certain people for certain tasks and for certain periods of time to impart supernatural skill and strength.
 

A third (and very important) previous work of the Spirit is that He prompted Scripture. It was the Holy Spirit who spoke through the prophets, and who induced the various authors of Scripture to write down the words of the Lord.

One example of this is found in Ezekiel 11:5, “Then the Spirit of the Lord came upon me, and he told me to say: ‘This is what the Lord says: That is what you are saying, O house of Israel, but I know what is going through your mind.’”
“Well, that may be true of what the prophets said, but how does this show that the Spirit prompted the writing of Scripture?” you may ask. To answer that, we must turn to two New Testament passages that refer to the Old Testament Scriptures. The first is the well-known 2 Timothy 3:16-17,

All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness, so that the man of God may be thoroughly equipped for every good work. 

Remember, when Paul wrote this, the only officially recognized Scripture that existed was the Old Testament! (Don’t even try to tell me the Old Testament is not for today!) And how does Paul describe the Old Testament? “God-breathed.” I do not think it is coincidental that the same Hebrew word translated “spirit” in English is also rendered “breath.” Scripture is a result of the breath of God, who is the Spirit of God.

If that is not evidence enough, then 2 Peter 1:20-21 closes the case:

Above all, you must understand that no prophecy of Scripture came about by the prophet’s own interpretation. For prophecy never had its origin in the will of man, but men spoke from God as they were carried along by the Holy Spirit.

“Prophecy” in this context is not the foretelling of the future, but rather the forth-telling of the Word of God. That was the prophet’s primary function—communicating the Word of the Lord to man. Sometimes that included foretelling future events, but that was one small part of God’s revelation of Himself to humanity.

So how did Scripture come about? “Men spoke [or wrote] from God as they were carried along by the Holy Spirit.” He prompted Scripture to be written. He “carried them along” so that their words were His words. That is why we can trust the Bible as God’s Word and not merely the writings of men. (And what was true of the Old Testament is also true of the New Testament.)

The Promised Work of the Holy Spirit
But something was missing. I think Michael Green hits is right on the head as he writes,

On the whole, you had to be someone rather special in Old Testament days to have the Spirit of God. A prophet, a national leader, a king, perhaps some specially wise man or artistic person—in which case you would be beautifying the Lord’s Tent of Meeting, or enunciating the Lord’s wisdom. But the Spirit of God was not for every Tom, Dick and Harry… The gift of God’s Spirit was on the whole to special people for special tasks. It was not generally available, nor was it necessarily permanent.

Did you notice in the Old Testament passages we read that the Holy Spirit “came upon” a certain individual or two? Even when His work was on a larger group of people, there was still a wistful sense for something more.

Turn back to Numbers 11:24-30. Moses is leading the people in the wilderness, and the pressure of responsibility was taking its toll. The Lord had a solution:

So Moses went out and told the people what the Lord had said. He brought together seventy of their elders and had them stand around the Tent. Then the Lord came down in the cloud and spoke with him, and he took of the Spirit that was on him and put the Spirit on the seventy elders. When the Spirit rested on them, they prophesied, but they did not do so again.

However, two men, whose names were Eldad and Medad, had remained in the camp. They were listed among the elders, but did not go out to the Tent. Yet the Spirit also rested on them, and they prophesied in the camp. A young man ran and told Moses, “Eldad and Medad are prophesying in the camp.” 

Joshua son of Nun, who had been Moses’ aide since youth, spoke up and said, “Moses, my lord, stop them!” 

But Moses replied, “Are you jealous for my sake? I wish that all the Lord’s people were prophets and that the Lord would put his Spirit on them!” Then Moses and the elders of Israel returned to the camp. 

Did you catch Moses’ longing in his last words? “I wish that all the Lord’s people were prophets and that the Lord would put his Spirit on [all of] them!” (emphasis added). 

Moses’ wish was addressed later in the prophets with the promised work of the Spirit. Jeremiah and Ezekiel looked forward to the day of a “new covenant” which would be marked by a new working of the Holy Spirit. One of the well-known promises of the Spirit is found in Joel 2:28-29,

And afterward, I will pour out my Spirit on all people. Your sons and daughters will prophesy, your old men will dream dreams, your young men will see visions. Even on my servants, both men and women, I will pour out my Spirit in those days.

Here the promised work of the Spirit would not be limited to one or to a few. When this promise is fulfilled, the Spirit would be poured out on all of God’s people—young and old, men and women, even slaves would receive the promise of the Spirit.

John the Baptist also spoke of the promised work of the Spirit. In Matthew 3:11 we read his words,

I baptize you with water for repentance. But after me will come one who is more powerful than I, whose sandals I am not fit to carry. He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and with fire.

We will look at the “baptism of the Holy Spirit” in greater depth in a future message. For now let me mention that this baptism of the Spirit is something that Jesus (and Jesus alone) does, and it reflects back to the promise of the prophets. As Stott puts it, “This is an exclusively New Testament expression (occur​ring seven times), but that it is also a fulfilment of Old Testament expectation.”

Jesus also promised His disciples the Holy Spirit, but only after He Himself had returned to Heaven. In fact, Jesus’ departure was essential in order for the Holy Spirit to begin His permanent work. Jesus said so: “But I tell you the truth: It is for your good that I am going away. Unless I go away, the Counselor will not come to you; but if I go, I will send him to you” (John 16:7).

On two occasions the New Testament records Jesus’ command to the disciples to wait for the sending of the Spirit: in Luke 24:49 He says, “I am going to send you what my Father has promised; but stay in the city until you have been clothed with power from on high.” Then in Acts 1:8 He tells them, “But 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.” We know that on the Day of Pentecost, ten days after Jesus ascended into Heaven, the Holy Spirit came upon the disciples in the Upper Room.

The Spirit’s ministry—and the experience of the believer—would never be the same as before.

The Present Work of the Holy Spirit
So, what is the present work of the Holy Spirit? This will not be an exhaustive list, but let’s consider four broad aspects of the Spirit’s work.

First, the Spirit saves us. Yes, we are saved through Jesus Christ and His death on the cross, but the New Testament teaches that we are actually saved by the Holy Spirit. Consider 2 Thessalonians 2:13,

But we ought always to thank God for you, brothers loved by the Lord, because from the beginning God chose you to be saved through the sanctifying work of the Spirit and through belief in the truth.    

Turn also to Titus 3:4-7,

But when the kindness and love of God our Savior appeared, he saved us, not because of righteous things we had done, but because of his mercy. He saved us through the washing of rebirth and renewal by the Holy Spirit, whom he poured out on us generously through Jesus Christ our Savior, so that, having been justified by his grace, we might become heirs having the hope of eternal life. 

Jesus spoke of being “born again” and “born of the Spirit” in John chapter three. This is precisely what He was talking about. It is the work of the Holy Spirit to save the believer.

Secondly, the Spirit seals us. Paul writes in Ephesians 1:13-14,

And 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, who is a deposit guaranteeing our inheritance until the redemption of those who are God’s possession—to the praise of his glory. 

He uses similar language in 2 Corinthians 5:5, “Now it is God who has made us for this very purpose and has given us the Spirit as a deposit, guaranteeing what is to come.” 

What does it mean that the Spirit “seals” us? Don’t think of being “sealed” as in being wrapped in an air-tight container. The use of “seal” in biblical times referred to stamping an object with a seal as a sign of ownership. The Holy Spirit reassures us that we are, in fact, God’s children.

In both of these passages He is called “a deposit guaranteeing what is to come.” Having the Holy Spirit live within us gives us a taste of what Heaven will be like. No, this world is not Heaven—there is too much sin and the consequences of sin here—but the Spirit provides us with a hint of what we will experience someday in eternity.

Third, the Spirit sanctifies us. Romans 15:16 and 1 Peter 1:2 both mentioned the sanctifying work of the Spirit. What does that mean? The word “sanctify” literally means to set apart for a special use. The Spirit sanctifies us to that we may be used by God. Since God is holy, His vessels must be holy. So the Spirit cleanses us and makes us useful to God. This also means that the Holy Spirit transforms us into the image of Jesus.

Fourth, the Spirit settles in us. Here is the most astounding aspect of the Spirit’s work, and how it differs so drastically with the Spirit’s work prior to Jesus’ death and resurrection. Jesus said in John 14:16-17,

I will ask the Father, and he will give you another Counselor to be with you forever—the Spirit of truth. The world cannot accept him, because it neither sees him nor knows him. But you know him, for he lives with you and will be in you.

Jesus promised them that His replacement would be “another Helper,” namely, the Holy Spirit. And, unlike Jesus, who had only been with them, He (the Spirit) would be in them. Quite a difference! When the Spirit arrived, He would slip inside them and live within them for​ever. No more temporary companionship; the Spirit’s presence would be (and still is) a permanent presence. It had never been like that before. Not even in the lives of those Old Testament greats. But from now on…yes!

I realize this is a selective compilation of the work of the Holy Spirit. He does more than this—some of which we will consider in later messages. But I wanted to give you an idea of how the Spirit works, and particularly how His work has changed from what it was before Christ to what it is now.

You may wonder, “Why the difference? Why did the Holy Spirit not live in the life of the believer (as He does now) instead of temporarily coming upon a person in the Old Testament?” I believe the key is found in the word “holy.”

God is holy. That is true of the Father, the Son, and the Spirit equally. In His holiness God cannot stand sin, and sin cannot survive in His presence. Before Jesus came as “the Lamb of God who takes away the sins of the world,” believers in God had to offer animal sacrifices for their sins. But those sacrifices did not cleanse sin; it merely covered over sin. Hebrews 10:4 tells us, “It is impossible for the blood of bulls and goats to take away sins,” but 1 John 1:7 says, “the blood of Jesus, his Son, cleanses us from all sin” [nlt].

The Holy Spirit could not dwell within a person who was still in sin. Only when the blood of Jesus is applied to wash our sins away can the Holy Spirit take up residence in our lives. “But I still sin!” you might object. That is true, but those sins have been forgiven through the blood of Christ. Therefore God’s Holy Spirit can live inside of you.

One more point needs to be made. This work of the Spirit—that He saves, seals, sanctifies, and settles in our lives—is not reserved for a select few. This is for every believer in Jesus Christ. If you trust in Christ, you have the Holy Spirit. It is that simple.

The Holy Spirit presents to you His résumé today. You have heard of His previous work (before Christ) and His present work (since Christ). You have been introduced to the main areas of His work: He saves, seals. sanctifies, and settles in the life of the believer.

The only question remaining is: Will you let Him do His work in your life?
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