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Spirit-filled: The Work of the Holy Spirit in the Life of the Believer   
Adult Sunday School Class March 2018 Week 3 

Aspirations (our goals for the class) 

 We seek to gain a clearer understanding of the biblical testimony regarding the work of the Holy Spirit in 
the life the believer. (cognitive) 

 We seek to develop a deeper appreciation for the work of the Holy Spirit within us. (affective) 

 We seek to stimulate a greater desire to welcome and cooperate with the work of the Holy Spirit in our 
lives and in our church. (volitional) 

 

Approach (our method for the class) 
 

 Father, Son and Spirit in the Work of Redemption 

 Describing and Prescribing: A Word about Hermeneutics 

 The Holy Spirit and the book of Acts 

 Exploring Biblical Terms for the Work of the Holy Spirit 

 Pursuing Active Engagement with the Holy Spirit 
 

Describing and Prescribing: A Word about Hermeneutics 
 

     A Quick Overview Of How To Understand The Bible 

”It is impossible to approach the Bible in a completely objective way. We all come to the Bible with 

questions, issues, troubles, and joys. Each of us also approaches the Bible from different cultural and 

social experiences. This truth contains great benefit and danger. The benefit is that the Bible is relevant 

for every life. The danger, of course, is that we will warp God’s Word in a way that it was never 

intended to be read.” Tremper Longman, Old Testament scholar 

1. Look for the author’s intended meaning. 

2. Read a passage in context. 

3. Identify the genre of the passage. (history, poetry, prophecy, proverb, gospel, parable, epistles, and 

apocalypse) 

4. Consider the historical and cultural background of the Bible. 

5. Consider the grammar and structure within the passage. 

6. Interpret experience in light of Scripture, not Scripture in the light of experience. 

7. Always seek the full counsel of Scripture. 

a. We should never base doctrine or moral teaching of Scripture on an obscure passage. The 

most important ideas in the Bible are stated more than once.  

b. If one passage seems to teach something, but another passage clearly teaches something 

else, we must understand the former in terms of the latter.  
 

     Three ways to avoid the danger of misinterpreting Scripture while maximizing the benefits.  

1. Follow the seven principles for understanding Scripture. These can keep you from reading your 

own thoughts into the Bible and help you discover the intention of the Author himself.  

2. Read the Bible in community. That is, don’t be a lone ranger in your Bible interpretation. Talk to 

others about what the Bible means to them and be open to their reading of the text. Read books by 
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Christians from other walks of life and different cultural backgrounds. As someone has said, “Think 

for yourself but not by yourself.”  

3. Prayerfully ask for the Holy Spirit’s help in understanding the Word of God. 
 

     A Word About Description and Prescription in the Bible 

The Bible is filled with descriptions of many events, some, quite normal and others, very 

unusual. In the Old Testament, the more unusual might include God’s commands to Ezekiel to eat a 

scroll or lie on his side for 430 days or cut off his hair and beard. To these could be added God’s 

surprising instructions to prophets like Isaiah, Jeremiah and Hosea.  

The New Testament also provides many descriptions of events from the life of Jesus and the 

early church. Here are a few from the book of Acts: the disciples cast lots to decide which of two 

candidates should take the place of Judas. (Acts 1:23-26) Initially, the early church held their 

possessions in common and were selling them to provide for the needy among them. (Acts 2:44, 45; 

4:32-35) God gave direction to Ananias through a vision to go find Saul of Tarsus to whom God had 

given a corresponding vision. (Acts 9:10-12) Peter prays for Dorcas who has died and she is restored to 

life. (Acts 9:36-43) Cornelius and Peter are given visions that bring them together and lead to the 

spread of the Gospel to the Gentiles. Both at the coming of the Spirit on the believers in Jerusalem 

(Acts2) and the conversion of the Gentiles at Ceasarea (Acts 10), people spoke in tongues. Agabus, a 

prophet, came to Paul and, taking Paul’s belt, bound his own hands and feet to show what would 

happen to Paul in Jerusalem. (Acts 21:10-12) Other descriptions could be added from the Gospels and 

the epistles as well. 

 The question arising from these and many other descriptions in the Bible is, “What is to be 

taken as normative for the Christian life?” In other words, when do biblical descriptions function as 

biblical precedents for the later church or do they? Our primary tools for knowing what is normative in 

living the Christian life are the prescriptions contained in Scripture. This principle can help guide us as 

we consider various biblical descriptions of the work of the Holy Spirit. 

 Descriptions appear as narratives in the Bible. These are written accounts of what happened. 

Here are eight principles for finding the meaning of narratives noted in, How to Read the Bible for All 

Its Worth by Gordon Fee and Douglas Stuart.  

1. A narrative usually does not directly teach a doctrine. 

2. A narrative usually illustrates a doctrine or doctrines taught propositionally elsewhere.  

3. Narratives record what happened—not necessarily what should have happened or what ought 

to happen every time. Therefore, not every narrative has an individual identifiable moral 

application.  

4. What people do in narratives is not necessarily a good example for us.    

5. We are not always told at the end of a narrative whether what happened was good or bad. 

6. All narratives are selective and incomplete. 

7. Narratives are not written to answer all our theological questions. 

8. Narratives may teach either explicitly (by clearly stating something) or implicitly (by implying 

something without actually stating it). 
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The Holy Spirit and the Book of Acts 

“. . . we seldom think of the Old Testament histories as setting biblical precedents for our own lives. On 

the other hand, this has been a normal way for Christians to read Acts. It not only tells us the history of 

the early church, but it also serves as the normative model for the church of all times. And this is 

precisely our hermeneutical difficulty. 

 Many sectors of evangelical Protestantism have a “restoration” mentality. We regularly look 

back to the church and Christian experience in the first century either as the norm to be restored or 

the ideal to be approximated. Thus we often say things like, “Acts plainly teaches us that . . .” However, 

it seems obvious that not all of the “plain teaching” is plain to all. 

 In fact it is our lack of hermeneutical precision as to what Acts is trying to teach that has led to a 

lot of the division one finds in the church. Such diverse practices as the baptism of infants or of 

believers only, congregational and Episcopalian church polity, the necessity of observing the Lord’s 

Supper every Sunday, the choice of deacons by congregational vote, the selling of possessions and 

having all things in common, and even ritual snake handling (!) have been supported in whole or in part 

on the basis of Acts. 
 

“Unless Scripture explicitly tells us we must do something, what is only narrated or described 

does not function in a normative (i.e. obligatory) way—unless it can be demonstrated on other 

grounds that the author intended it to function in this way. There are good reasons for making this 

assumption. . . . It is a general maxim of hermeneutics that God’s Word is to be found in the intent of 

the Scripture. This is an especially crucial mater to the hermeneutics of the historical narratives. . . . It is 

our hypothesis, based on preceding exegesis, that he was trying to show how the church emerged as a 

chiefly Gentile worldwide phenomenon from its origins as a Jerusalem-base Judaism-oriented sect of 

Jewish believers, and how the Holy spirit was directly responsible for this phenomenon of universal 

salvation based on grace alone. The recurring motif that nothing can hinder this forward movement of 

the church empowered by the Holy spirit makes us think that Luke also intended his readers to see this 

as a model for their existence. And the fact that Acts is in the canon further makes us think that surely 

this is the way the church was always intended to be—evangelistic, joyful, empowered by the Holy 

Spirit. 

But what of specific details in these narratives, which only when taken altogether help us to see 

Luke’s larger intent? Do these details have the same teaching value? Do they also serve as normative 

models? We think not, basically because most such detail are incidental to the main point of the 

narrative and because of the ambiguity of details from narrative to narrative. . . .  

The following principles emerge with regard to the hermeneutics of historical narrative: 
 

1. The Word of God in Acts that may be regarded as normative for Christians is related 

primarily to what any given narrative was intended to teach. 
 

2. What is incidental to the primary intent of the narrative may indeed reflect and inspired 

author’s understanding of things, but it does not have the same teaching value as what the 

narrative was intended to teach. This does not negate what is incidental or imply that it has 
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no word for us. What it does suggest is that what is incidental must not become primary, 

although it may always serve as additional support to what is unequivocally taught 

elsewhere. 
 

3. Historical precedent, to have normative value, must be related to intent. That is, if it can be 

shown that the purpose of a given narrative is to establish precedent, then such precedent 

should be regarded as normative.”  

                                                               (How to Read the Bible for All Its Worth by Gordon Fee and Douglas Stuart) 

Some supplemental quotes from Fee and Stuart 

1. The key to understanding Acts seems to be in Luke’s interest in this movement of the Gospel, orchestrated 
by the Holy Spirit, from its Jerusalem-based Judaism-oriented beginnings to its becoming a worldwide, 
Gentile-predominant phenomenon. 
 

2. This interest in “movement” is further substantiated by what Luke does not tell us. First, he has no interest 

in . . . the biographies of the apostles. Once the movement to the Gentiles get underway, Peter drops from 

sight . . . . Apart from John, the other apostles are not even mentioned, and Luke’s interest in Paul is 

almost completely in terms of the Gentile mission. Second, he has little or no interest in church 

organization or polity. He never tells us why or how . . . the church in Jerusalem passed from the 

leadership of Peter and the apostles to James, the brother of Jesus; nor does he ever explain how any local  

church was organized in terms of polity or leadership, except to say that elders were appointed. Third, 

there is no word about geographical expansion except in the one direct line from Jerusalem to Rome. 

There is no mention of Crete (Titus 1:5), Illyricum (Rom. 15:19), or Pontus, Cappadocia, Bithynia (1 Pet. 

1:1), not to mention the church’s expansion eastward toward Mesopotamia or southward toward Egypt.  

      All of this together says that church history per se was simply not Luke’s reason for writing. 

 

3. Luke’s interest also does not seem to be in standardizing things, bringing everything into uniformity. When 

he records individual conversions there are usually two elements included: gift of the Spirit and water 

baptism. But these can be in reverse order, with or without the laying on of hands, with or without the 

mention of tongues, and scarcely ever with a specific mention of repentance, even after what Peter says in 

2:38, 39. Similarly, Luke neither says nor implies that the Gentile churches experienced a communal life 

similar to that in Jerusalem in 2:42-47 and 4:32-35. Such diversity probably means that no specific example 

is being set forth as the model Christian experience or church life. 

 

4. Nonetheless, we believe that much of Acts is intended by Luke to serve as  a model. But the model is not 

so much in the specifics as in the overall picture. By the very way God has moved him to structure and 

narrate this history it seems probable that we are to view this triumphant, joyful, forward-moving 

expansion of the Gospel into the Gentile world, empowered by the Holy Spirit and resulting changed lives 

and local communities, as God’s intent for the continuing church. Luke, therefore, probably intended that 

the ongoing church should be “like them,” but in the larger sense, not by modeling itself on any specific 

example.  

 


