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How to Make the Best Use 
of This Teaching Guide

Leading a class in studying the Bible is a sacred trust. This Teaching Guide 
has been prepared to help you as you give your best to this important task. 

In each lesson, you will find first “Bible Comments” for teachers, to 
aid you in your study and preparation. The three sections of “Bible Com-
ments” are “Understanding the Context,” “Interpreting the Scriptures,” and 
“Focusing on the Meaning.” “Understanding the Context” provides a sum-
mary overview of the entire background passage that also sets the passage 
in the context of the Bible book being studied. “Interpreting the Scriptures” 
provides verse-by-verse comments on the focal passage. “Focusing on the 
Meaning” offers help with the meaning and application of the focal text.

The second main part of each lesson is “Teaching Plans.” You’ll find two 
complete teaching plans in this section. The first is called the “Discovery 
Plan,” which emphasizes discovery learning techniques; and the second is 
called the “Discussion Plan,” which provides questions and suggestions for 
dialogue about the Scriptures. Choose the plan that best fits your class and 
your style of teaching. You may also use and adapt ideas from both. Each 
plan is intended to be practical, helpful, and immediately useful as you pre-
pare to teach. 

The major headings in each teaching plan are intended to help you 
sequence how you teach so as to follow the flow of how people tend to learn. 
The first major heading, “Connect with Life,” provides ideas that will help 
you begin the class session where your class is and draw your class into the 
study. The second major heading, “Guide Bible Study,” offers suggestions 
for helping your class engage the Scriptures actively and develop a greater 
understanding of this portion of the Bible’s message. The third major head-
ing, “Encourage Application,” is meant to help participants focus on how to 
respond with their lives to this message. 
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As you begin the study with your class, be sure to find a way to help your 
class know the date on which each lesson will be studied. You might use one 
or more of the following methods: 

• In the first session of the study, brief ly overview the study by 
identifying for your class the date on which each lesson will be studied. 
Lead your class to write the date in the table of contents in their Study 
Guides and on the first page of each lesson. 

• Make and post a chart that indicates the date on which each lesson 
will be studied.

• If all of your class has e-mail, send them an e-mail with the dates the 
lessons will be studied. 

• Provide a bookmark with the lesson dates. You may want to include 
information about your church and then use the bookmark as an 
outreach tool, too. A model for a bookmark can be downloaded from 
www.baptistwaypress.org under the “Teacher Helps” tab.

• Develop a sticker with the lesson dates, and place it on the table of 
contents or on the back cover. 

Here are some steps you can take to help you prepare well to teach each 
lesson and save time in doing so:

1. Start early in the week before your class meets.

2. If your church’s adult Bible study teachers meet for lesson overview and 
preparation, plan to participate. If your church’s adult Bible study teach-
ers don’t have this planning time now, look for ways to begin. You, your 
fellow teachers, and your church will benefit from this mutual encour-
agement and preparation.

3. Overview the study in the Study Guide. Look at the table of contents and 
see where this lesson fits in the overall study. Then read or review the 
study introduction to the book that is being studied. 

4. Consider carefully the suggested Main Idea, Question to Explore, and 
Teaching Aim. These can help you discover the main thrust of this par-
ticular lesson.

5. Use your Bible to read and consider prayerfully the Scripture passages 
for the lesson. Using your Bible in your study and in the class session 
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can provide a positive model to class members to use their own Bibles 
and give more attention to Bible study themselves. (Each writer of the 
Bible comments in both the Teaching Guide and the Study Guide has 
chosen a favorite translation. You’re free to use the Bible translation you 
prefer and compare it with the translations chosen, of course.)

6. After reading all the Scripture passages in your Bible, then read the 
Bible comments in the Study Guide. The Bible comments are intended 
to be an aid to your study of the Bible. Read also the small articles—
”sidebars”—in each lesson. They are intended to provide additional, 
enrichment information and inspiration and to encourage thought and 
application. Try to answer for yourself the questions included in each 
lesson. They’re intended to encourage further thought and application, 
and you can also use them in the class session itself. Continue your Bible 
study with the aid of the Bible comments included in this Teaching Guide.

7. Review the “Teaching Plans” in this Teaching Guide. Consider how these 
suggestions would help you teach this Bible passage in your class to 
accomplish the teaching aim.

8. Consider prayerfully the needs of your class and think about how to 
teach so you can help your class learn best.

9. Develop and follow a lesson plan based on the suggestions in this 
Teaching Guide, with alterations as needed for your class.

10. Enjoy leading your class in discovering the meaning of the Scripture 
passages and in applying these passages to their lives.

Premium Commentary. Plan to get the additional Bible study comments 
available online. Visit our website, call 1–866–249–1799, or e-mail baptist-
way@texasbaptists.org to order the Premium Commentary. It is available only 
in electronic format (PDF) from our website. The price of these comments 
is $5 per person. A church or class that participates in our advance order 
program for free shipping can receive the Premium Commentary free. Call 
1–866–249–1799 or see www.baptistwaypress.org for information on par-
ticipating in our free shipping program for the next study.



6  LIVING IN THE SPIRIT

Premium Teaching Plans. An additional teaching plan is also available in 
electronic format (PDF) by visiting our website or calling 1–866–249–1799. 
The price of these plans for an entire study is $5 per person. It is available 
only in electronic format (PDF) from our website. A church or class that 
participates in our advance order program for free shipping can receive the 
Premium Teaching Plans free. Call 1–866–249–1799 or see www.baptistway-
press.org for information on participating in our free shipping program for 
the next study.

FREE! Downloadable teaching resource items for use in your class are avail-
able at www.baptistwaypress.org. Watch for them in the “Teaching Plans” 
for each lesson. Then go online to www.baptistwaypress.org and click on 
“Teaching Resource Items” under the “Teacher Helps” tab for this study. 
These items are selected from the “Teaching Plans.” They are provided online 
to make lesson preparation easier for handouts and similar items. Permis-
sion is granted to download these teaching resource items, print them out, 
copy them as needed, and use them in your class.
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lesson 1

FOCAL TEXT

Mark 1:1-8
BACKGROUND

Acts 1:1-9

The Baptism of the 
Holy Spirit

MAIN IDEA

Spirit Baptism is an inner act that 
purifies your soul and spirit.

QUESTION TO EXPLORE

Why does God command me to be 
continually filled with the Holy Spir-
it?

TEACHING AIM

To lead adults to learn that being bap-
tized in the Holy Spirit means to be 
totally immersed in the life of God

BIBLE
STUDY 
GUIDE 
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Bible Comments

Understanding the Context

As John Mark, drawing on the memories of Peter and other eyewitnesses, 
wrote about Jesus, the underlying question and the organizing principle of 
his thought was “who is this guy?” This is the essential question of Mark’s 
Gospel.

We find this question on the lips of the Disciples in Mark 4:41 after Jesus 
calmed the sea. We find Jesus asking this very question halfway through the 
Gospel: “Who do the people say that I am?” and “Who do you say that I am?” 
(Mark 8:27, 29). Mark’s Gospel is very much a message about identity—the 
identity of Jesus. In the final hours of Jesus’ life, on trial before a Jewish 
court and then before the Roman governor, it is notable that Jesus answers 
only two questions. Both questions are questions of identity. The high priest 
asks Him, “Are you the Christ, the Son of the Blessed One?” Jesus replies, “I 
am” (Mark 14:61-62). Pilate asks Jesus, “Are you the King of the Jews?” Jesus 
replies “It is as you say” (Mark 15:2). Only one more testimony about Jesus 
occurs in the Gospel after these two incidents. The final testimony is from a 
Roman centurion who witnessed Jesus’ death on the cross. Seeing how He 
died, He remarked, “Truly this man was the Son of God!” (Mark 15:39).

The Gospel of Mark is about the identity of Jesus. It is from within this 
context and this conversation that we must make sense of our focal passage.

Interpreting the Scriptures

Beginning of the Gospel (1:1-3)

1:1. Mark introduced his work with two important identity markers of Je-
sus. “Christ” is the first one of these. It is the Greek rendering of the Hebrew 
word, “Messiah.” Within the culture of second-Temple Judaism, “Christ/
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Messiah” had very political overtones. First century Jews were looking for a 
Messiah that shared many similarities with King David—a political figure, a 
military leader, a man who could help Israel regain its geopolitical indepen-
dence. That Mark used this term at the very beginning of the book signals he 
was speaking into well-established hopes of his Jewish audience. He wanted 
his readers thinking about the messianic promises and potential. And he was 
setting up his readers for a shock as he unfolded the fullness of Jesus’ story.

The second identity marker Mark references is “son of God.” This was also 
a phrase with a history of interpretation and a series of preconceived hopes 
and expectations surrounding it. This is a phrase from the prophets. Daniel 
used it. Invoking this title at the beginning of his book, Mark meant his read-
ers to think about the promises of an end of the age and of Divine salvation.

A final item of note in verse one is that Mark used the phrase “begin-
ning of the gospel.” Gospel is a Greek word meaning “good news,” so Mark 
signaled to his readers that all of the content that followed was good news. 
Furthermore, all of the content that followed was only the beginning of the 
good news. His account of Jesus does not indicate an ending or completion 
of God’s action. On the contrary, Mark intended his gospel account to be the 
start of the continuing work of God in the world. Something new had hap-
pened in Jesus, the Christ, the son of God, and the impact of Jesus’ work was 
just beginning.

1:2-3. From his brief introduction, Mark immediately quoted two passages 
from the prophets. Isaiah being the greater prophet gets the credit in Mark’s 
reference, but Mark also uses a phrase from Malachi 3:1. Both passages are 
worth reading in their original context.

In Malachi 3:1, God speaks through His prophet to promise a coming 
messenger who would “clear the way” before Him. God, then, would “sudden-
ly come to His temple.” This is a passage about God’s judgment upon the sins 
of His people. “Who can endure the day of His coming?” (Malachi 3:2).

Before the Lord comes, though, God will send a messenger. Mark linked 
the messenger of Malachi 3 with the voice that challenges all of Israel to 
“clear the way for the Lord in the wilderness” (Isaiah 40:3). Like Malachi, 
Isaiah saw the clearing work as essential preparation for an unparalleled act 
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of Divine revelation. “The glory of the Lord will be revealed,” he announced 
(Isaiah 40:5). And ultimately he proclaims, “Here is your God!” (Isaiah 40:9).

Much of Mark’s original audience would have been familiar, not only 
with the verses he quoted, but the context and the hopes attached to them. 
Mark was beginning his good news with an announcement that the day of 
Divine visitation had arrived.

Baptism of Repentance (1:4-6)

1:4-5. Besides proclaiming the day of Divine visitation, Mark also gave a 
name to the promised messenger who would clear the way for the Lord’s 
coming: John, the baptizer. Most translations still follow the traditional 
naming here by calling him John the Baptist. This should not be understood 
to mean that John was associated with a Baptist denomination or a Baptist 
church. The name “Baptist” refers to his activity. First century Jews did not 
pass on family names like we do today, but they still found it necessary to 
differentiate between people with the same or similar first names. “John” 
would have been a relatively common name. So Mark indicated which John 
he was talking about. He was talking about John, the one who baptized. This 
John appeared in the wilderness, and this John proclaimed a baptism of re-
pentance for the forgiveness of sins.

The word baptism is actually a transliteration of a Greek word rather than 
a translation. Transliterated, baptizo is “baptize.” Translated, baptizo means 
“immerse.” John did not stand in the Jordan River and throw water on peo-
ple. He called people into the Jordan River, and he immersed them beneath 
the water as a sign of their repentance from their sins.

Being a sign of repentance, baptism was an identity marker. Those who 
were baptized had marked themselves as belonging to the holy, set-apart 
people of God once again. Previously, God had set them apart by His cove-
nant with Abraham, but they knew that as a people, they had rebelled against 
God and their covenant identity. Their rebellion had three distinct outcomes. 
First, it was the reason God had allowed the Babylonians to destroy the 
Temple and lead the nation into exile. Second, it was the reason that even 
though they were back in the Promised Land, they were still oppressed by the 
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Romans. Third, it was the reason that even though the Temple was rebuilt, 
God’s Spirit had not returned to it as it did in the Tabernacle and Solomon’s 
Temple. John’s message answered the question: how can we be reconciled to 
God? John proclaimed the answer: repentance.

1:6. John’s unusual description marked him as a man who had separated 
himself from the present Temple and its system. John did not preach in Je-
rusalem. He preached in the wilderness. John was not a priest. He was a wild 
ascetic. His clothes set him apart. His diet set him apart. And all of this was 
part of his message. People would not find salvation in the Temple or the syn-
agogues. Salvation came, as it did in the Exodus story, with following God’s 
Spirit through the waters. They would find God’s Spirit and the path back to 
the true Promised Land in the wilderness.

Empowered By the Holy Spirit (1:7-8)

1:7-8. Repentance was part of the answer, but it was not the full answer. It 
was only a preparatory step. Repentance prepared the people’s hearts to re-
ceive the fullness of God’s mercy toward them. It did not (and does not) place 
any obligation on God. The blessing of God’s presence cannot be earned. But 
it must be received. Repentance paved the way for reception.

And John announced that God was about to act soon. There was an ur-
gency to his message. A servant greater than him was coming with a baptism 
that was different from and greater than his own. The baptism Jesus brought 
would be more than a renewed, old-covenant identity. Jesus called people 
to a brand new identity in Himself (Romans 6:4-7; Colossians 2:12). People 
identifying with the death, burial, and resurrection of Jesus do more than 
return to an old way of life; they receive a brand new life, empowered by 
the Holy Spirit of God (Romans 8, particularly verses 12-17). This fulfilled 
the long-awaited promise. Repentance prepared the way for people to be im-
mersed in the full life of God.
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Focusing on the Meaning

Mark’s Gospel is a gospel about identity, particularly about the identity of Je-
sus. Baptism is also about identity. In water baptism, people of faith identify 
with the death, burial, and resurrection of Jesus. We, in effect, are saying that 
we want Jesus’ death to count for our death, his burial to count for our burial, 
and we want to share in the new resurrection life that He is living.

If water baptism is about identity, how much more is the baptism of the 
Spirit about identity? In the water, we identify with Christ, but it is the Spirit 
who actually does the purifying and refining work in us. John the Baptizer 
acknowledged this truth when he spoke of one coming after him who would 
do something greater. John’s baptism in water as a symbol of repentance 
was good, but it was incomplete without the empowering work of the Holy 
Spirit. The “good news” that John proclaimed was that one was coming after 
him who would immerse people in the life of the Spirit. We know that one is 
Jesus.
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Teaching Plans

DISCOVERY PLAN

Connect With Life

 1. Tell your class members that Advance Teams are sent ahead of special 
visits or events. Today, you are going to be a part of an Advance Team 
that has the responsibility of making logistical and spiritual plans for 
an upcoming event. Create teams and give a pre-prepared notecard to 
each group on which you have written one of the following events: A 
Crusade, Christian Concert, Mission Team to a Foreign Country, New 
Senior Pastor Coming in View of a Call, Women’s Conference, Men’s 
Conference. Say, Work together to identify logistical and spiritual details 
your Advance Team needs to address in preparation of the event you received. 
Allow time for groups to work together and then call for reports. (A 
copy of this assignment is available in “Teaching Resource Items” for 
this lesson at www.baptistwaypress.org.)

   Say, Today’s lesson introduces us to the person who was an Advance Man. 
He was known as a forerunner; a messenger. He came preaching and bap-
tizing repentance. He was very clear that he baptized with water for repen-
tance. Jesus would later come and baptize with the Holy Spirit.

Guide Bible Study

 2. Say, In Mark 1 two prophecies from the Old Testament describe the ministry 
of the forerunner named John the Baptist. Call on a class member to read 
Isaiah 40:3 and another member to read Malachi 3:1. Ask, what do the 
contents of these verses teach about the “coming one”? Ask, why was John 
the Baptist referred to as a forerunner? Who has been a spiritual forerunner 
in your life?
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 3. Read Mark 1:1-3. Say, God had been silent for 400 years. John the Bap-
tist was the first to prophesy since Malachi. Ask, What was meant by “make 
His paths straight,” in verse 3? Allow for responses and then ask, what 
roadblocks or obstacles needed to be cleared or removed to make paths 
straight?

 4. Say, Working with your previous small groups, ask someone in your group to 
read Mark 1:4-6. Draw a caricature of John the Baptist as he is described in 
the Scripture passage and the section John’s Ministry in the Study Guide. 
Give each group a piece of paper and some markers. Allow 10 minutes 
to complete the assignment. Call on groups to share their caricatures. 
Ask, Why do you think Mark talked about John the Baptist’s appearance and 
diet? How has God used someone unusual or “different” to minister to you?

 5. Ask a volunteer to read Mark 1:7-8. Call attention to the whiteboard 
that has been divided into two columns. Write the heading John’s Bap-
tism at the top of one column and Holy Spirit Baptism at the top of the 
second column. Say, Using the Study Guide, what do we learn about John’s 
Baptism? Write responses in the corresponding column. What do we 
learn about the Holy Spirit’s Baptism? Write responses in the appropriate 
column. Say, John’s baptism was a baptism of repentance. The person must 
first cleanse himself. Being baptized by the Spirit refers to a transforming en-
counter with God’s Spirit. Jesus fills you with the Holy Spirit and makes you 
clean. Believers are joined to the body of Christ through His death, burial, 
and resurrection.

Encourage Application

 6. Say, Earlier we identified roadblocks and obstacles that needed to be re-
moved after 400 years of silence. What roadblocks to God are present today? 
Discuss responses.

 7. Read Ephesians 5:18b. Call for a time of self-reflection and prayer by 
asking, Are you living life immersed in the Spirit or as a road blocker? Allow 
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time for quiet meditation and then close in prayer asking the Father to 
help you to live your life daily totally immersed in the Life of God.

DISCUSSION PLAN

Connect With Life

 1. Before class, enlist 1 or 2 members to share a short testimony of their 
baptism. Thank the members who shared. Tell the class that today be-
gins a study entitled, Living in the Spirit. God commands us to be con-
tinually filled with the Spirit. As we study Mark 1, we will discover a 
difference between a physical and a spiritual baptism.

Guide Bible Study

 2. Prior to class, prepare a mini-lecture on how Old Testament prophesies 
describe the ministry of John the Baptist. Refer to “John, the Forerun-
ner of Jesus” in the Study Guide along with Bible dictionaries and com-
mentaries. Present your lecture and include the reading of Mark 1:1-3. 
Ask, What is meant by “make his paths straight?” Allow for responses. Say, 
John was preparing the hearts of people for the coming of Jesus.

 3. Before class secure a map on which you can locate the desert of Judea 
and the Jordan River. Enlist a member to read Mark 1:4-6. Point out Je-
rusalem, Judea, and the Jordan River on the map. Say, John the Baptist 
did not choose to preach repentance in the city but went out to a wilderness 
area. Ask, Why do you think John included a description of his appearance 
and diet? Say, His preaching attracted crowds of people. He called them to 
return to God and be baptized in the Jordan River.

 4. Give one of the following Scripture passages to four different class mem-
bers to read aloud, Matthew 3:11, Mark 1:8, Luke 3:16, and John 1:26a. 
Ask, What do all of these verses tell us? John baptized in water. Refer 
the class to the Large Sidebar in the Study Guide. Ask, What do we learn 
about water baptism? Say, Some people participated in this act of cleansing 
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almost daily. Water baptism refers to an external action. John’s message was 
very clear. His baptism with water was for repentance not salvation.

 5. Read Mark 1:7-8. Ask a volunteer to read aloud “Jesus and Baptism of 
the Holy Spirt” from the Study Guide. Ask, What do we learn about the 
baptism of the Holy Spirit? Call on volunteers to read Acts 1:5, 1 Corin-
thians 12:13, and Romans 6:1-4. Ask, What do these verses tell us about 
being united to Christ Jesus through the Holy Spirit? Say, Spirit baptism 
relates to an internal action. To be baptized with the Spirit refers to a trans-
forming encounter with God’s Spirit. We are made new in Him. Ask, How do 
we identify with Jesus through the act of baptism?

Encourage Application

 6. Ask the members to bow their heads and close their eyes. Instruct them 
to reflect on how the Holy Spirit has changed their lives. Allow for a 
few minutes of silent meditation. Read Galatians 5:22-23. Say, His attri-
butes (character) are developed and reflected in a life immersed in the Spirit? 
Close in prayer asking God to help us live lives that are continually filled 
with the Spirit.
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Bible Comments

Understanding the Context

Mark 11 records the beginning of the last week of Jesus’ earthly ministry. 
The week begins with the Triumphal Entry (Mark 11:1-10), it culminates in 
the Crucifixion (Mark 15:22-29), and the Resurrection (Mark 16:1-8). In be-
tween, Jesus spoke and enacted God’s judgment on the Temple system.

Jesus timed His arrival in Jerusalem to coincide with the celebration of 
Passover, the commemoration of God’s great saving work for the Hebrews. 
Jews from all around the Roman Empire were gathering in Jerusalem to cel-
ebrate and to remember. This was an event of national identity. It spoke to 
what it meant to be a Jew. The people who gathered were both proud of what 
God had done and they were hopeful about what God would do. Chief among 
those hopes was the hope of political independence. Following the people’s 
return from the Babylonian exile, they were able to rebuild Jerusalem (Ne-
hemiah) and rebuild the Temple (Ezra). Though these were good and excit-
ing things, they were also incomplete. The Temple was not what it once had 
been. The nation was still controlled by foreign powers. They were back in 
the Promised Land, but the fullness of God’s presence and blessing had not 
returned.

Into this context of Jewish national pride and confidence in the saving 
power of God, Jesus rode on the back of a young donkey. The reaction of the 
crowd tells us that many of those in Jerusalem had heard of Jesus and they 
shared certain messianic hopes for Him as well.

Interpreting the Scriptures

Jesus Arrives (11:11)

11:11. It is notable that Jesus, with an enthusiastic crowd behind Him, did 
not ride to either the Roman governor’s residence or King Herod’s palace. 
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Had He done so; it is likely that violent rebellion would have begun. This 
would have fulfilled some of the people’s expectations for a messiah.

But Jesus did not ride to any place of political power. Instead, He rode 
to the Temple. This was the heart of first century Jewish identity. It was the 
place where a person could expect to meet God and where a person could find 
forgiveness of sin. But the people had questions about this Temple. Why, 
after all, had God not blessed it like God had blessed the Tabernacle (Exo-
dus 40:34) and Solomon’s Temple (1 Kings 8:10-11)? Where was the Spirit 
of God? Some Jews had decided this Temple was part of the problem. They 
separated themselves from the Temple practices and created their own com-
munity in Qumran. But Jesus did not go to Qumran. Instead, when He ar-
rived in Jerusalem to celebrate the saving power of God, He rode straight to 
the Temple.

Since it was late in the day, Jesus did not stay in Jerusalem, but having 
seen the Temple, He returned to Bethany where He presumably stayed with 
Mary, Martha, and Lazarus (John 12:1).

Jesus Curses the Fig Tree (11:12-14)

11:12-14. The next morning, Jesus and His disciples returned the two miles 
from Bethany to Jerusalem. Along the way, Jesus’ hunger motivated Him to 
turn aside and look for some figs on a nearby fig tree. Not being the season 
for figs, Jesus found nothing to eat, and finding nothing He spoke words of 
judgment against that tree, “May no one ever eat fruit from you again” (Mark 
11:14).

It is a curious scene, and we might think nothing more about it, except 
that this very same fig tree crops up again in verse 20. Peter recognized the 
same fig tree on the next morning and he noted that the tree had withered. 
Jesus’ curse had done its work.

Between the two fig tree stories is Jesus’ cleansing of the Temple. Jesus’ 
actions in the Temple help us understand the fig tree encounter, and the fig 
tree helps us understand what Jesus did in the Temple.
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Jesus Cleanses the Temple (11:15-19)

11:15-16. Having completed His scouting mission the day before, Jesus 
went straight to work when He arrived at the Temple on Monday morning. 
His example is, perhaps, a lesson for all of us who allow indecision and pro-
crastination to paralyze us. Mark’s report is less about seizing the moment, 
though, and more about Jesus addressing a major obstacle to worship in the 
Temple.

If the Temple symbolizes access to God, then the men who sold sacrificial 
animals and changed Roman money for Temple money and did both at some 
profit to themselves, were obstacles to worship and encountering the pres-
ence of the Almighty. They especially hindered the poor who could not afford 
their sales and their money changing. Jesus wasted no time in driving the 
obstructionists out of the Temple.

11:17. Having enacted a prophetic judgment on the Temple and its economic 
system, Jesus proceeded to make the moment a teaching moment for the 
curious and the offended alike. He quotes first from the prophet Isaiah who, 
in Isaiah 56:7, imagined what the salvation of God would look like when it 
finally came to God’s people (Isaiah 56:1). Prominent in this image is the idea 
of “foreigners” joining themselves to the Lord and holding fast to God’s cov-
enant (Isaiah 56:6). The picture is one of God gathering the faithful of Israel 
and all the nations together as one people to worship at His “house [which] 
will be called a house of prayer for all the peoples” (Isaiah 56:7). This was the 
prophesied image of God’s salvation, and it was precisely this image that the 
Temple system stood against.

Rather than having a Temple that made access to God easy and who wel-
comed foreigners who put their hope in the God of Israel, the Temple lead-
ership had created obstacles to coming to God. These obstacles not only dis-
couraged and deterred worshipers, but it enriched those who managed those 
obstacles. We might say they made their living by creating obstacles to people 
worshiping God.

Commenting on this twisted economic outcome, Jesus referenced the 
other giant among the writing prophets: Jeremiah. It was Jeremiah in Jere-
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miah 7 who spoke a word of judgment against the first Temple, referring to 
that Temple as a “den of robbers.” Read Jeremiah 7:8-11 to get a sense of the 
context that Jesus invoked that Monday morning in the second Temple. Jer-
emiah’s words came in advance of the Babylonian capture of Jerusalem and 
the destruction of the first Temple. Jesus used the same words to depict the 
corruption of the rebuilt Temple, and He will shortly announce the destruc-
tion of that same Temple (Mark 13:2).

11:18. Considering the actions Jesus took and the context of the words Je-
sus quoted in the Temple that day, it is not surprising the leaders of the Tem-
ple were angry. For one thing, Jesus had interrupted their profitable business 
at one of the most profitable times of the year. It would be like interrupting 
Black Friday sales for us. Jesus hurt them in their pocketbooks, and that 
alone was enough to make them angry.

But Jesus did more than hurt their profit margins. Jesus also shamed 
them in front of an enormous crowd. Those who heard Jesus speak that day 
would have known their Bibles well enough to know the prophetic passages 
Jesus referenced. And if they knew the passages, then they knew what Jesus 
was implying. Jesus had just claimed to be acting as a messenger of God’s 
judgment upon the Temple and its corrupt leadership.

So, all these proud and respectable men were publicly humiliated. Jesus, 
a so-called prophet from Galilee, had challenged them, with their respectable 
positions and their city connections.

No wonder they wanted to destroy Him.
But they feared Him, too. The crowds loved Him. He had the support of 

the people. The Temple leadership could not risk their own public support 
and reputations. This was a tricky situation for them.

1 Corinthians 6:19-20

6:19-20. In his letter to the Corinthian church, the Apostle Paul used the 
image of the Temple to help the congregation understand the great new work 
that God was doing among His faithful people. Having judged the old Temple 
system, Jesus had become the cornerstone of the eternal Temple and those 
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who joined Him by grace through faith had become a holy community filled 
with the Spirit of God. The old Temple was judged for its corruption. At the 
time of Paul’s writings, its destruction was assured but not yet accomplished. 
But Paul could see that God was already doing something new. If the old Tem-
ple was judged for its corruption, it was essential that the eternal Temple 
being built up in Christ should be holy.

Focusing on the Meaning

Jesus’ prophecy against the Temple in Jerusalem was fulfilled in A.D. 70 
when the Romans destroyed both the Temple and Jerusalem. That building 
of stone and the system that maintained it had ceased to be a help to God’s 
redeeming work in the world. Instead, pride and the love of money had made 
the Temple an obstacle to experiencing God’s salvation. So, God did some-
thing marvelous in Jesus. God not only brought judgment against an unjust 
and unfaithful Temple system, but God also fulfilled all the functions of the 
Temple in Christ and made an even better way for human beings to encoun-
ter Him. Previously, the Temple had been the place to encounter God and 
have one’s sins forgiven. When Jesus arrived, He was the place to encounter 
God, and He made eternal atonement for sin (Hebrews 9:11-14). Jesus saw 
Himself and the people who accepted Him in faith as the new Temple (John 
2:19; Mark 14:58), the dwelling place of God’s Holy Spirit (Acts 1:4-8; 2:1-8).

The Apostle Paul developed this idea. He called the Corinthian church to 
holiness and purity, first with an image that challenged the church to pay at-
tention to how, collectively, they developed their community (1 Corinthians 
3:10-17) and then with an image that challenged individuals to glorify God 
with their own bodies. First Corinthians 6:20 is one of the high points of 
Paul’s thought: “you have been bought with a price: therefore glorify God in 
your body.” As Christians, we have a responsibility to respond to God’s grace 
by living holy lives and maintaining holy relationships. In so doing, we better 
share in the fullness of God’s presence with us, and we avoid God’s judgment 
in the day of the fiery test (1 Corinthians 3:13).
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Teaching Plans

DISCOVERY PLAN

Connect With Life

 1. Before class secure four or five pictures of houses from magazines, and 
paper and pens. Display the pictures at the front of the classroom. Cre-
ate small groups within your class and give the following assignment. 
Assignment: Within your group, select one of the pictures and write a 
case study on the paper provided that addresses how the exterior of a 
beautiful home may be a façade for what is happening inside. Give time 
for the groups to write and then call upon each one to share their case 
study.

 2. Introduce today’s lesson by summarizing the second paragraph in the 
Introduction section of the Study Guide. Open in prayer.

Guide Bible Study

 3. Say, Jesus had just entered Jerusalem riding on a donkey. He went to the 
temple but it was late. Enlist a volunteer to read Mark 11:11-14. Ask class 
members to get in the small groups they worked in earlier and give each 
group a notecard on which you have written one of these words: bar-
ren, unfruitful, cursed, people of Israel, fig tree. Ask members to open 
their Study Guide to “The Fig Tree: False Evidence” and the sidebar “Fig 
Trees” along with their Bible. Ask, What significance does your word play 
in today’s passage. What does it represent? Allow groups to share their 
findings.

 4. Before class secure some markers and prepare four posters on which 
you have written one of the following words: At Home?, At Work?, 
Among Friends?, or In Worship?. Attach the posters around the room. 
Invite the class members to select markers and then move around the 
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room writing on each poster an outward appearance of fruit when there 
is none. Enlist four volunteers to each select a poster and read the re-
sponses. Ask, How does God feel about the appearance of fruit when there 
is none?

 5. Before class, secure a drawing of the temple that shows all the courts. 
Say, Upon His return to Jerusalem, Jesus went straight to the temple. Share 
the drawing with the class as you explain that Jesus went to the area 
known as the Court of the Gentiles. Read Mark 11:15-16. Ask class 
members to turn to “The Temple: False Motives” in the Study Guide to 
discover how the temple had become commercialized and secularized? 
Allow for responses. Ask, How did the corruption in the courtyard block 
the Gentiles from coming to faith? Say, By cleaning out the temple, Jesus 
provided a place for the Gentiles. (A copy of this assignment is available in 
“Teaching Resource Items” for this study at www.baptistwaypress.org.)

 6. Say, Jesus showed His disgust for the buying and selling by quoting Isaiah 
56:7. Ask a class member to read this verse. Say, This verse tells us the 
purpose of God’s temple. Read Mark 11:17-19.

Encourage Application

 7. Say, Our lives are individual temples. Direct class members to read silent-
ly question number five in the “Questions” section of the Study Guide. 
Say, Like the temple, our hearts need cleansing. God longs to commune with 
us through prayer. Allow some time for silent prayer.

 8. Select a song about being holy. Close in prayer by singing or saying the 
words to the song.
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DISCUSSION PLAN

Connect With Life

 1. Write the words PURE and HOLY on a whiteboard. Ask class members 
to define each of these words. After some responses, say, We are made 
holy because the Spirit of God lives in us. As we live our lives, we are to reflect 
His holiness.

   Say, One way we can pursue a life that is pure is to remain in close com-
munion with God. We do this through prayer. Today, we will explore a gospel 
account where corruption had eaten away at the holiness of the temple and 
its importance as a house of prayer. Open the time of Bible study with 
prayer asking God to help us reflect His holiness.

Guide Bible Study

 2. Prior to class, secure a map showing Jerusalem, Bethany, and the 
Mount of Olives. Invite a class member to read Mark 11:11-14. Say, This 
is the time of Passover and Jesus enters Jerusalem riding on a donkey. The 
first place He went was to the temple. It probably looked impressive at first 
glance but Jesus observed that the sacrifices and activities were barren of 
spiritual fruit. It was late and He left knowing He would return the next day.

   Say, As Jesus and His disciples were returning to Jerusalem the next day, 
Jesus saw a “fig tree in leaf.” Ask the following questions:

   •  What is significant about the fig tree being in leaf? Enlist a volunteer 
to read the sidebar “Fig Trees” in the Study Guide.

   •  Why did He curse the fig tree when He did not find fruit? Enlist a vol-
unteer to read Micah 7:1-2a.

   •  What does the fig tree symbolize? What did the absence of fruit sym-
bolize?

 3. Call on a class member to voice a prayer that we have clean and pure 
hearts surrendered to God that result in good fruit.
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 4. Ask the class to open their Bibles to Galatians 5:22-23 and read the pas-
sage. Say, Our lives should exhibit the fruit of the Spirit. All nine attributes 
are present in our lives but are developing at different rates as we surren-
dered them to the Spirit’s leading. Ask class members to pair up with the 
person to their right. Say, Together share one of the attributes that is still 
growing in each of you. Pray for one another.

 5. Jesus entered Jerusalem ready to clean the temple of people who were 
desecrating it. Read Mark 11:15-17. Call attention to “The Temple: False 
Motives” in the Study Guide. Ask, What area of the temple was the cen-
ter of controversy? How had the Court of Gentiles become a corrupt mar-
ketplace? Why wasn’t Jesus’ purpose to reform the temple but to abolish it? 
Call the class to silent prayer asking them to confess the areas of their 
lives where corruption creeps in. Say, Jesus’ popularity grew and the chief 
priests and teachers of the law began looking for ways to kill Him. Read 
Mark 11:18-19.

Encourage Application

 6. In verse 17, we read, “My house will be called a house of prayer for all na-
tions.” Say, Paul would remind the church at Corinth that believers are the 
temple of the Holy Spirit where He resides. God desires to commune with 
us in prayer. Just as we have done throughout this lesson. Ask a class 
member to read the fifth question in the “Question” section of the Study 
Guide. Close in prayer asking God to cleanse our hearts and make us 
pure and holy.
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Bible Comments

Understanding the Context

Because our passage is written by John the Beloved Disciple, and because he 
is writing about John the Baptist, I will call the first the “Gospel-writer” and 
the second I will simply call “John.” Our passage focuses our attention on the 
testimony of John.

The Gospel-writer began his gospel with his own testimony about Jesus. 
He called Jesus “the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was 
God” (John 1:1). The Gospel-writer also called Jesus “the Light” (John 1:5). 
He then made the astounding claim that “as many as received Him, to them 
He gave the right to become children of God” (John 1:12). To reinforce this 
claim, the Gospel-writer appealed to the testimonies of others, and the first 
testimony he considered is the testimony of John. He introduced John in 
verse 6 and then recorded John’s testimony beginning in verse 19.

It is important to note that while John had to answer some questions 
about himself, he understood his primary work to be talking about someone 
else. He was an opening act, not the main event. His job, as he understood 
it, was to give testimony about the One who was coming after him. It was 
this One who shaped John’s self-understanding. It was this One who shaped 
John’s baptismal ministry for repentance. John lived, preached, and baptized 
in anticipation of the One who was to come.

God is up to something big, and John is eager to see what God is going 
to do.

Interpreting the Scripture

John Testifies About Jesus (1:29-31)

1:29-30. The Gospel-writer meant verse 29 to be and to feel dramatic. John 
has shared that his own ministry was a ministry of preparation. He shared 
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that One was coming after him who was greater than he was. John raised 
the expectations of the Gospel-writer’s audience. And “the next day,” he saw 
Jesus. It is a moment of unveiling and announcement! A name is now associ-
ated with the titles “Word” and “Light”—Jesus.

To this name, John adds another title and a function: “the Lamb of God 
who takes away the sin of the world!”

The idea of a lamb immediately evokes images of sacrifice. There is the 
Passover Lamb who was slain, whose blood was smeared over the doorposts 
of the believing Hebrew families so the Angel of Death might pass over their 
home and spare the lives of all their firstborn children (Exodus 12).

There are also the sacrificial lambs described in the book of Leviticus: 
the lamb for the burnt offering (Leviticus 1), the lamb for the peace offering 
(Leviticus 3), the acceptable lamb for sin offerings (Leviticus 4), and the lamb 
for guilt offerings (Leviticus 5).

Neither the Gospel-writer nor John the Baptist specify which sacrifice 
they have in mind, but the idea of sacrifice definitely lies behind this title. 
Curiously, the title “Lamb of God” is a new title in Scripture. That phrase 
never appears in the Old Testament, but it clearly came to be an important 
image within the early church. Both in the Gospel of John and in the book of 
Revelation the image is prominent and powerful. The Lamb of the Gospel is 
introduced without explanation, and the force of the image is rooted in the 
Old Testament sacrifices and in the language of sin and salvation. The Lamb 
of Revelation is a lamb that was slain yet lives again. It has seven eyes and 
seven horns representing the fullness of God’s Spirit (Revelation 5:6-9). The 
Lamb of Revelation is the worthy judge of the earth and the glorified instru-
ment of God’s salvation within the entire world.

Between the Old Testament sacrifices and the resurrected Lamb of Rev-
elation, there is the Lamb of God announced by John the Baptist. As a mes-
senger of the One coming later, John identified Jesus as that One, the One 
through whom the Divine salvation will be accomplished. He also explained 
how the sacrificial lamb can become the Spirit-empowered, risen Lamb of 
Revelation.
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1:31. John first explained why he was immersing people in water: so the 
Lamb of God might be manifested to Israel. The baptismal event was the 
stage that God wanted so God could give the Divine testimony about the 
identity of the Lamb of God. John’s preparatory work was not only to prepare 
the hearts of people to receive a message of repentance but also to provide a 
platform from which God could reveal the promised Savior. John understood 
he was the opening act of God’s greater work of salvation.

Jesus Is the Son of God (1:32-34)

1:32-33. How did God manifest His salvation? How did God reveal the 
Lamb of God? Through the visible manifestation of the Holy Spirit. Like the 
Shekinah glory of the Old Testament that was a visible manifestation of the 
presence of God’s Spirit, John testified that he had seen God’s Spirit descend-
ing and remaining upon Jesus. John’s description of the event evokes the 
imagery of three important events in the Old Testament. God gave a visible 
manifestation of His Divine Presence on Mount Sinai when Moses received 
the Law (Exodus 19:9-20). God also gave a visible manifestation of His Di-
vine Presence at the consecration of the Tabernacle (Exodus 40:34-38) and 
Solomon’s Temple (1 Kings 8:10-11). Now God has given a visible manifesta-
tion of His Divine Presence in Jesus.

Of particular importance is God’s presence in the Tabernacle. The Gos-
pel-writer has already introduced the idea of the Tabernacle in John 1:14. 
We can translate that verse as “And the Word became flesh, and tabernacled 
among us, and we saw His glory . . .” Jesus, he claimed, was the new taberna-
cle of God. It is fitting, then, that the Spirit would descend and remain upon 
this new tabernacle just as it did in the original Tabernacle. In the wilderness, 
on the way to the Promised Land, the children of God saw God’s glory man-
ifested upon the Tabernacle. Now, in the wilderness with John the Baptist, 
awaiting the fulfillment of God’s promises, the children of God saw God’s 
glory manifested upon the person of Jesus.

Implicit in this are two ideas that the Gospel-writer will later develop. 
First, if you want to encounter God, you do so in the person of Jesus and not 
at the Temple. Second, just as God’s presence guided the Hebrews on the way 
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to the Promised Land, if you now want to abide with God and experience His 
blessing, then you must follow His Spirit who rests upon Jesus. In Exodus, 
the people looked to the Tabernacle to see if God was moving (Exodus 40:36-
38). Now, God’s children must look to and follow Jesus, for He is the bearer 
of that same Spirit.

John admitted that he would not have recognized Jesus as God’s chosen 
one on his own. Twice he said this (1:31, 33). John did not recognize Him, 
and John did not “make” Jesus the Messiah. John did not “discover” Jesus, 
and he did not anoint Him. This is God’s work from beginning to end. God 
anointed Jesus as the Messiah, and God did so with the Holy Spirit. John 
simply provided the platform from which God could do His work.

Comparing the Gospel-writer’s account of Jesus’ baptism with the bap-
tismal accounts in Matthew 3:13-17, Mark 1:9-11, and Luke 3:21-22, we find 
a consistent message: God the Father testified about the identity of Jesus, 
His Son, when He was baptized by John the Baptist. More than John’s tes-
timony, God’s testimony carries the greatest weight. To deny that Jesus is 
the Son of God is to place one’s self against the testimony of God. The Gos-
pel-writer will later write that denying that Jesus is God’s Son is the same as 
calling God a liar (1 John 2:22-24).

1:34. God’s own testimony may be greater than John the Baptist’s, but John 
is very clear about his own testimony: Jesus is the Son of God. The simple 
clarity of this testimony sets the tone for the rest of the Gospel of John.

Focusing on the Meaning

John the Baptist pointed, not to himself, but to Jesus, and in so doing, 
he modeled for believers everywhere our essential task: we point to Jesus. 
Jesus alone is the one who can give to us the life-giving Spirit of God. If we 
deny this, we are not only rejecting the testimonies of the eyewitnesses of 
Jesus’ life like John the Baptist and the Gospel-writer, we are also rejecting 
the testimony of God. How can we hope to share in the eternal life of God if 
we call God a liar?
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If we accept God’s testimony, we will also accept the authority of Jesus 
over our lives. We will recognize, as the Gospel-writer did, that if we want to 
be filled with the life, love, and truth of God, then we will cling to Jesus and 
follow Him closely. Like the Hebrews on the way to the Promised Land, every 
morning we will look to Jesus to see where He is leading us today. We will fol-
low Him through the waters of baptism as a sign of our obedience and union 
with Him. We will follow Him, not only into an immersion in water, but into 
an immersion in the life of the Spirit. This will include the works of the Spirit, 
chief among which is love (1 Corinthians 12:31; 13:13). And this Spirit-em-
powered love will mark us as children of God (1 John 4:7-13; John 13:35). 
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Teaching Plans

DISCOVERY PLAN

Connect With Life

 1. Welcome class members and ask them to pair up with the person to 
their right. Give the following assignment: Share with your partner a 
time from this week when you felt God’s presence strongly and/or when 
you felt you needed Him the most. Allow time for the pairs to share 
with one another. Call attention to the “Question to Explore” in the 
Study Guide and ask a volunteer to read it aloud. Say, Today we will exam-
ine how Jesus can immerse us into the fullness of the Holy Spirit.

Guide Bible Study

 2. Read John 1:29. Say, John called Jesus the Lamb of God. Let’s explore what 
may have influenced his use of this title? Form three groups and give the 
following assignments, pre-written on notecards. If the class is large 
duplicate the groups. (A copy of this assignment is available in “Teach-
ing Resource Items” for this study at www.baptistwaypress.org.)

  Group One: Refer to Exodus 12:7 and “Son of God as the Lamb of God” 
in your Study Guide.

   • What was the influence?
   • What does this tell us about a need for a Savior?

  Group Two: Refer to Exodus 29:38-39 and “Son of God as the Lamb of 
God” in your Study Guide.

   •  How does the phase Lamb of God identify Jesus with the Old Tes-
tament concept of sacrificial lamb?

   •  What does this tell us about a need for a Savior?
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  Group Three: Refer to Jeremiah 11:19, Isaiah 53:7 and “Son of God as 
the Lamb of God” in your Study Guide.

   • What was the influence?
   • What does this tell us about a need for a Savior?

   After ten minutes, allow time for each group to share their respons-
es. Say, Not only did John’s calling Jesus the Lamb of God identify Him with 
the sacrificial lamb of the Old Testament, but it also stated His purpose to 
be the redemption for all mankind. Re-read John 1:29 emphasizing “takes 
away the sins of the world.”

 3. Call on a volunteer to read John 1:30 and another to read John 1:1-2. 
Ask, How does John 1:1-2 support what John was saying in verse 30?

 4. Remind the class members of the family connection between John the 
Baptist and Jesus. Say, They were cousins and probably knew details of the 
circumstances around each of their births. This may be why the next verse 
may seem a little mysterious. Read John 1:31. Say, At this time, John did 
not know the identity of the Messiah nor the time He would come.

 5. Say, Jesus’ baptism is not recorded in the Gospel of John but the event that 
occurred as He came up out of the water is given in John’s testimony. Enlist 
someone to read John 1:32-34. Ask, What symbol identified Christ the 
Messiah to John?

 6. Call attention to two prepared posters. On one you have written AGREE 
and on the other DISAGREE.

   Attach the posters to opposite walls in your room. Invite class mem-
bers to stand. Tell them you are going to read a few statements and they 
are to move to the poster that best supports their understanding. After 
you read the question, ask for a few volunteers to share why they chose 
to agree or disagree.

   •  In the Old Testament the Holy Spirit would fill a person for a short 
time for a specific work.

   • John would baptize with water signifying cleansing.
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   •  The baptism of the Spirit and being filled by the Spirit are synony-
mous.

   •  For Christians, baptism represents a turning from sin and a unit-
ing with Christ in His death, burial, and resurrection.

Encourage Application

 7. Give each person a notecard and ask them to write VICTORY down the 
middle of the card. Say, Creating an acrostic share words or phrases that 
identify how you are experiencing the victory of the Spirit-filled life?

 8. Close in prayer asking the Holy Spirit to show you areas in your life that 
you have closed off to Him and His work.

DISCUSSION PLAN

Connect With Life

 1. Ask everyone to open their Study Guide to today’s lesson, “God’s Ap-
proval of Jesus.” Invite one class member to read the first paragraph 
in the “Introduction” as everyone else follows along. Say, Does this sto-
ry bring back memories of times in pools or ponds when we were dunked 
or dunked others? Ask, As a child did you ever observe a baptism and then 
imitate it the next time you were in a body of water? Say, The ordinance of 
baptism is a special time of worship in our church. Summarize what the 
pastor says as he is baptizing. It may be similar to: buried with Christ 
in baptism and raised to walk in newness of life. Say, Today we will learn 
how God expressed His approval of Jesus at His time of baptism.

Guide Bible Study

 2. Before class enlist someone who enjoys doing research to prepare a 
five-minute lecture about the sacrifices recorded in the Old Testament. 
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Use the Study Guide and a Bible dictionary for the preparations. Read 
John 1:29. Say, John the Baptist called Jesus, the Lamb of God. Ask the 
enlisted class member to present the lecture. Thank the member who 
shared. Say, John understood the sacrificial nature of Jesus’ ministry. Jesus’ 
sacrifice would cover the sins of all people for all times.

 3. Say, We know John the Baptist and Jesus were cousins. They had each been 
born with a specific mission. Call on a volunteer to read Luke 1:15–17. 
Ask, What do we learn about John the Baptist in these verses? Call on vol-
unteers to read Isaiah 53:3-7 and Luke 1:31-32. Ask, What do we learn 
about Jesus in these verses? Read John 1:31-34. Ask, What was revealed to 
John in these verses?

 4. Draw four columns on the whiteboard and label each column with one 
of the following accounts of Jesus’ baptism; Matthew 3:3-17; Mark 1:9-
11; Luke 3: 21-22; and John 1:32-34. Ask for volunteers to read each of 
the passages. After each passage, Ask what do we learn about Jesus’ bap-
tism in this passage? Record the responses in the appropriate columns. 
Ask, What did Jesus receive at His baptism? Say, The Holy Spirit anointed 
Jesus to fulfill His God-given work. Ask, What confirmation from God did 
John receive when he saw the dove descend on Jesus?

 5. Ask, What is meant by the word baptism? Allow for responses. Be pre-
pared to share a definition having referred to a Bible dictionary. Re-
read John 1:33. Say, John said he was sent to baptize with water and Jesus 
would baptize with the Holy Spirit. Direct members to refer to “The Spirit 
of God” section in the Study Guide. Ask, How do we distinguish between 
baptism of the Holy Spirit and being filled with the Holy Spirit.

Encourage Application

 6. Before class secure sponges that you will cut into small squares or rect-
angles. You will need one piece for each class member. You will also need 
a clear bowl and some water. Take a sponge and immerse it in the bowl 



42  Living in the Spirit

of water. Say, We are to live our lives immersed into the fullness of the Holy 
Spirit. This is a daily pursuit on our part. Close in prayer.

 7. Stand at the exit and give each class member a piece of sponge as he/she 
leaves. Say, Daily be saturated in the fullness of the Holy Spirit.
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Bible Comments

Understanding the Context

The geographical setting for the opening of the Book of Acts is the Mount of 
Olives located immediately to the east of Jerusalem (Acts 1:12). “The mount 
called Olivet” in the text is literally “a mountain of the olive grove” or “olive 
orchard.”

The Old Testament referred to the mountain to the east of Jerusalem as 
the Mount of Olives (2 Samuel 15:30-31; Zechariah 14:4). Archaeologically, 
we know that the west side of the mountain, the side facing the Kidron Val-
ley and Jerusalem, was an olive grove in the time of Jesus. Archaeologists 
have discovered numerous olive presses scattered across the west side of the 
mountain. Indeed, the word “Gethsemane” ( gath-shemane; Matthew 
26:36; Mark 14:32) is the transliteration of the Hebrew word that means “ol-
ive-press.” Farmers in the ancient Near East often carved out presses from 
the stone in the ground within their vineyards and olive yards. According 
to the Gospels, Jesus often spent time with His followers in the olive grove 
when He visited Jerusalem (Matthew 21:1-4; 24:3-8; 26:30; John 8:1). It is, 
therefore, appropriate that this last appearance of Jesus with His disciples 
should occur in the olive grove.

Luke placed the story of the conversation between Jesus and His follow-
ers in the olive grove immediately prior to Jesus’ ascension into a cloud in 
the sky. The last message of Jesus to His disciples included a promise and a 
command. Luke presented the message as a commission. The placement of 
the commission here was intentional because of the missionary purpose of 
the Book of Acts. Some scholars refer to Acts 1:6-8 as the “ascension commis-
sion” (Vaughan).
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Interpreting the Scriptures

Asking the Wrong Question (1:6)

The question of those who witnessed the resurrected Jesus was “Lord, is this 
the time when you will restore the kingdom to Israel?” They wanted Jesus to 
fulfill His promise of restoration, and the sooner, the better.

The Romans had controlled the lands of Judea, Samaria, and the Galilee 
since 63 B.C. Since the time of Solomon’s death (921 or 925 B.C.), the people 
of Israel lived under the power or influence of foreign powers. The Jews of 
Jesus’ day hoped for genuine political independence. Some of the followers 
of Jesus who were with Him just before His ascension also believed the time 
had arrived for this new era.

Jesus replied to the disciples’ question with a two-fold answer—first, 
verse 7, and second, verse 8. Verse 7 contains a subtle rebuke. Verse 8 offers 
two promises. These two promises include (1) the power through which the 
followers of Jesus will (2) fulfill the implied imperative of a world mission. 
The believers were concerned about the end of the world. Jesus was interest-
ed in the Gospel reaching the ends of the earth. Verses 3 and 6 refer to the 
“kingdom” while verses 5 and 8 refer to the Holy Spirit. Luke sought to focus 
the reader’s attention to the coming of the Holy Spirit rather than to the 
advent of God’s rule.

A Gentle Rebuke (1:7)

The first answer provided by Jesus probably was not what the disciples want-
ed to hear. Jesus told the disciples that it was not their business to know 
God’s “times or periods.” Only the sovereign Father has “set” (i.e., deter-
mined) these. See also Mark 13:32.

The Important Answer (1:8)

The second answer came in two parts. One contained a promise and the other 
contained a command. Although the followers of Jesus, including the apos-
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tles, were not given to know the times of future events, they (and every be-
liever) were given the duty to act in the present as witnesses of Jesus.

The Promise (1:8a)

The verse begins with Jesus using “but,” which indicates a difference with 
or a contrast to the answer in verse 7 to what the disciples were asking. The 
answer presented in 8b that Jesus gave was not a direct answer to their ques-
tion. The disciples had expressed a concern for when the Lord would restore 
the kingdom of Israel, i.e., they wanted to know if what Jesus had taught 
them concerning being baptized “with the Holy Spirit” (1:5) signaled the end 
of time.

Verse 8a repeats the reference of “the Holy Spirit” mentioned in verse 5. 
The Holy Spirit was not just the power of the “end of time,” but now, the Holy 
Spirit was its substitute. The “end time” began with the advent of Jesus and 
now continued with the outpouring of the Holy Spirit.

The composition of the Book of Acts by Luke indicates that several de-
cades after the ascension of Jesus, many early Christians had relaxed their 
anticipation of an imminent return of Jesus. Luke probably shared some of 
this disappointment. After all, people do not write history if they expect the 
world will end tomorrow. The Book of Acts is a form of historical writing.

In contrast to the response of Jesus to the question raised by the disci-
ples presented in verse 7, Jesus made a promise to the disciples, “you will re-
ceive.” He used the future tense without any specific reference to how soon or 
to a time in the distant future. Certainty, however, is conveyed. They may not 
know the day of the “end time,” but they can count on receiving this promise 
of the Holy Spirit made by Jesus.

Luke introduced the first of two results—(1) power and (2) witnessing—
of the reception of the Holy Spirit by the followers of Jesus. The coming of 
the Holy Spirit would bring the power needed by the followers of Jesus to 
carry out the commission given by Jesus.

English translates the Greek word, dunamis as “power.” It is the word 
from which the English word “dynamite” is derived, although speaking of 
this power as “dynamite power” would be inappropriate. Dynamite destroys 
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objects. Therefore, the reader should view the meaning as “power,” “might,” 
“strength,” or “force capability.” Jesus intended a specific, positive power.

The power bestowed upon the believers by the Holy Spirit was for an ex-
press purpose, witnessing. The promise of the power included all followers of 
Jesus and it was unconditional.

The word “power” is one of the key words in Luke’s theology. People want 
power and only God can grant that power. Luke sometimes associated power 
with the Holy Spirit.

The power received by the early believers from the Holy Spirit enabled 
them to turn “the world upside down” (Acts 17:6) through their personal 
witness about Jesus. Jesus taught His followers that the Holy Spirit would 
empower them concerning what to say or what not to say when unbelievers 
hauled them before the political authorities for openly acknowledging Jesus 
(Luke 12:8-12). They would not need to rely on their own human ingenuity.

Power was a medium through which the Spirit was active in the life of Je-
sus, in the activity of early missionaries, and in the church. Power is therefore 
not a phenomenon more or less restricted to the end time. The power of the 
Holy Spirit was available then and today.

God has given to every believer the qualifications to be a witness for Je-
sus. By becoming a believer in Jesus, the believer receives the Holy Spirit and 
with the Holy Spirit comes all the power of Heaven to bear witness concern-
ing Jesus. Therefore, every believer has the certificate of “You Are Qualified 
to Bear Witness Concerning Jesus.”

The phrase “has come” means “arrives” and implies coming from a su-
perior position in Luke’s context. The announcement to Mary contained in 
Luke 1:35 was a promise that “the Holy Spirit will come upon you.” Isaiah 
32:15 refers to the “Spirit is poured out on us from on high,” which will lead 
to a time of justice and righteousness culminating in God’s people abiding in 
peace. The believer is powerless and can do nothing until the arrival of the 
Holy Spirit.

The expression “when the Holy Spirit comes upon you” focuses on the 
“when,” or at what time, the believers will receive the “power.” There is a spe-
cific point in time when believers receive “power.” There is no “power” apart 
from the reception of the Holy Spirit.
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The simple expression “upon you” indicates the ones to whom, for whom, 
or about whom something is done. In this verse the word “you” is plural, 
referring to the community of believers. It is not by the power of the church 
that the Holy Spirit comes to or is bestowed to a believer. The Holy Spirit 
comes upon the church, the body of believers. The Holy Spirit does not come 
“to” but “upon” believers. He envelopes the believer. God’s church embodies 
all of heaven’s power, but the church often squanders that power.

The Command (1:8b)

The conjunction “and” introduces the second result of the reception of the 
Holy Spirit by the followers of Jesus.

Jesus said “you [pl] will be my witnesses.” The believers in Jesus are sent 
into the world not to make predictions about the future (see verses 6-7), but 
to bear witness to Jesus. The idea conveyed in the Greek is “you yourselves 
will be my witnesses.” Believers engage as witnesses of Jesus in such a man-
ner as to participate in the results of the witnessing activity. Additionally, 
Luke did not express the action “you will be” as a onetime behavior, but as 
a continuous behavior of the person who has received the Holy Spirit. The 
believer cannot help but witness about Jesus throughout life.

The personal pronoun “my” is important in this verse. The mission of the 
followers of Jesus is directly linked to Jesus Himself. These believers belong 
to Jesus, “my witnesses,” and, as such, receive power from the Creator since 
Jesus is equated with God (John 1:1-2). Not only do the witnesses belong to 
Jesus, they bear witness to Him because of their personal relationship with 
Him. The believers must recognize God’s guidance in their new mission.

A witness is “one who affirms or attests something,” “a testifier.” A “wit-
ness” may bear a divine message. The followers of Jesus bore witness of His 
life, death, and resurrection. The witnesses were not confined to the twelve 
Apostles. They were not confined to those at the foot of the cross. Therefore, 
a “witness” was not an office, such as apostle, prophet, teacher, but “witness” 
refers to the activity of witnessing.

The expression “my witness(es)” is important in the Book of Acts as seen 
in verses 21-22 and chapter 13:31. In each case, Luke considered one who 
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had followed Jesus before His death or followed Jesus after His resurrection 
as witnesses. The concept of witnessing about Jesus stands as a major theme 
in the Book of Acts (cf. 1:22; 2:32; 3:15; 5:32; 10:39, 41; 13:31; 22:15; 26:16).

Second Peter 1:16 makes clear that what the earliest Christians pro-
claimed was not an attempt to “cleverly devise” stories or arguments to ma-
nipulate their audiences. Instead, the early Christians proclaimed only what 
they witnessed. Secondhand testimony was only hearsay testimony. Only 
someone who had experience with the risen Jesus could serve as a witness 
about Jesus. Second Peter 3:15 acknowledges that the Apostle Paul wrote to 
the churches only what he experienced concerning the risen Jesus.

The “Great Commission” in Matthew 28:18-20 has only one com-
mand—“make disciples.” “Go” (as it is translated in many English Bibles) is 
not a command, but a participle and means “as you go” or “as you are going.” 
The believer is always “on mission” because as the believer goes about his or 
her daily routine in life, the believer is to “make disciples.” How can an indi-
vidual do this? Verses 18 and 20 contain the answer. Jesus told His followers 
that “all authority…has been given to me” and “I am with you always.” The 
believer has received the “authority” to be Jesus’ witnesses and the abiding 
presence of Jesus through the reception of the power of the Holy Spirit.

Therefore, witnessing is the duty of every Christian every day.

Where to Witness (1:8c)

Two Greek words point to where witnessing was to happen. The preposition 
“in” begins a sequence of identifying locations of where the witnessing by the 
ones who receive the power of the Holy Spirit will occur. The use of “in” and 
“and” begin a sequence of geographical regions. The grammatical construc-
tion of this part of the verse marks a close relationship between sequential 
locations. In Acts 1:8c, it connects concepts of the same kind. Therefore, the 
geographical locations listed in 8c have a symbiotic connection.

Verse 8c also provides the reader with an outline of the Book of Acts: Je-
rusalem and Judea—chapters 1–7, Samaria—chapters 8–9, and the mission 
to the world—chapters 10–28. Acts 9:1-10 sets the stage for the mission to 
the world. However, not all scholars view verse 8c as an outline of the Book 
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of Acts. Regardless of whether 8c is or is not an outline of the book, the verse 
reveals the plot to the reader in at least an indirect manner. There is nothing 
incorrect in interpreting the book’s movement as first to Israel (later named 
Palestine by the Romans) and then to regions beyond.

Luke transforms the delay of the future return of Jesus (1:6) into some-
thing positive and central to God’s plan for the salvation of the world.

Jerusalem had been the capital of the entire nation of Israel. Later, it was 
the capital of the smaller Kingdom of Judah. By the time of the Romans, Je-
rusalem was the religious capital of an even smaller region known as Judea. 
Jerusalem was the immediate locale of the closest followers of Jesus when 
the Romans executed Him. Jerusalem was where they were to wait for the 
promised, transformational power to come upon them. Although many of 
Jesus’s followers were from the Galilee, Jerusalem was “home” at the time of 
the crucifixion.

Judea refers to the smaller region of the once great nation of Israel with 
its capital in Jerusalem. By the time of Jesus’ death, the Romans controlled 
all of Judea and Samaria. Events in Acts 1–7 focus on Judea. Judea was a 
familiar place for many of the early believers.

Samaria refers to the region and not to the city of Samaria that served 
as the ancient capital of the Northern Kingdom. The Assyrians destroyed the 
city of Samaria in 722–21 BC. From the time of Herod the Great, the city was 
known as Sebaste (Acts 8:5). Many of the events in Acts 8–12 occur in the 
region of Samaria. Luke often combines Samaria with other regions:

• often occurs with Judea—Acts 8:1;
• Judea, Galilee, and Samaria—Acts 9:31; and
• Phoenicia and Samaria—Acts 15:13.
John 4:7 tells the story of Jesus and the Samaritan woman in the heart 

of Samaria. Samaria was not a welcoming region for many Jews. Samaritans 
and Jews had a long history of animosity toward one another. Yet, these Jew-
ish believers were to witness in a region viewed as hostile.

The expression “ends of the earth” combines two words. The English 
word “eschatology” (eschatos=last, ology=study of) comes from the Greek 
word eschatos. The word means “last” and in this context, “to being at the far-
thest boundary of an area.” Isaiah 48:20 and 62:11 refer to proclaiming the 
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message “to the end of the earth.” The expression marks the ultimate limit 
reached, “as far as.” The “ends of the earth” refers to the inhabited planet as it 
was known at that time. Events in Acts 13–28 occurred in this geographical 
description.

In Homer’s Odyssey 1.23, the Ethiopians were viewed as “at the world’s 
end.” The expression “the ends of the earth” regularly appears in works of 
Greek mythology, such as, Heracles, and descriptions of world conquerors, 
such as, Alexander the Great.

Acts 13:47, quoting from Isaiah 49:6, refers to the Christian’s responsi-
bility to be a witness of Jesus to the ends of the earth. For the early Chris-
tians, the expression meant the known world of the first century. For the 
Apostle Paul, the expression referred to Rome and possibly Spain (Romans 
15:23-29), the farthest continental point west. He deeply desired to carry the 
Gospel to the ends of the earth.

Jesus reminded His followers that the “good news” (gospel) will be pro-
claimed “throughout the world as a testimony to all the nations” before the 
“end will come” (Matthew 24:14).

The “Great Commission” of Matthew 28:19 commands the followers of 
Jesus to “make disciples of all nations.” No nation or point of the known 
world is excluded. Jesus’ parting concern was for the whole world to hear 
about Him and the salvation He offers to all persons (see Acts 9:15; 11:18; 
28:28). His method of sharing this message was the witness of His followers.

The universality of the Gospel is that God offers salvation through Jesus 
to every human being regardless of location or condition of sinfulness.

Focusing on the Meaning

Acts 1:8 makes clear that every believer in Jesus has the indwelling Holy Spir-
it. If you are in Christ, then the Holy Spirit is in you. A believer cannot have 
one without the other. If the Holy Spirit is in the believer, then the believer 
has the power to be a witness of and for Jesus.

Christians who try to engage in Christian ministry, especially witness-
ing, based upon their own personal skill sets will eventually fail. No amount 
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of education can guarantee success in witnessing. Great salespersons or trial 
attorneys still need the power that the Holy Spirit brings upon them as they 
bear witness about Jesus.

The Christian who believes he or she has no skill set for witnessing or 
may have limited education can outshine the most educated person as a wit-
ness for Jesus because that individual depends on the power that the Holy 
Spirit brings rather than the self-confidence one acquires with education or 
experience. Relying on the Holy Spirit in one’s life makes all the difference in 
successfully witnessing for Jesus.

The believer must first be a witness close to the comforts of home (Jeru-
salem and Judea). Slowly the Christian ventures into uncomfortable territo-
ry to share the Gospel (Samaria). Finally, the believer is ready for the world 
and what the world can put up as obstacles (the ends of the earth).
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Teaching Plans

DISCOVERY PLAN

Connect With Life

 1. In advance, prepare a quiz or self-evaluation sheet for the class similar 
to the following questions. As class begins, hand out the sheets with 
pens or pencils and allow a few minutes to complete. Then invite the 
class to share their answers and observations. (A copy of this assign-
ment is available in “Teaching Resource Items” for this study at www.
baptistwaypress.org.)

What do you listen to during the course of a day? Mark all that apply:
TV; radio; podcasts; music; conversations; other

How much time in a day are you surrounded by sounds?
1-2 hours; 3-8 hours; 10-16 hours; More than 16 hours

When, during your waking hours, do you have relative silence?

 2. Explain that today the lesson will be about how we tune in to the Holy 
Spirit so we can be effective at going and sharing the gospel.

Guide Bible Study

 3. State that the Study Guide describes the Holy Spirit as a “bridge” be-
tween God and man. Divide into small groups or do this exercise to-
gether. Provide pads of sticky notes and some markers. Instruct the 
group(s) to imagine they are working with the Holy Spirit in building a 
bridge between God and mankind. Have them write on the sticky notes 
what some of the building blocks of that bridge might be. They can stick 
the pages onto the marker board or an empty wall space. If you have 
more than one group, have each explain what their “building blocks” 
signify. Examples might be: acts of service, trust, prayer, Bible study, etc.
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 4. Ask for volunteers to look up and read each of the following passages: 
Luke 2:25-32; Acts 4:5-13; Mark 8:1-9; Luke 5:12-13. Take a moment to 
clarify that these passages describe the circumstances noted in the first 
paragraph of “The Goodness of the Holy Spirit” in the Study Guide. Then 
ask, Which of these images resonates with or is most meaningful to you?

 5. Read Acts 8:26-40, the story of Phillip and the Ethiopian eunuch. As a 
class or in small groups, instruct the class to write a few paragraphs or 
retell the story as it might look in the present day in our world.

 6. Divide the class into two groups. Ask one group to come up with rea-
sons that Christians need to spend time in solitude to understand and 
act on the leading of the Holy Spirit. Ask the other group to come up 
with reasons that Christians need to spend time in the company of oth-
er believers to understand and act on the leading of the Holy Spirit. 
Let each group present their conclusions to the other side. After both 
groups have presented, lead the class to see how both solitude and com-
munity are necessary.

 7. Read John 17:22-23. Divide into two groups. Have one group make a 
list of ways the Church demonstrates our unity in Christ to the world. 
Have the other group make a list of ways the Church fails to demon-
strate our unity. Let each group present their list.

Encourage Application

 8. Say, Philippians 1:6 says, “And I am sure of this, that he who began a good 
work in you will bring it to completion at the day of Jesus Christ.” The lesson 
author states that this good work is making known the good news of Jesus 
Christ. Lead the class to brainstorm ways that people make known the 
good news of Jesus Christ.
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DISCUSSION PLAN

Connect With Life

 1. Ask the class if anyone has experience sailing a boat, or flying a kite, or 
even making a pinwheel spin (anything that uses the wind for move-
ment). Ask them to describe what they need to do to prepare for the 
sail/kite/pinwheel to move and what it is like when it catches the wind.

 2. Refer to the Large Sidebar, about the words used for the Holy Spirit in 
the Bible. Note that some translations have “breath” or “wind” or “en-
ergy.” Ask, Which of these terms is clearest to you? Say, Our lesson today 
is about the Holy Spirit, which is like the wind that propels us to move out 
into the world and share the gospel of Christ. We will also focus on three key 
points to keep in mind as we prepare: The goodness of the Holy Spirit, the im-
portance of listening to the Holy Spirit, and the role of acting in community.

Guide Bible Study

 3. Quote from the Study Guide: “God’s Spirit is the bridge between our dis-
eased spirit and the hem of the Lord’s garment (Luke 8:43-48).” Ask, 
What is a diseased spirit? How do we recognize this disease? Have you expe-
rienced healing from a diseased spirit?

 4. State that the lesson author stresses the importance of listening to hear 
the Holy Spirit, paying full attention and being alert to even the “stillest 
and smallest of voices, and even sometimes through the most unlikely 
of people.” Ask, Can you think of some examples of still, small, or unlikely 
voices? Then ask, What do we need to do to become more alert to hearing the 
Holy Spirit? What part does prayer play? What else is helpful?

 5. Read Romans 12:2. Ask, What does it mean to be “conformed to this world”? 
How do our minds become renewed?

 6. Call attention to the Small Sidebar. Read it aloud and let class members 
think about these questions for a few moments. Then ask, For each of 
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these points, how would you rate yourself? How would you rate yourself as 
you were three years ago? What can you do to amp up your openness to the 
Holy Spirit?

 7. Read Romans 12:3-8 and state that this is just a partial list of the Gifts 
of the Spirit. Write on the marker board: Prophecy, Service, Teach-
ing, Exhortation, Generosity, Leadership, Mercy. Invite the class 
to add other “Gifts of the Spirit” to the list. Then ask, Can you think of 
some people in our church who demonstrate these Gifts? Next, ask, How can 
it be helpful to remember that EVERY believer has spiritual gifts when we 
are thinking about church members who annoy us or with whom we are in 
conflict? What are some ways we can prepare our hearts to think this way?

 8. As a group, answer Question 4 in “Questions,” in the Study Guide.

Encourage Application

 9. Lead a discussion with questions such as: How is it encouraging to know 
that the Holy Spirit goes before you to prepare the way for you to go into the 
world with the gospel? What holds us back from being willing to go into the 
world to proclaim Jesus as Lord? What are some ways we can remove the 
barriers?

 10. Write the following questions on the marker board or prepare them as 
a take-home sheet for each student. Challenge class members to write 
down their answers (now, or this coming week). (A copy of this assign-
ment is available in “Teaching Resource Items” for this study at www.
baptistwaypress.org.)

  • When and where have I experienced God’s goodness and closeness?
  • What I have seen and heard that are evidence of God’s goodness?
  • How might the Holy Spirit be leading me to tell about these to some-

one else?
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A life of holiness is possible if you 
choose to yield to the Holy Spirit.
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TEACHING AIM

To lead adults to learn that a Spir-
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impulses of the Holy Spirit
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Bible Comments

Understanding the Context

Chapter 8 is one of the great chapters of the Bible and students of the Bible 
recognize its teaching about the Holy Spirit as of the utmost importance.

The chapter is a display of the power of the Holy Spirit in creating new life 
in the midst of death, just as John 11 tells the story of Jesus creating new life 
in the midst of death through the raising of Lazarus. The presence of the Holy 
Spirit in the life of the believer is the presence of Christ in person.

The chapter addresses the Christian’s higher conduct secured in Christ 
through the Holy Spirit: Freedom of the Life in Christ (8:1-11); Obligations 
of the Life in Christ (8:12-30); Permanence of the Life in Christ (8:31-39).

Romans 8 is an expansion of Paul’s exhortation found in Galatians to 
“walk by the Spirit, and you will not gratify the desires of the flesh” (Gala-
tians 5:16).

Paul did not mention the Holy Spirit in Romans 7, which presents the hu-
man condition as one of despair, enslaved to the flesh. In contrast to chapter 
7, the topic of the Spirit pervades chapter 8 and is a celebration of freedom 
from enmity toward God. Paul called upon the believer to experience trans-
formation brought about by the Holy Spirit.

The first part of Romans 8 contrasts the flesh and the Spirit. Flesh and 
Spirit are not two parts of human nature. Instead, flesh and Spirit exemplify 
two ways of living. The life guided by the flesh is a servitude life of self-idola-
try. The life lived in the Spirit is a life in bondage to the Creator. Every person 
is in bondage to one or the other. Paul viewed human nature as totally under 
the dominion of either sin or God. Total independence, or total freedom from 
dominion of external control did not exist for Paul. Every person was either 
a slave to the flesh or a slave to God.

Romans 8:1-11 specifically describes the believer’s freedom from the 
bondage of sin and its servant, the law.



Lesson 5: Joy in the Spirit 59 

Interpreting the Scriptures

Freedom From Eternal Condemnation (8:1)

The verse begins with the use of the negative “no” in an emphatic position. 
“No punishment” or “no condemnation” by God awaits believers.

The verse has no verb in the Greek and is formulated as a dogmatic the-
sis. Paul summarizes in this verse the argument set forth in 5:1—7:25, that 
believers have been set free from sin and death. The following verses develop 
this thesis.

“There is therefore now” is the translation of two Greek words common 
in the Book of Romans and convey the idea of “so,” “then,” or “consequently” 
and picks up the argument from 7:6. Paul announced that the old era of con-
demnation and doom was over. A new era began with Jesus.

The term used for “condemnation” often denotes the pronouncement of 
guilt and the adjudication of punishment. The word occurs in Romans 5:18 
in which Paul argued that all humanity stands condemned. The term implies 
a judicial pronouncement upon the guilty person and followed by a punish-
ment or penalty. It can convey a sense of “doom” or a sentence “imposed 
on a criminal.” Greco-Roman culture used the term for “a judgement to pay 
overdue taxes” or imposition of “penal servitude.” Both the pronouncement 
and the punishment were just.

Paul stated to his readers, however, that there is no death-sentence, no 
doom, no penal servitude for those in Christ Jesus. The punishment that all 
humanity deserved since Adam came to an end by means of the Christ event. 
For those in Christ, sin and flesh, which are destructive forces in Paul’s letter, 
are ineffective. God, in His son, has broken the power of sin.

Do not, however, interpret Paul as proclaiming that the believer will not 
be held accountable before God, because even the believer will be judged 
according to one’s works. (See Romans 2:6, 13 and 1 Corinthians 3:13-15). 
Additionally, the believer still must exist on this earth under the shadow of 
principalities and powers that continue to affect the present age.
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Paul proclaimed that the emancipation from the deserved condemnation 
is reserved only for those “who are in Christ Jesus.” The phrase “those who 
are in Christ” appears only here and in 1 Peter 5:14 in the New Testament. 
However, the expression “in Christ Jesus” only appears in Paul’s writings (46 
times) and in 1 Peter 5:10.

The preposition “in” is significant because it refers to those who are in a 
local sphere of Christ. Jesus creates and rules the sphere in which believers 
exist. Only believers in Christ participate in this realm of emancipation from 
the deserved condemnation. One might say, in a colloquial way, that Chris-
tians live in the bubble of Christ, surrounded by Christ.

Paul did not teach that the influence of the Spirit was a matter of sporad-
ic impulse in the life of the believer. Instead, the guiding of the Holy Spirit is 
the believer’s normal experience. Paul based the freedom of the Christian life 
upon this principle.

Romans 8 is a display of the power of the Holy Spirit in creating new life 
in the midst of death, just as John 11 tells the story of Jesus creating new life 
in the midst of death through the raising of Lazarus. The presence of the Holy 
Spirit in the life of the believer is the presence of Christ in person.

Two Laws (8:2)

Verses 2-9 address the Christian’s freedom from the law of sin. Paul used an 
antithetical development to explain the two laws—the “law of the spirit of 
the life of Christ Jesus” and the “law of sin and death.”

Christians have debated whether the phrase “law of sin and death” in-
cludes a reference to the Torah or if Paul used the word “law” in the sense of 
“principle” or “rule.” Paul probably intended at least a tacit reference to the 
Torah.

The phrase “in Christ Jesus” appears to belong to the first part of the 
verse—“For the law of the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus.” However, some argue 
that the phrase belongs to the latter part of the verse, placing emphasis on 
the emancipation from the law—“For the law of the Spirit of life has set you 
free.” However, the Greek structure of the verse requires “For the law of the 
Spirit of life in Christ Jesus” to serve as the subject of the verb “has set you 
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free.” Both “the Spirit” and the “in Christ Jesus” determine the emancipation 
from the law, sin, and death.

The law, or Torah, prior to Jesus, had become a means for seeking honor 
for oneself because of the power of sin and the flesh. By attempting to keep 
the law, even a small part of the law, one could boast. However, by being “in 
Christ,” a new understanding of the law (here referred to as the “law of the 
Spirit”) recovers the law’s proper purpose. No one needs to misuse the law as 
a means of gaining favor with God or humans.

Paul argued that this law of the Spirit “has set you free.” This action is 
past tense for the Christians in Rome. It is a reference to when they convert-
ed to Christ. Romans 6:6 and 6:11 appear to support this interpretation. The 
baptismal formula used by many Christians—“buried with him in baptism 
and raised to walk in newness of life”—refers to a point in time in the past, 
which is the literal meaning of the verb in this context. It is the power of the 
Spirit that achieves the freedom about which Paul wrote. The believer must 
choose which lord shall dominate one’s life: the lordship of self or the lord-
ship of Christ.

Additionally, the pronoun “you” is singular, which indicates individual 
freedom and not just a reference to the freedom for the church. Each believer 
is set free by entering into Christ. As a community of believers, the church 
is set free. Paul wrote to the churches throughout Asia Minor, “But if you are 
led by the Spirit, you are not under the law” (Galatians 5:18).

Failure of the Law (8:3a)

Verse 3a, “For God has done what the law, weakened by the flesh, could not 
do,” seems awkward. However, the awkwardness of the verse allows Paul to 
introduce a Christological phrase (3b) “by sending his own Son in the like-
ness of sinful flesh,” into the argument.

Paul viewed the Torah, the Mosaic Law, as inadequate to produce free-
dom from sin because of sinful flesh. He described the law as “powerless,” 
“impotent,” and “incapable of achieving the desired result.” The word “weak-
ened” often referred to someone becoming ill. The powerlessness of the law 
was not due to some inherent defect in the Torah. The Torah, or the general 
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nature of any law, was powerless because of its involvement in the sinful leg-
acy of humanity’s fall (Romans 5:12-14). Therefore, the Torah was weakened 
by the flesh.

The “flesh” is weak not because of its frailty or sensuality, but because the 
“flesh” has the capacity to misapply the Torah as an instrument for seeking to 
acquire status before God and people. People seek to keep the Torah, or any 
law, as a means of gaining acceptance before God and humanity.

Freedom Accomplished by Christ (8:3b-4)

8:3a. Mission Impossible

The American Standard Version of 1901 translates the Greek text of verse 
3a best when it states, “For what the law could not do, in that it was weak 
through the flesh.” The law was incapable of addressing humanity’s condi-
tion. If the mission of the law was to address the flawed condition of human-
ity, then the law faced an impossible mission.

8:3b. Divine Action

The second half of verse 3 is in opposition to the first part of verse (3a) and is 
why some English translations begin verse 3 with “for God.” God intervened 
directly (“God sent his own son”) to address the ineffectualness of the law in 
setting people free from sin. Freeing people from sin and death was always an 
impossibility by means of relying on the law. Therefore, God dispatched his 
own son for the purpose of redeeming the world.

Romans 8:3, Galatians 4:4, John 3:17, and 1 John 4:9 all use the expres-
sion translated in English as “sent” to speak of the incarnation. Each passage, 
however, uses a different Greek word for “sent.” The New Testament writers 
began a pattern for expressing a Christological formula that the church con-
tinues to use.

8:3c. Manner of His Appearance Among Men

Jesus appeared on the earth “in likeness of sinful flesh.” The use of the Greek 
word translated “likeness” has created tremendous theological debate among 
Christians through the centuries concerning Christology. (Christians have 
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debated the implications of this language upon the incarnation, Docetism, 
sinlessness, and the atonement brought by Christ.) Some argued that the 
term could mean that Jesus, in His earthly ministry, possessed a completely 
human form and that His physical body was capable of sinning as human 
bodies are. Others argued that He had the form of a human being and was 
seen as a human being, but He never lost His identity as a divine being even 
in this world. The writer of the Letter to the Hebrews wrote, “For we do not 
have a high priest who is unable to sympathize with our weaknesses, but one 
who in every respect has been tested as we are, yet without sin” (Hebrews 
4:15). Jesus was fully divine and fully human. He was not half divine and half 
human. As such, He was in every respect, as all humans are, tested.

One might interpret “sinful flesh” as the nefarious pursuit for honor 
or power that contaminates every human endeavor. If this is correct, then 
Christ entered into the fullness of humanity without reservation but at the 
cost of his own life because he exhibited and proclaimed a noncompetitive 
lifestyle within the Father’s love. He exemplified true humanity for all to em-
ulate.

Galatians 4:4 uses the expression “born of a woman, born under the law” 
instead of “likeness of sinful flesh.”

8:3d. Occasion of His Appearance Among Humanity

The phrase “and for sin” is literally, “and, concerning sin.” Jesus’ mission was 
specific—deal with sin. He was not just a good teacher or simply a good man 
who lived a good life whom we can all admire. The incarnation of the deity 
concerned sin, the sin of all humanity.

8:3e. To Expiate and Condemn Sin

Jesus “condemned sin in the flesh.” God, through Christ, pronounced a sen-
tence of condemnation upon sin, which means that Jesus became the ex-
piation or atonement for humanity’s sin. The idea of Jesus’ atonement for 
sin is not popular with some within the contemporary Christian community. 
However, Paul and the early church understood that not only did God con-
demn sin, the deity provided the expiation to remove sin. Paul wrote, “For I 
delivered to you as of first importance what I also received: that Christ died 
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for our sins in accordance with the Scriptures (1 Corinthians 15:3). The idea 
of the necessity of Jesus’ death for humanity’s sin was not fabricated by Paul. 
This was the belief of the early church.

8:4. Effect of His Appearance Among Men

The expression “in order that,” which begins verse 4, introduces the purpose 
of what verse 3 presents. The ultimate object of Jesus’ appearance among 
humanity was that God’s instructions (“law”) are fulfilled in the believer and 
not the believer who is in Christ fulfilling the “law.”

The passive use of “be fulfilled” removes any claim of self-salvation. We 
do not fulfill the just requirement of the law. The just requirement of the law 
is being fulfilled in us by the work of Christ (8:3).

Jesus deposed sin from dominion over humanity. He opened the possi-
bility of a new life in the Spirit. He fulfilled His mission to overcome sin. His 
death brought an end to sin’s domination over humanity.

The arena of the fulfillment is “in us,” or “among us.” Notice that Paul 
switched from “you” (singular) in verse 2 to “us” (plural) in verse 4. The com-
munity of faith is what Paul had in mind in verse 4.

The community of believers has two choices of how to continuously walk, 
either “according to the flesh” or “according to the Spirit.” It is only by contin-
uously walking “according to the Spirit” that the “just requirement of the law 
might be fulfilled in us.”

The term “walk,” as used in verse 4, refers to a continuous or character-
istic walking about or around someone or something. In verse 4, the Holy 
Spirit is always at the center of the community’s walk. There is no room for 
individual autonomy because the Spirit is guiding the way of all that is done. 
Compulsion to compete for honor disappears.

Focusing on the Meaning

Imagine you were arrested and accused of a crime you committed. You may 
have committed the crime by accident, ignorance, negligence, or intentional-
ly. The jury hears all the evidence and renders a verdict of “guilty.” The judge 
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imposes the maximum punishment allowed by law—life in prison without 
parole—for the crime you committed.

Just before the officials carry you away to begin your life-sentence, you 
are given an option by the judge. Another individual who committed no crime 
has been declared guilty by the court and sent away for life in prison to bear 
the punishment for the very crime you committed. You truly believe this is 
not fair to the other party whom you know is innocent. However, there is no 
appeal of the verdict or the punishment for either or you.

You must choose to go to prison for life and die in prison; or, you may 
go free and live in the freedom provided by the one who was sent to prison 
for your crime. The innocent party sent to prison has offered a powerful gift 
to you—the secret of living a fulfilling life, avoiding criminal behavior, and 
staying out of prison. You have two choices: live life as before or accept the 
gift and its requirements. You choose.

Bibliography

Achtemeier, Paul J. Romans. Interpretation: a Bible Commentary for Teaching 
and Preaching. Atlanta: John Knox Press, 1985.

Arndt, William F., and F. Wilbur Gingrich. A Greek-English Lexicon of the New 
Testament and Other Early Christian Literature: A Translation and Adapta-
tion of Walter Bauer’s Griechisch-Deutsches Wo¨Rterbuch zu Den Schriften 
Des Nuen Testaments und der u¨Brigen Urchristlichen Literatur. Chicago: 
The University of Chicago Press, 1957.

Jewett, Robert. Romans: A Commentary. Roy D. Kotansky. Eldon Jay Epp. 
Hermeneia—A Critical and Historical Commentary on the Bible. Minne-
apolis: Fortress Press, 2007.

Morris, Leon. The Epistle to the Romans. Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans 
Publishing Company, 1988.

Vaughan, Curtis, and Bruce Corley. Romans a Study Guide Commentary. Grand 
Rapids: Zondervan Pub. House, 1976.



66  Living in the Spirit

Teaching Plans

DISCOVERY PLAN

Connect With Life

 1. Bring a board game—such as Candyland or Monopoly—that has game 
cards that give directions about how to move the pieces around the 
board. You can set it up in advance and let class members play for a few 
minutes as they arrive.

   Call attention to the direction-giving game cards. Say, Wouldn’t it be 
nice if we could live our lives with clear directions such as these? In fact, we 
do have laws and rules in our society, but today’s lesson will show us how it 
is the Holy Spirit living in us that can provide the real guidance and direction 
in life.

Guide Bible Study

 2. Instruct the class to read Romans 7:14-24. Ask, How could we rephrase 
this in our own words? If you like, break into small groups and provide 
pen and paper for the groups to write their own paraphrasing. Ask, How 
can we define a life of holiness? Is it possible to live a life of holiness without 
the indwelling of the Holy Spirit?

 3. Lead the class in reading Romans 8:1-4. Again, ask, How could we re-
phrase this in our own words? Then, ask, Does this passage help us answer 
the questions we discussed from Step 2?

 4. Observe that the words “dwell” or “indwell” are not very common in 
American English usage these days. Ask class members with different 
versions of the Bible to read Romans 8:9-11, concentrating on the word 
“dwell” and how it is rendered differently, e.g., “live.” You may prefer to 
look up various versions yourself and read them to the class.
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   Then ask, How would you describe the Holy Spirit “indwelling” or “living 
in” a person? Also ask, Is this the same as asking Jesus to come in and live in 
your heart?

 5. On the marker board, write out Philippians 2:3. “Do nothing from 
selfish ambition or conceit, but in humility count others more 
significant than yourselves.” Underline “selfish ambition” and “con-
ceit.” Explain that this is a description of our old life, before the Spirit. 
Then write in a column the nine fruit of the Spirit (from Galatians 5:22-
23): love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, 
gentleness, self-control.

   Ask the class to come up with one or more antonyms, opposites, for 
each of these fruits of the Spirit. For example, the opposite of “love” 
could be “hate.” You can also do this as a small-group exercise.

Encourage Application

 6. Read Question #2 from the Study Guide. Lead the class to brainstorm 
ideas of what can be distractions in our lives.

 7. State that in chapter 9 of The Spirit of the Disciplines: Understanding How 
God Changes Lives,1 author Dallas Willard lists two categories of spir-
itual disciplines, as follows. Prepare a handout for each student with 
these lists of spiritual disciplines. Read through each list with the class 
to make sure everyone understands what the terms mean. Instruct 
class members to put a check mark by the ones they practice at least 
occasionally and an X by the ones they seldom or never practice. Then 
challenge the class members to take some time this week to increase 
their practice, including adding at least one new discipline.
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Disciplines of Abstinence Disciplines of Engagement

Solitude Study
Silence Worship
Fasting Celebration
Frugality Service
Chastity Prayer
Secrecy Fellowship
Sacrifice Confession
  Submission

DISCUSSION PLAN

Connect With Life

 1. Ask the class if anyone remembers being a child and constantly asking 
“Why?” or if they know a child now who does. Take a few minutes to 
swap stories. Then note that today, many people ask why they should 
act in a certain way or follow certain laws or rules. Inquire if anyone 
can think of some examples. (Examples might include driving the speed 
limit on an empty road, or writing thank-you notes, or not wearing 
white after Labor Day.) Then ask, When people ask “why?” about rules like 
this, do you think it’s because of curiosity or just not wanting to obey?

   Say, Our lesson today will be from Romans 8 where Paul helps believers 
understand our relationship with the Holy Spirit and how that shapes our 
behavior.

Guide Bible Study

 2. Note that in the Study Guide section “No Condemnation,” the lesson au-
thor writes, “[Paul] does not mean that we are free from feelings of con-
viction or from physical consequences of our sin.” Ask, What are some 
examples of “feelings of conviction” or “physical consequences of our sin”? 
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Then read aloud Romans 8:1-4. Ask, What does it mean to be free from the 
law of sin and death?

 3. Ask, How do we achieve the “indwelling” of the Holy Spirit? Guide the class 
to state that it’s through receiving/believing in the salvation Christ 
made possible through His death and resurrection, and that we receive/
believe this “by grace, through faith” (Ephesians 2:8).

   Read Romans 8:5. Ask, How are we to maintain or nurture the Holy 
Spirit in us? What does it mean to live “according to the Spirit” and to “set 
the mind on the things of the Spirit”?

 4. Ask, Do you think people truly desire a spiritual transformation? If so, when 
or why do they? Is it possible to have spiritual transformation without the 
aid of the Holy Spirit? Read aloud Romans 8:5-8. Then ask, How does this 
passage relate to our question about desiring and achieving spiritual trans-
formation?

 5. Read or refer to Romans 7:5-25. Paraphrase, or explain that even be-
lievers who have the Holy Spirit living within are still subject to slip-ups 
and sin. Ask a volunteer to read the first paragraph in the Study Guide 
in “Walk in the Spirit.” Then ask, How are we to deal with this back-and-
forth, up-and-down experience with obedience and rebellion?

 6. Read the Sidebar from the Study Guide or share your own knowledge 
about the 613 laws of the Mosaic Law or Torah. Then have a volunteer 
read Matthew 22:34-40. Ask for volunteers to explain or state Jesus’ 
teaching in this passage.

 7. Lead a discussion with questions including: Do you think God’s only pur-
pose for His people is that they avoid doing wrong? What else does God want 
from His people? What are believers supposed to do to carry out their faith 
and demonstrate the Holy Spirit living within them? What is holy work of 
the Kingdom, as the author mentions in the section “Walk in the Spirit”? 
What role does the Holy Spirit within us have in performing “holy work of the 
Kingdom”?
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Encourage Application

 8. Read the “Conclusion” and write on the marker board three terms: De-
liverance, Sanctification, Flourishing. Point to each word and ask 
the class to describe what it means regarding our relationship with the 
Holy Spirit.

1  Willard, Dallas. The Spirit of the Disciplines: Understanding How God Changes 
Lives. Family Christian Press, 2001.
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Romans 8:5-11
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John 14:15-20

Christ in You

MAIN IDEA

Being filled with the Holy Spirit is not 
getting more of God. It is God getting 
more of you to the point where you 
are controlled by the Holy Spirit.

QUESTION TO EXPLORE

As a Christian I am indwelt with the 
Holy Spirit but am I always controlled 
by the Holy Spirit?
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To encourage adults to understand 
that the Christian life is a daily expe-
rience of renewal

BIBLE
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Bible Comments

Understanding the Context

Jesus promised His disciples that He would not leave them without an “Ad-
vocate” (NRSV) or “Comforter” (ASV) (John 14:15-20). They must remain 
in the world after He goes to the Father. While they await His return, Jesus 
assured them they would not be left “orphaned” (NRSV) or “desolate” (ASV). 
His followers will continue to contend with the allure of the flesh. To assist 
them in this daily struggle, Jesus promised the presence of the “Comforter,” 
the Holy Spirit, who is the third person of the Trinity. The Spirit will be with 
the believer in the same manner as Jesus had been with the disciples.

The Apostle Paul wrote to the Christians in Rome that flesh and Spirit 
form an antithesis. The believer must come to the realization that just as 
Christ surrounds the believer, the Holy Spirit surrounds the believer provid-
ing assistance with the pull of the flesh.

Interpreting the Scriptures

The Antithesis of Flesh and Spirit Stated (8:5-6)

8:5. There is a difference in interest between the flesh and the Spirit. The 
flesh and the Spirit oppose one another. The two can never live peacefully 
together (Galatians 5:16-17, 25).

Verse 5 begins with “for,” which explains Paul’s argument presented in 
verses 3-4. Paul set forth two distinct mind-sets and modes of behavior. In 
verse 4, Paul wrote “walk…according to the flesh.” In verse 5, he qualified this 
as “live according to the flesh,” which focuses more on being or existence than 
simply behavior.

The phrase “things of the flesh” applies to persons who are earthly mind-
ed (Philippians 3:19). These individuals seek to gain admiration by behavior 
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honored in this world without Christ. One gained superior status in the Gre-
co-Roman world by performance.

The phrase “things of the Spirit” applies to the influence of the Spirit as 
seen in Christ’s death for the ungodly without making any claim of merit for 
Himself.

8:6. There is a difference in results between the flesh and Spirit. Verse 6 also 
begins with “for” and indicates a continuation of Paul’s explanation.

The expression “set the mind” refers to a mind-set, orientation, or way 
of thinking. The person shows a strong intention or an aspiration. The same 
word is used to describe both the ones of the flesh and of the Spirit. Paul par-
alleled “flesh” and “death.”

The person who shows a strong aspiration for the flesh, that is, what the 
world can offer, will receive death. To set one’s mind on the flesh, even in the 
pursuit of life, still results in death (Romans 7:10). “Death” refers to physical 
death as well as spiritual death, which is separation from God. No matter how 
hard Paul tried to avoid the “flesh,” there was still a barrier between him and 
God. The pursuit of personal honor corrupts all good intentions and relation-
ships. Fleshly pursuits always bring conflict, despair, and death. Paul wrote 
about works of the flesh in Galatians 5:19-21—“Now the works of the flesh 
are evident: sexual immorality, impurity, sensuality, idolatry, sorcery, enmi-
ty, strife, jealousy, fits of anger, rivalries, dissensions, divisions, envy, drunk-
enness, orgies, and things like these. I warn you, as I warned you before, that 
those who do such things will not inherit the kingdom of God.”

In contrast, the person who shows a strong aspiration for the Spirit will 
receive “life and peace.” Quality of life in the present and eternal life only come 
by fixing one’s mind on the Holy Spirit. The use of the word “peace” helps the 
reader to understand that in the “death” that one receives in the pursuit of 
things of the “flesh,” there is no peace. “Death” as a result of the pursuit of the 
“flesh” knows no “peace.” Setting one’s mind on the Spirit brings confirma-
tion of God’s love for the undeserving and ends the quest for personal glory. 
Paul wrote of the fruit of the Spirit in Galatians 5:22-23—“the fruit of the 
Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentle-
ness, self-control; against such things there is no law.”
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For Paul, there is no middle ground. There is either life or death. One 
cannot seek to combine setting one’s mind on the Spirit and at the same 
time setting one’s mind on the flesh. Paul draws the line between the two as 
starkly as possible. Compare this idea with Romans 11:17-25 and Revelation 
3:15-16. The habits of the flesh lead to arrogant and competitive behavior 
within the congregation of believers.

The Difference in Relationship to God (8:7-8)

In the King James Version of the Bible (KJV), verse 7 changes the conjunc-
tion from “for,” indicating purpose (8:5-6), to “because,” indicating explana-
tion. The passage now explains why the mind set on the things of the flesh is 
oriented toward death.

In a striking declaration, Paul argued that the person who seeks what the 
“flesh” desires will eventually become hostile toward God.” “Hostility” refers 
to “enmity,” “rebellious,” or “incapable of obedience.”

The Old Testament presented times when God demonstrated hostility 
toward Israel’s enemies (Exodus 23:22). Paul spoke of “enemies of the cross 
of Christ” (Philippians 3:18). However, for anyone to show hostility toward 
God was the height of folly in Paul’s view.

Why is the mind of the flesh hostile to God? It is marked by a fleshly 
desire to excel and boast of one’s own achievements (Philippians 3:3-6). Part 
of the original sin in the Garden (Genesis 3:5) was for humanity to “be like 
God.” Anyone with a mind-set that seeks superior honor to that of God is a 
hostile actor against God.

The mind-set of the flesh refuses to submit itself to God. The Greek text 
implies submission of oneself voluntarily to a superior. A person may seek to 
keep the Mosaic Torah and boast of the effort, but this is a distorted quest 
for receiving honor. The mind-set of the flesh dominates motivation. There-
fore, no true good can be achieved. For effect, Paul adds “indeed it cannot” 
underscoring that as long as the mind of the flesh is present, the war against 
God rages.

Both the Greco-Roman society and the Jewish communities of the first 
century understood the concept of pleasing the deity. Paul wrote to the church 
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at Thessalonica commending them on how they had learned “to please God” 
(1 Thessalonians 4:1). Paul addressed an ethical dilemma in the church at 
Corinth concerning pleasing the Lord (1 Corinthians 7:32-34). In Galatians 
1:10, Paul argued that if he were seeking to please people, then he could not 
be a servant of God. Paul argued that if a person is defined by the flesh, then 
that person is incapable of pleasing God. The individual is in a hopeless situ-
ation from which he or she cannot extricate oneself.

Relationship of the Readers to the Antithesis (8:9)

Verse 9 argues that one cannot belong to Christ without possession of the 
Spirit. The New English Bible (NEB) states it this way, “If a man does not 
possess the Spirit of Christ, he is no Christian.”

8:9a. The expression “but you” (pl.) is emphatic and is intended to reassure 
Paul’s audience as believers. They are not in the mind-set of the flesh. Paul 
sought to assure them that if they are in the Spirit, then they do not have 
to fret over the consequences of being “in the flesh,” a common concern for 
many contemporary Christians.

8:9b. If the believers are not “in the flesh,” then they must be “in the Spirit.”

8:9c. There is, however, a condition that exists for the believers to be “in the 
Spirit.” Paul added “if in fact the Spirit of God dwells in you.” There is a condi-
tion to being in the Spirit and not being in the flesh. The ASV translates the 
verse as “if so be that the Spirit of God dwelleth in you.”

The evidence that they were not in the mind-set of the flesh is “the Spirit 
of God dwells in you.” The word “dwells” implies a continuous, ongoing activ-
ity of the indwelling of the Holy Spirit. The Spirit is not a “renter” or a “time-
share” occupant. The Holy Spirit is a bona fide resident. The Spirit has taken 
up permanent residence within them. The Spirit is at home in their midst. 
Once the Spirit has broken the power of the flesh, a new world is born. It is 
the presence of the Holy Spirit that marks those who belong to Christ.
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8:9d. The phrase, “Anyone who does not have the Spirit of Christ does not 
belong to him” refers to the person who does not have the ongoing, indwell-
ing of the Holy Spirit. The phrase “not belong” reflects the Greek “this one is 
not his.” The ASV translates it as “he is none of his.” First Corinthians 3:23 
states “you are Christ’s, and Christ is God’s.” Galatians 5:24 states, “And 
those who belong to Christ Jesus have crucified the flesh with its passions 
and desires.” Therefore, without the indwelling of the Holy Spirit, no one can 
belong to Christ or call himself a Christian.

Freedom From the Law of death (8:10-11)

8:10. The “but if” stands in antithesis to the phrase “Anyone who does not 
have the Spirit of Christ does not belong to him” in verse 9c. Verse 10 opens 
with the assurance expressed in verse 9a-b.

Verse 10 expresses the immediate consequence of the indwelling Holy 
Spirit in the believer. Paul used the expression “Christ is in you” while in verse 
9b he wrote “Spirit of God dwells in you.” These two expressions indicate that 
Paul perceived the indwelling experience of “Christ” and “Spirit” as one and 
not an indication that “Christ” and “Spirit” are the same (interchangeable), 
which would raise issues for trinitarian thought. A person cannot experience 
the indwelling of Christ without the indwelling of the Holy Spirit; likewise, 
a person cannot experience the indwelling of the Holy Spirit without the in-
dwelling of Christ.

The two phrases “the body is dead because of sin” and “the Spirit is life 
because of righteousness” create an interesting antithesis. Paul used a classic 
form of antithetical Hebrew parallelism in his argument: body//spirit; dead//
life; because of sin//because of righteousness.

The body is destined to become a corpse because of sin. The phrase “the 
body is dead” may refer to Adam’s mortal curse (Genesis 3:19). Some view the 
expression as an allusion to the destruction of the sinful body in the act of 
baptism. With either interpretation, the believer must live with the tension 
between body and spirit, death and life, sin and righteousness. However, the 
body remains subject to death as the wages of sin.
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The pneuma, “spirit,” is destined to have life and will continue to live 
because of (imputed) righteousness. The interpretation of the Greek word 
pneuma, “spirit,” in verse 10 raises interesting issues for the interpreter as to 
whether the phrase refers to the indwelling Spirit of God (NRSV) or to the 
believer’s human spirit (ASV).

Those who argue that the word pneuma should be understood as “Spirit,” 
argue that prior uses of the word pneuma, “spirit,” in chapter 8 denote the 
Spirit of God. The human spirit cannot experience “life” until the Spirit of 
God brings about this transformation “through righteousness.” Since “righ-
teousness” is received by God through faith (Romans 1:17; 3:22), then the 
Holy Spirit has taken up residence in the believer bearing witness to being 
a child of God. The appropriation of the Spirit by the believer allows the be-
liever to experience a new kind of life because of the gift of righteousness, 
despite the shamefulness of the flesh.

However, verse 16 uses the word pneuma, “spirit,” twice—once for the 
Holy Spirit and once for the human spirit. Verse 11 also adds the expression 
“the Spirit of him who raised Jesus from the dead” in an apparent clarifi-
cation to distinguish pneuma, “Spirit,” in verse 11 from pneuma, “spirit,” in 
verse 10.

Ultimate Consequence of the Indwelling Holy Spirit in the 
Believer (8:11)

Verse 11 begins with “if” (literally, “but if”) similar to the opening of verse 10. 
This is the conclusion of the three “if” clauses in verses 9-11.

The believer has a unique promise of life—resurrection of the mortal 
body—even if the present body is dead. The method of the resurrection is a 
repetition of the miracle of Christ’s resurrection. The resurrection of Jesus 
assures the resurrection of the believer. (See 1 Corinthians 16:14; 2 Corinthi-
ans 4:14; and 1 Thessalonians 4:14.)

The motive or the means is expressed as “because of” (in honor of) or 
“through” (by means of) the indwelling Holy Spirit. The indwelling Holy Spir-
it is the earnest of the believer’s resurrection. Paul announced the overt role 
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of the Holy Spirit in Jesus’ resurrection, which is missing in 1 Corinthians 
16:14; 2 Corinthians 4:14; and 1 Thessalonians 4:14.

The expression “the Spirit [pneuma] of him who raised Jesus” refers to 
the Holy Spirit. This statement is repeated twice in the verse with only minor 
variation. The literal parallel translation is as follows.

“the Spirit who raised Jesus from the dead”
“the one who raised Christ from the dead”
This is the only known occurrence in the early church where this Christo-

logical formula is repeated in close proximity.
Normally, the Holy Spirit is not linked to the resurrection of Jesus. By 

associating the Holy Spirit with the resurrection of Jesus in this parallel fash-
ion, Paul argued that the Spirit who indwells the believer (8:9-10) is also the 
Spirit who gives the believer hope for the future. The Holy Spirit was a partic-
ipant in the resurrection of Jesus and the Holy Spirit will be a participant in 
the believer’s resurrection. The resurrection is the basis for the present Chris-
tian faith and the hope for the future. Without the resurrection, everything 
is “vain,” worthless, and empty (1 Corinthians 15:13-14).

The phrase “will also give life” is literally “he will also make alive” or “he 
will also give life to.” The “he” refers to the “the one who raised Christ from 
the dead,” the Holy Spirit. The Holy Spirit who was a participant in the resur-
rection of Jesus “will also give life to your (pl.) mortal bodies.” The ongoing 
work of the Holy Spirit is giving life to the dead body (8:10) of the believer.

Romans 4:17 also uses a form of the word “give life.” In that verse, the de-
ity also restores the dead and enhances the quality of life for those currently 
in Christ. God preserves life for those in affliction (Psalm 71:20). The same 
power that raised Christ is at work in those who are in Christ. If one is in 
Christ, then the Holy Spirit indwells the individual in the present and trans-
forms the body and activities. Romans 12:1-2 refers to bodily and spiritual 
transformation in ethical behavior.

Paul cannot imagine any form of human life, in a mortal body or in a 
transformed existence, without the body. He always assumes that we will 
have a body. The body represents our existence for Paul.
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Focusing on the Meaning

The promise of the Holy Spirit is so real that, even though we continue to live 
in a world marked by rebellion that leads to death, the presence of the Spirit 
assures us of life. The present life in the Spirit involves opportunities for good 
in the life of the believer.

The modern person is accustomed to living in a world that prizes moral 
uncertainty with people being encouraged to see the world as gray. Right and 
wrong are in the eyes of the beholder. However, for Paul, there was no such 
option as a “fleshly-Spirit.” One cannot leave the Spirit at home, like a pet, as 
one goes to the place of work or school. The Holy Spirit does not seek a heart 
in which to dwell on Sundays but is left on the street during the week.

Claiming that Christ resides within also requires the surrender of one’s 
fleshly desires to the will of the Holy Spirit. This is difficult. Breaking poor 
habits is exacting. Many would rather hang onto bad habits even if they know 
those habits are harmful to them. However, the Bible promises that these 
destructive infatuations can be defeated by setting one’s mind on the Holy 
Spirit. Since God forgives sin through Christ and provides the Holy Spirit, 
then why should the Christian continue to yearn for the past?
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Teaching Plans

DISCOVERY PLAN

Connect With Life

 1. Bring a pretty or interesting candle holder and a candle to class. Let the 
class describe or admire the candle holder for a few moments. Show the 
candle, then place the candle in the holder and light the candle. Say, This 
candle holder and candle are going to serve as an illustration or metaphor in 
this lesson about the Holy Spirit.

Guide Bible Study

 2. Begin class by reading Romans 8:5-11 aloud as the class follows along in 
their Bibles.

 3. Call attention to the third paragraph of the Study Guide under “The Spir-
it-Kind of Person.” Note that these questions relate to a job situation. 
Ask the class to think of some other situations or scenarios. Examples 
might include school, a church group, a social organization, etc. Then 
ask, What kind of similar questions would be applicable in these situations? 
You can also divide into small groups and have each group pick a situ-
ation and write out their own questions to share with the whole class 
after a few minutes to work.

 4. Divide the class into a few small groups and provide pen and paper. 
Instruct each group to write two biographies or descriptions—one for 
a “Flesh-Kind” of person and one for a “Spirit-Kind” of person. After a 
few minutes to complete the task, invite the groups to share their re-
sults.

 5. Read or call attention to the sidebar, “The Spirit.” Explain that in Old 
Testament times, God placed the Holy Spirit upon various people, but 
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it was almost always temporary. By contrast, with the coming of Christ, 
God places the Holy Spirit within believers who trust Christ.

 6. On one side of the marker board, write “Peace With God.” On the other 
side, write “Hostility Toward God.” Ask, What would characterize a per-
son’s life under these two ways of living? List the words and phrases under 
the respective columns.

Encourage Application

 7. Instruct the class to turn to Philippians 4:8-9. You may want to print it 
out in advance and provide a copy for each person. Hand out an index 
card and pen to each person and instruct them to write down the kind 
of things Paul tells us to think about: True, honorable, just, pure, 
lovely, commendable, excellent, praiseworthy. Spend a few mo-
ments letting the class suggest the opposites of these terms. Ask, How 
much do you think you actively think about these things, compared to how 
much you think about their opposites? Then ask, What can you do to direct 
your thoughts to these things? Allow the class to express their ideas. (A 
copy of this assignment is available in “Teaching Resource Items” for 
this study at www.baptistwaypress.org.)

 8. At the end of class, return attention to the lit candle in the candle hold-
er. Say, I told you this candle and candle holder would be a metaphor for this 
lesson about the Holy Spirit. Let’s brainstorm the ways the candle holder, 
candle, and flame are illustrations of what we’ve been talking about. For ex-
ample, the candle holder could represent our “flesh.” Lead the class to come 
up with as many parallels or applications as they can.

DISCUSSION PLAN

Connect With Life

 1. Bring a deck of playing cards. On a table, fan them out in a straight line, 
overlapping one another. Say, Our lives can be like this line of cards. If we 
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are controlled by the flesh, we look and act one way. Then, starting at the 
end of the line, flip the cards, so they all turn with the other side up. 
Say, But when we are controlled by the Holy Spirit, we look and act another 
way. If you like, flip the line of cards back and forth, inviting the class 
to comment on how this principle plays out in our lives. Say, In today’s 
lesson, we will see how Paul contrasted a life that’s focused on the Holy Spirit 
with a life that is subject to the desires of the flesh.

Guide Bible Study

 2. Read aloud Romans 8:5-11 as the class follows along in their Bibles.

 3. On the marker board, draw two simple outlines or stick figures of a hu-
man. Label one “Flesh-Kind,” and the other “Spirit-Kind.” Lead the class 
in coming up with short descriptions of each. For example, a “Flesh-
Kind” might be a liar, but a “Spirit-Kind” would be truthful.

 4. Instruct the class to turn to Galatians 5:19-21. Ask them to call out the 
terms for “works of the flesh.” Use various Bible versions, if they are 
available. Write the terms on the marker board. Then have the class read 
Galatians 5:22-23 and call out the terms for the fruit of the Spirit and 
list them. Ask if any of these terms should be added to the descriptions 
on the marker board from Step #3.

 5. From the Study Guide, read aloud the sidebar, “Flesh.” On the marker 
board write a headline, “Desires of the Flesh.” Underneath, write “hun-
ger, thirst, sex.” Then ask the class to add other examples of “desires of 
the flesh.” Note that the lesson author wrote, “The desires of the flesh 
war against us.” Ask the class to describe how desires of the flesh war 
against us.

 6. Read the last paragraph under “The Flesh-Kind of Person.” Ask, Who 
do you know that is like this? What are some attitudes or actions we might 
observe in someone who is enslaved to the desires of the flesh? If God cannot 
be pleased with those who are in the flesh, does this mean He does not love 
them? What, if anything, could you do for this person? Be sure to point out 
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that even though we may be saved and redeemed by Christ, each of us 
must still struggle with the desires of the flesh. The difference is that we 
are not slaves.

 7. Say, Guilt, shame, and fear of death are notorious motivators for people’s 
thoughts and actions. What are some things you have said or done as a result 
of guilt, shame, or fear of dying? Allow members to ponder this privately. 
Then ask, How can knowing that God has forgiven you and reconciled you to 
Him through Christ make a difference in the way you deal with guilt, shame, 
and the fear of death?

Encourage Application

 8. Read and discuss Question 1. Also ask, Do you go back and forth? What 
circumstances cause you to be one or the other kind of person?

 9. Call attention to Questions 2, 3, and 4. Challenge the class to reflect on 
these questions and their answers in the coming week.

 10. End the class with prayer that each person here may be more aware of 
the Holy Spirit working within. Also, pray for those people who do not 
yet know Christ, that they can come to know the freedom of God’s for-
giveness and the power of His Holy Spirit.
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Bible Comments

Understanding the Context

First John 5:14-15 makes an audacious statement concerning prayer—“And 
this is the confidence we have toward him, that if we ask anything according 
to his will he hears us. And if we know that he hears us in whatever we ask, 
we know that we have the requests that we have asked of him.”

It is unfortunate that individuals pick certain phrases of John’s teaching 
and skip over the other sections in an effort to support some preconceived 
idea they have concerning prayer.

Some may argue that God should grant anything requested. Others argue 
that if they do not get their request, then their request was not God’s will. 
Still others give up on prayer altogether because they believe they should 
only pray for what is God’s will, but since they are uncertain of God’s will, 
then why pray.

The writer of the Letter to the Hebrews focuses on the superiority of 
Jesus to every Old Testament teaching and Jewish belief, especially the role 
of the high priest in the Old Testament and first-century Judaism. The high 
priest acted as the mediator between the people and God, and between God 
and the people. Ancient Israel believed that one had to approach God through 
the high priest. The author of the Letter to the Hebrews argues that Jesus is 
a high priest who is superior to all high priests. Because Jesus is at the right 
hand of God (the position of highest honor), Jesus is always able to intercede 
with God on behalf of every person willing to approach God through Him 
(Hebrews 7:25).

Paul added another intercessor for the believer, as presented in Romans 
8:26-27.
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Interpreting the Scriptures

The waiting “with patience” in verse 25 provides the basis for verses 26-27. 
The presence of the Holy Spirit aids the believer until the final consummation 
because restoration means perfect communication between God and cre-
ation, especially believers. This communication comes in the form of prayers 
aided by the Holy Spirit, who assists believers in the present age. The Holy 
Spirit cooperates at the point of our weaknesses (26a).

Likewise. The verse begins with “likewise,” which is a marker of simi-
larity that approximates identity with what preceded. The meaning is “in the 
same way” or “similarly” with what Paul presented in the earlier verses of 
chapter 8.

The Spirit. As hope sustains the believer (8:24-25), so the Holy Spirit 
sustains the believer. The Gospel of John refers to the Holy Spirit as “advo-
cate” (paraletos) in John 14:16, 26; 15:26; 16:7. The word refers to “one called 
alongside of” another to provide help. The Holy Spirit cooperates at the point 
of our weaknesses.

Specific Nature of the Assistance (8:26b)

Helps us. The Holy Spirit helps the believer to face earthly troubles and weak-
nesses. Specifically, the Spirit provides divine assistance with the prayers of 
the believer.

The Holy Spirit assists the believer ensnared in the present age and who 
seeks the age to come. The Holy Spirit ensures the believer that the future is 
in God’s hands, the kind of God who sent His own son to die for humanity. 
Christians can have confidence because the world is not in their hands or the 
hands of any other human.

The similar comparison is not that the Holy Spirit “groans” (8:22-23) or 
simply bears witness “when we cry ‘Abba! Father!’” (8:15). The similar man-
ner is defined by the word “helps” in verse 26. The particular word Paul chose 
for “help” only appears here and in Luke 10:40. It conveys the idea of “to 
come to the aid of someone” or “to be of assistance to someone.” The Holy 
Spirit himself comes to the aid of the believer. The Holy Spirit takes hold of 
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our weakness along with us and carries His part of the load while facing us, as 
if two men were carrying a log, one at each end facing one another.

It is worth noting that the Holy Spirit does not delegate the aid to an-
other person or means. The Holy Spirit does not act as a modern corporate 
CEO who delegates responsibilities to underlings. The Holy Spirit Himself 
provides assistance. The action of the verb indicates a continuous presence 
with this assistance, and not just assistance at some time in the past. The 
Luke 10:40 passage presents Martha asking Jesus to tell Mary to come and 
“help” her in her work, to work alongside of her. There is no breaktime when 
the Holy Spirit helps on behalf of the believer.

The Holy Spirit stands alongside the believers as they persevere in their 
service of the Lord. Particularly, the Holy Spirit guides the believers as they 
persist in the midst of a sinful world.

In our weakness. The expression “our weakness” refers to something debil-
itating that leads to a lack of confidence. The Greek word was a derogatory 
term in the Greco-Roman world.

“Weakness” may involve a lack of spiritual insight into God’s will or the 
believer’s lack of understanding regarding prayer. “Weakness” is not sin. It is 
not suffering. Paul referred to the general weakness of human nature rather 
than to particular displays of a weakness. Paul used “weakness” to argue that 
the believer is not a spiritual giant. Each believer is vulnerable and suffers in 
the present time (Romans 8:18). The believer is weak, and if left to oneself, 
will always be in trouble. Hebrews 4:15 uses the same word to speak of Christ, 
our high priest, who is able to sympathize with our personal “weaknesses.”

All believers experience the feelings of inadequacy. It is interesting that 
Paul did not use the pronoun “your” as one might expect and instead used 
“our,” which made clear that he shared in this vulnerability of all believers. 
He, too, needed the assistance of the Holy Spirit.

Paul rejected the concept held by some in the early church that the Holy 
Spirit kept believers from experiencing “weaknesses.” The Spirit does not re-
move our weaknesses. Instead, he argued that we all “groan” in this pres-
ent age (Romans 8:23). Our “weaknesses” remain, and we live our lives with 
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those weaknesses. Although the Spirit does not remove our weaknesses, the 
Spirit does provide aid as we have need in our time of weakness.

Cause for the assistance (26b)

For we do not know what to pray for as we ought. One specific area of 
weakness for believers, including Paul, is prayer. The word “to pray” means 
“to petition.”

Paul included himself as seen by the verbal pronoun “we.” Believers are 
not intimately acquainted with the discipline of prayer. Neither are believers 
fundamentally incapable of praying or too ignorant to pray. Even though be-
lievers do not know what to pray for or even how to pray, prayer remains an 
absolute necessity. Even believers who possess the Holy Spirit cannot pray 
properly without the assistance of the Holy Spirit (8:26a).

Jesus spent much time teaching His disciples to pray, including the mod-
el prayer (Matthew 6:5-15). The disciples asked Jesus to “teach us to pray” 
(Luke 11:1) after they had witnessed His activity of praying. They felt inade-
quate in their own ability to pray to God.

Paul taught that all believers should “pray in the Spirit at all times” 
(Ephesians 6:18).

But the Spirit himself intercedes. The emphasis on the emphatic pronoun 
“himself” indicates that the Spirit and no one else intercedes for the believer.

Because believers, including the twelve Apostles and Paul, are weak and 
need assistance in prayer, the Holy Spirit intercedes. He “pleads” the cause 
of the believer. He steps in and does what the believer cannot do because of 
“weakness” or lack of knowing “what to pray.” When believers pray “in the 
Spirit” (Ephesians 6:18), the Holy Spirit Himself intercedes on their behalf. 
Just as the believer is to walk “in Christ,” i.e., surrounded by the presence of 
Christ, believers are to pray “in the Spirit” knowing that the Holy Spirit sur-
rounds them in their prayers.

Believers do not pray alone. The word “intercedes” that Paul used is a 
compound verb in Greek that literally means “to meet on behalf of” or “to 
appeal on behalf of.” For Paul, the term implies the Holy Spirit was given to 
believers and the Holy Spirit acts within the believer.
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Believers, including Paul, do not pray very well. Also, while the believer 
thinks he knows what is needed, the believer is not always a good judge of 
one’s needs. The Holy Spirit comes to the aid of each believer (Ephesians 2:18 
and Matthew 10:20) since no one is always praying properly.

The Old Testament presents individuals and angels interceding for oth-
ers. However, this is the first reference of the Holy Spirit interceding on be-
half of humans. The Gospels refer to the assistance of the Holy Spirit given to 
believers facing trials on behalf of their faith (Mark 13:11). John 15 describes 
the Advocate’s (Holy Spirit) work for the believer. However, the Book of Ro-
mans contains the first, clear reference to the Holy Spirit as an intercessor.

The New Testament also presents believers interceding for others. Luke 
22:32 tells of Jesus praying, interceding, for Simon (Peter). Paul coveted the 
prayers of the Christians in Philippi and acknowledged that through their 
prayers “and the help of the Spirit of Jesus Christ” he would experience deliv-
erance (Philippians 1:19). James 5:16 states “Therefore, confess your sins to 
one another and pray for one another, that you may be healed. The prayer of 
a righteous person has great power as it is working.”

With groanings too deep for words. The Holy Spirit expresses His prayers 
to God in a way we cannot understand. The NEB translates the passage as 
“through our inarticulate groans,” interpreting the “sighs” or “groans” of the 
believer.

The word “sighs” or “groaning” only appears here in the New Testament. 
The meaning of the word is “too deep for words,” “wordless,” or “inexpress-
ible.” The “groans” includes those longings and aspirations within the depths 
of the person and cannot be conveyed through everyday speech, or indeed, 
any human speech. It is within such circumstances that the Holy Spirit prays 
on behalf of the child of God. The Holy Spirit does not cause the believer to 
groan but, instead, intercedes with unspoken groans.

Some early Church Fathers (Origen and John Chrysostom) argued that 
the reference to “sighs too deep for words” refers to glossolalia (1 Corinthians 
14). However, the expression refers to the “inarticulate aspiration” of all be-
lievers, not just one engaged in charismatic praying. Glossolalia was a special 
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charismatic gift given to only some believers. The type of praying in Romans 
8:26-27 refers to prayers of every believer.

Some argue that the “groans” are metaphorical, as with creation’s groans 
(8:22). However, this minimizes the intensity of Paul’s claim and there is 
more support for a literal understanding of “sighs.”

Some view the combination of “sighs” (groaning) with “too deep for 
words” (inexpressible or wordless) as a reference to silent prayer, which was 
a new idea and unusual because most prayers in the Old Testament were ut-
tered aloud. Again, it seems that Paul meant more than just a silent prayer.

The “sighs” or “groans” refer to the Holy Spirit’s praying on behalf of the 
believer. Luke 22:44 tells of the anguish of Jesus in prayer in Gethsemane. 
Paul wrote of the groans of creation and the groans of the believer. He then 
wrote of the groans of the Holy Spirit on behalf of the believer. These “inar-
ticulate groans” cannot be dissociated from the groaning of verse 23, with 
which believers (together with all creation) express their longing for the 
coming resurrection, which will consummate the answer to all their prayers. 
Therefore, it is possible for the subject of the “sighs” to be the Holy Spirit 
praying on behalf of the believer.

Paul argued that the Spirit takes the inarticulate sounds or feelings of 
the believer and makes them into effective intercession. For the believer who 
finds praying difficult, this verse provides tremendous encouragement. The 
unbeliever does not groan over his weakness in prayer, the believer does.

Therefore, the Holy Spirit intercedes on behalf of the believer before the 
Lord with sighs that require no language because the Lord knows both the 
human heart and the impetus of the Holy Spirit’s sighs. The believer need 
not audibly hear anything, but the Spirit is active, just as Jesus intercedes for 
the believer in Heaven (Hebrews 7:25-26; 9:24). The Holy Spirit intercedes 
from within the believer. J.B. Phillips New Testament translation states, “His 
Spirit within us is actually praying for us in those agonizing longings which 
never find words.”
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Value of the Assistance (8:27)

And he who searches the heart. God, which is the “he who searches the 
heart,” is not specifically mentioned in the Greek text. However, God is the 
only one who can be so described. God has complete access to the human 
heart. God is a searcher of hearts. God’s knowledge of the needs of the be-
liever is not dependent upon the believer’s ability to articulate those needs.

Several biblical passages explain how God understands our prayers. The 
human heart acts as a light for God to know what the believer intends to 
communicate even if the believer lacks the words. Proverbs 20:27 states, 
“The spirit of man is the lamp of the Lord, searching all his innermost parts.” 
First Samuel 16:7 reminds the believer that “the Lord sees not as man sees; 
man looks on the outward appearance, but the Lord looks on the heart.” The 
prophet Samuel understood his responsibility to intercede for the people of 
Israel, even those who had rejected his leadership. “Moreover, as for me, far 
be it from me that I should sin against the Lord by ceasing to pray for you” 
(1 Samuel 12:23). When the apostles sought to replace Judas, their prayer 
acknowledged that God knows “the hearts of all” (Acts 1:24).

The heart is the seat of will, emotions, and human groans that no one 
but God hears through the continuous intercession of the Holy Spirit. God 
will always understand the intercession by the Holy Spirit, even though the 
believer’s prayer is unintelligible or awkward. The Lord’s penetrating grace 
into the human heart by means of the Holy Spirit accepts the petitions of the 
petitioner even though the petitioner does not know what to pray.

Knows what is the mind of the Spirit. The phrase “what is the mind of 
the Spirit” refers to “fixing one’s mind on something” or a “way of thinking.” 
Other ways of expressing the phrase is “the Spirit’s intention” or “the Spirit’s 
thinking.” The Holy Spirit and God are on the same page in the act of prayer. 
The Holy Spirit communicates the believer’s prayers to God in such a way that 
God understands what the believer prays even if the believer cannot express 
the petition with words. The modus operandi of the Holy Spirit is the work of 
the Spirit in the human heart. First Corinthians 2:11 reminds the reader that 
“no one comprehends the thoughts of God except the Spirit of God.”
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Paul argued that the Holy Spirit knows and intercedes for believers even 
in the deepest human confusion.

Because the Spirit intercedes. The conjunction “because” may indicate ei-
ther the “cause” of how God knows or the “why” God knows of the intentions 
of the Holy Spirit.

There are two possible interpretations of the last part of verse 27. First, 
God knows (8:27a-b) because the Spirit intercedes “for the saints according 
to the will God.” This interpretation stresses that whatever is according to 
God cannot remain ambiguous to the deity. The premise is true, but it may 
not be what Paul sought to express. Second, God knows (8:27a-b) “because 
the Spirit intercedes for the saints.” This interpretation stresses that the in-
tercessory activity of the Holy Spirit is between God and the groaning of the 
saints.

The believer can find assurance that the Holy Spirit hears and properly 
conveys before the Father every inarticulate groan (8:23) and every cry of 
“Abba!” (8:15), and the Lord knows and is not kept in the dark. The Christian 
should find assurance that, by means of both the Holy Spirit and Jesus, the 
believer can approach God at any time. Just as Jesus makes intercession be-
fore God, so too, the Holy Spirit intercedes.

For the saints. The expression “the saints” is without the article in the Greek 
text and refers to all believers and not to a particular group of believers, such 
as Jewish believers or Gentile believers. “Saints” in this context places em-
phasis upon the quality of the saints rather than upon a particular group. The 
ongoing intervention of the Holy Spirit applies to all believers.

According to the will of God. The phrase “according to the will of God” is 
literally “according to God” or “before God.” The expression “the will” is not 
in the Greek text, as noted in the footnotes of the NRSV. The wording is often 
included for interpretive reasons. The Coverdale Bible of 1535 translates the 
verse as “pleasure of God.” The Douay-Rheims Bible of 1582 translates the 
verse as simply “according to God.” However, the “the will” of God under-
stood, as is clearly stated in 1 John 5:14, “And this is the confidence that we 
have in him, that if we ask anything according to his will he hears us.”
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Note: A word of caution is in order. God does hear the believer’s groaning to 
the Father by both the intercessory ministry of Jesus and the Holy Spirit, but 
this is not a form of magic to manipulate God.

Not every petition is granted in the manner the petitioner requests. The 
Apostle Paul appealed three times to the Lord concerning the “thorn in the 
flesh” but the Lord did not remove it and instead provided Paul with a grace 
sufficient to endure his circumstance (2 Corinthians 12:8-9). Moses prayed 
to enter the Promised Land (Deuteronomy 3:25-26) and Jeremiah interceded 
for the people of Israel (Jeremiah 15:1); yet, neither received the answer he 
wanted.

Admittedly, it is difficult to know what is best to pray for and some phi-
losophers in the ancient world advised their followers not to pray at all. Ig-
norance of what to pray for or the fear of not receiving the answer that we 
prefer is no reason to give up on prayer. Prayer is a vital part of the Christian 
experience.

Paul gave encouragement to the humblest of God’s people. A believer may 
be dissatisfied with the ability to pray, but there is a powerful intercessor who 
prays in accordance with the will of God Himself.

Focusing on the Meaning

Prayer is one of the great mysteries of the spiritual life. The believer knows 
that God listens. However, the believer feels inadequate when it comes to 
knowing how to pray or exactly what to pray for.

According to Robert H. Mounce, Romans, in The New American Commen-
tary, “No passage of Scripture provides greater encouragement for prayer. 
The Spirit comes to the aid of believers baffled by the perplexity of prayer and 
takes their concerns to God with an intensity far greater than we could ever 
imagine. Our groans (v. 23) become his (v. 26) as he intercedes on our behalf” 
(p. 187).

Three persons are involved in prayers. First, the believer in weakness 
does not know what to pray for. Second, the indwelling Spirit helps the be-
liever by interceding for the believer with speechless groans and according to 
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the perfect will of God. Third, God the Father, who both searches the heart 
of the believer and knows the Spirit’s mind, hears and answers accordingly.

Three facts about the Holy Spirit that assist the believer in prayer. First, 
the Spirit helps the believer. Second, the Spirit intercedes for the believer. 
Third, the Spirit intercedes according to God’s will.
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Teaching Plans

DISCOVERY PLAN

Connect With Life

 1. Tell the class they’re going to observe some sighing and groaning. In 
advance write each of these scenarios on a slip of paper: Your boss says 
you must stay late again for your job. Your young child wants you 
to read the same story book for the millionth time. Your feet 
hurt and you finally get to sit down and take off your shoes. Your 
young adult child arrives home five minutes after curfew. You 
have a deep hug with someone you love. Keep a copy of each of 
these scenarios and pass out the slips to volunteers. Read through the 
scenarios to the class. Then have each volunteer act out their sigh or 
groan. Ask the rest of the class to guess which scenario the actor is sigh-
ing about. Let each volunteer perform until all the scenarios are com-
pleted. (A copy of this assignment is available in “Teaching Resource 
Items” for this lesson at www.baptistwaypress.org.)

   State that today’s lesson will help us see how the Holy Spirit is within 
us and does the sighing and groaning on our behalf, perfectly commu-
nicating to God the Father what we are unable to express.

Guide Bible Study

 2. Read aloud Romans 8:26. Ask, Have you ever been in a situation so stress-
ful that you knew you needed to pray but couldn’t find the words? If you 
allow the class a few minutes to share their experiences, watch the time 
and be prepared to gently move along from one person to the next.

 3. Ask, How would you describe someone who “excels in the spiritual discipline 
of prayer”? What do you think would be some characteristics of such a per-
son? List the descriptive terms on the marker board. Allow the class a 
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few moments to ponder the list and then ask, Do any of these character-
istics apply to you? Are there any you would want to develop in yourself?

 4. Read aloud Romans 8:27. In the Study Guide, read the last paragraph 
in the section “We Do Know How to Sigh: Be Bold.” Ask, Do you agree 
that knowing that “the One Who is love listens and cares deeply” is helpful? 
Then say, Most of us have had a time of sorrow or loss. What do we find to 
be the most comforting words and actions from the people around us at those 
times? Lead the class to land on “listening” and “caring.”

 5. Focus on the word “intercede” (in the ESV) in verses 26 and 27. Ask if 
other translations or versions use different words. Look up the defini-
tion for “intercede” in a dictionary and read it to the class or write it on 
the marker board. Then invite the class to brainstorm some examples of 
one person interceding for another.

Encourage Application

 6. Draw a diagram on the marker board: Write “The Father” on one side, 
a line in the middle with an arrow on each end, and “You” on the other 
side. Under the double-ended arrow in the middle, write “Holy Spirit.” 
Ask the class to explain the diagram, using Romans 8:26-27. Then point 
to the arrow and ask, How can we strengthen this connection?

The Father —————————— You
The Holy Spirit

 7. Divide the class into small groups and give each group pen and paper. 
Instruct each group to generate a list of suggestions about how to pray. 
Allow the groups a few minutes to work. Then have the groups swap 
lists or just have them share their lists with the whole class.

 8. Divide into small groups (if you like) and have each group discuss the 
following case study. After some time of discussion, ask the groups to 
share their thoughts. (A copy of this assignment is available in “Teach-
ing Resource Items” for this study at www.baptistwaypress.org.)
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  Case Study:
  Your close friend Kelly is facing a hard situation and you ask, “Have you 

been praying about it?” Kelly, who has had many difficulties and disap-
pointments in life, answers, “No. I used to pray about things, but I gave 
up on it. I never saw results. I never felt like I got answers.” How would 
you answer Kelly in a loving, helpful way?

DISCUSSION PLAN

Connect With Life

 1. Refer to the “Introduction” in the Study Guide. Ask, What are some oth-
er life situations where we can get confused? Examples might be going 
to a restaurant where we aren’t familiar with the dishes served; being 
around people who are not speaking our language; starting out in a new 
school or church.

   After a few minutes of sharing ideas, read the second paragraph, and 
ask, What might be some of the “more serious aspects of the human experi-
ence” where we feel lost, in need of help, and not even know how to articulate 
our needs? Then state that today’s lesson will teach us about how God, 
through the work of the Holy Spirit, helps us with our praying.

Guide Bible Study

 2. Lead a discussion with questions such as: Why do you think some people 
are afraid of “messing up” their praying? Do you ever feel like you are messing 
up praying? What do you think “messing up” would be?

 3. Read Romans 8:26. Call attention to the word “weakness.” Ask the class 
how they feel about this word in this passage. Then read the second 
paragraph in the second section in the Study Guide, “We Don’t Know 
What to Pray For: Own It.” Then ask, Do you think this “weakness” is a bad 
thing? How can this lesson help us get over a fear of messing up prayers?
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 4. Ask, Do you know anyone you would describe as a “prayer warrior,” or who 
is known for their diligence and devotion to prayer? How do you know this 
person is a prayer warrior? What else would you say about this person?

   Ask the class to think of some examples of situations where one per-
son needs to interpret what another person is trying to say. Examples 
could include a foreign language, a baby’s talk, or technical language 
from a doctor, technician, or mechanic. Let the class come up with as 
many examples as they like. Then state that what we want to say to 
God may seem unintelligible, but it is the Holy Spirit that interprets our 
sighs and groans to God. Then ask, Do you think the Holy Spirit also inter-
prets God’s words and thoughts to us? How do you think this can happen?

 5. Read Romans 8:27. Ask the class to rephrase this verse in their own 
words.

Encourage Application

 6. Lead a discussion to answer Question 1 in the Study Guide.

 7. Have the class turn to Matthew 6:9-13, the Lord’s Prayer. Read each 
verse aloud and ask the class to rephrase it in their own words. Also ask, 
How do these petitions in the Lord’s Prayer acknowledge the sovereignty of 
God and our lack of control?

 8. Call attention to the sidebar, “Practices to Grow in Prayer.” If you like, 
read the passages mentioned in the second point. Ask the class if they 
have anything to add to these suggested practices. Then challenge class 
members to select one of more of these practices and commit to doing 
it at least once this coming week.
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Bible Comments

Understanding the Context

One primary concern of the apostle Paul for the church involved virtue (KJV; 
translated excellence in NASB). The ancient Greeks and Romans talked of 
virtue in politics, family, economics, philosophy, and daily relationships. In 
an effort to forge a Christian identity centered upon Christ, Paul introduced 
Christian virtue with its important, yet specific virtues. For example, if you 
look at Paul’s letter to the Philippians in chapter 4:1-8, you discover the idea 
of Christian virtue connected to concepts of joy, prayer without anxiety, 
thanksgiving, peace, and things that are true, honest, pure, and worthy of 
praise.

The word “virtue” (KJV) itself appears in the New Testament only five 
times: Philippians 4:8; 1 Peter 2:9; 2 Peter 1:3; 1:5 (twice). However, sprin-
kled through Paul’s writings the concept of virtue as moral excellence and 
anything “excellent” moves beyond Greek and Roman ideas toward an “excel-
lence” connected to Christ. Such virtue aims toward Christian action, service, 
and a spirit that pleases Christ and serves others.

In Romans 14, Paul outlines a problem in the church at Rome. Conflict 
arose between Christian Jews and Christian Gentiles. Jews held tight to an-
cient rites of Sabbath, dietary laws related to daily meals, and Jewish cus-
toms based on the Torah and the covenant. They mixed this with their prac-
tice of Christianity. More specifically, Jews refused to eat meat unless it was 
kosher. In Rome, the market (agora) had a section known as the meat market 
macellum (1 Corinthians 10:25), where kosher meat could be purchased.

The Gentiles (including the Romans) knew nothing of these special di-
ets, the Sabbath, or other Jewish customs. In fact, they felt such ideas were 
strange. A Gentile ate all kinds of meat and did not participate in any kind 
of holiday except Roman holidays, which were fun-filled days of sport, drink, 
and festivity.



Lesson 8: Righteousness, Peace, and Joy 101 

At the heart of the church’s conflict were the strong (Gentile Christians) 
and the weak (Jewish Christians). Spiritually, Paul emphasizes not rites, rit-
uals, customs related to race or background, but Christian virtue, ideally, a 
focus on Christ that would bear fruit, righteousness, peace, and joy.

In general, the Book of Romans addresses the power of the gospel for all 
(Romans 1:14-17), peace (Romans 5:1-2), and an appeal to church unity. Paul 
communicates that he is under obligation to both Jews and Gentiles, the wise 
and unwise, to help them understand and believe the gospel, the good news 
of Jesus Christ. He does not want a divided church, marked off by the strong 
and weak, but a unified church at peace with Christ and at peace with each 
other. How did Paul aim to achieve unity and peace in the church at Rome?

Interpreting the Scriptures

Righteousness, Peace, and Joy (14:17-18)

14:17. Paul appealed to two key ideas in Romans 14. First, “welcome” each 
other (Romans 14:1). Throw out the welcome mat at church and open your 
arms to receive those different from you. Second, aim toward a larger theme: 
God’s kingdom. Refuse a critical and judging spirit. Set aside pettiness and 
personal attacks on brothers and sisters in Christ. Seek first the kingdom of 
God and His righteousness (Matthew 6:33).

Christ invited His followers to deny themselves, take up the cross, follow 
Him, and live in the virtue of love: love God with all your heart, soul, and 
mind, and love your neighbor as yourself (Matthew 22:37-40). Interpreted in 
light of the context and conflict in the church at Rome, Paul now challenges 
the Jewish and Gentile believers to prioritize the kingdom of God, set aside 
differences regarding diet, drink, and Jewish customs, and concentrate on 
righteousness, peace, and joy.

Righteousness called for right action in the eyes of Christ. Peace came 
from Christ and encouraged peace between brothers and sisters in Christ, 
neighbors, in the church, and in the community. God is the God of peace (Ro-
mans 15:33). The Holy Spirit supplies peace (Romans 8:6; 14:17). God’s peace 
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allows the servant of Christ to live at peace with others (Romans 12:18; He-
brews 12:14). Peace requires a passion for Christ and suggests God’s “good” 
by its virtuous nature as a quality, which the saint pursues (Romans 14:19; 
Hebrews 12:11-14).

Joy maintains a sense of inner rejoicing, inner praise to God because of 
righteousness, and inner calm because of God’s peace. Joy means more than 
happiness. Happiness depends on circumstances. Joy depends on God’s spir-
it and an inner peace beyond a given circumstance. Joy results when the be-
liever follows Christ, serves others, and lives with one aim: to please Christ. A 
spirit of joy overflows in the believer through prayer, bible study, daily devo-
tion, worship, confession, praise, thanksgiving, and service. The Holy Spirit 
supplies joy.

Righteousness, peace, and joy are produced by the work of the Holy Spirit 
in the believer. In simple terms, a believer filled with God’s grace will live in 
the power of the Holy Spirit and produce the virtues of kingdom righteous-
ness, peace, and joy.

14:18. A clear and primary focus on God’s kingdom leads to service. If a 
believer serves Christ in the ways of righteousness, peace, and joy, then this 
pleases God and stands “approved” by God.

The word “serves” indicates, not a flippant, nonchalant, or casual service, 
but a serious commitment to serving God. Literally, the word means “to vol-
untarily serve as a slave,” having been set free, the slave would voluntarily 
return and serve his or her master out of commitment, love, and duty. Paul’s 
language in verse 18 designates a full, conscious commitment to Christ, not 
a half-hearted, lazy pursuit like a hobby.

The word “acceptable” combines two Greek words, “good” and “pleasing,” 
meaning the service appears good in God’s eyes. A consistently sinful person 
controlled by a fleshly, sinful nature cannot please God (Romans 8:8). Chris-
tian virtue challenges the believer not to please self (Romans 15:1). Chris-
tian action demands the Christian to please his or her neighbor by building 
them up through encouragement and the building up of the body of Christ 
(Romans 15:2). Paul paints a picture and holds high a model for what king-
dom service, kingdom righteousness, peace and joy, and what pleasing God 
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looks like: Christ. Paul’s great example of one who did not please himself was 
Christ, who died on the cross (Romans 15:3-7).

Paul again urges believers to welcome one another (Romans 15:7), yet 
he already appealed in stronger language in Romans 15:1. The strong be-
liever is under obligation to care for the weaknesses and infirmities of the 
weak. Paul’s powerful words indicate that peace in the church, reconciliation 
between the strong and weak in the church, and a kingdom focus will only 
come when Christ is imitated, served, and pleased to the extent that a Chris-
tian mutually edifies (“builds up”) his or her neighbor. Subtly, Paul’s appeal 
to Christ’s humility on the cross becomes a virtue to imitate. The Christian 
virtue of humility leads to right action (righteousness), a right heart (peace), 
and a right spirit or outlook (joy).

Paul uses another phrase in Romans 14:18 that appears almost out of 
place, “approved by men.” The word “approved” means to go through the fire 
and come out pure like a piece of gold dropped in the fire and purged of im-
purities fit for making a piece of jewelry.

When a follower of Christ serves Christ in the ways described, God is 
pleased and, over time, people who observe the life of the servant-oriented 
Christ-follower will know that the person’s faith in Christ is indeed genuine. 
In essence, faith and service to Christ stand the test of time and offer witness 
to the Holy Spirit at work in the believer and give witness to the unbeliever of 
the hope of Christ. Faith-filled service to Christ becomes a window through 
which an unbeliever can look and see the power and work of God.

Build Up (14:19)

Verse 19 draws a conclusion. “Therefore,” or “consequently,” as two Greek 
particles are often translated, offer a series of twos. The two particles do two 
things: (1) connect the message of verse 19 to what has been said before 
about God’s kingdom; and (2) expresses a deeper interest or even a surprise. 
It is as if Paul is saying, “There’s more to come” if you follow Christ and serve 
Him.

This leads to two results of Christian virtue: kingdom priority, and Christ-
like service. One, peace will come, the peace that comes from God, passes all 
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understanding, and guards the heart and mind (Philippians 4:7). Two, there 
will be a strengthening of other believers, what Paul describes as the mutual 
encouragement of one another or the building up of one another. Think of 
a builder building a house and reinforcing steel with steel, wood with more 
wood and nails, and building a solid house built on rock that can withstand 
fierce and wicked storms (Matthew 7:24-27). Believers both encourage and 
strengthen each other’s faith.

Again, Paul aims for peace, unity, together-strength, the strong and the 
weak in the church serving Christ and serving each other just as he does 
throughout Romans: “mutual faith” (Romans 1:12); “building up of one an-
other” (Romans 14:19); “be devoted to one another in brotherly love; give 
preference to one another in honor” (Romans 12:10); “Be of the same mind 
toward one another…”(Romans 12:16); and, “accept one another…” (Romans 
15:7). Serving Christ is not a solo mission. Rather, serving Christ is a devo-
tion of the self to Jesus and others for His glory.

In actuality, Paul commends the church along two lines: (1) peace as a 
blessing in Christian community; and (2) encouragement that accentuates 
and multiplies Christian virtues of righteousness, peace, and joy in the 
church and the world. Paul’s command comes through the word, “pursue.” It 
means to chase, give your best effort, seek, run after, and follow with all your 
heart. Pursue Christ. Pursue His kingdom first. Pursue peace. Pursue the ed-
ification of others and the building up of the body of Christ.

Focusing on the Meaning

Pause for a moment and think of the world. Pause for a moment and think 
of your church. Pause for a moment and think of your workplace. Pause for a 
moment and think of your home. So much of what happens in the world, the 
church, the workplace, and in the home leads to quarreling, fighting, anger, 
frustration, sinfulness, chaos, and joyless waste.

What if each Christian and your church began to focus solely on Christ 
and His virtue? What if the pursuit of God’s kingdom, the pursuit of peace, 
and the pursuit of mutual edification of others became a priority? What if be-
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lievers aimed toward being salt in a tasteless, bitter world and light in a dark 
world (Matthew 5:13-16)? What if righteousness, peace, and joy became the 
norm in the world, the church, the workplace, and the home?

Paul shows us a model for unity, service, sacrifice, righteousness, peace, 
and joy. It is Christ who did not please Himself (Romans 15:1-3). What steps 
can you take in the world, at church, in the workplace, and at home to pursue 
Christ’s peace and to build up others in your circles of influence?
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Teaching Plans

DISCOVERY PLAN

Connect With Life

 1. Prepare equal copies of three sentence strips for members of the class: 
“What does it mean to be righteous?”; “What helps you find peace?”; 
and “What brings you joy?” (A set of these sentence strips is available in 
“Teaching Resource Items” for this lesson at www.baptistwaypress.org.)

 2. As learners arrive, give them each a sentence strip (distributed as equal-
ly as possible).

 3. Form groups of 1-6 persons with others who received the same strip (if 
the class is larger than 18 learners, form additional groups). Ask groups 
to choose spokespersons and give them 5-7 minutes to fellowship and 
discuss the topics.

 4. Ask everyone to be seated and allow 2-3 minutes for group leaders to 
briefly report on the ideas shared.

Guide Bible Study

 5. Say, Most of us have an idea about what a righteous life looks like. We know 
when we feel peaceful and the difference between joy (feelings of happiness, 
satisfaction, pleasure) and sadness. But we may not see that righteousness, 
peace, and joy are related or are the result of living in the Spirit. Explain that 
today we will look at what the Bible says about righteousness, peace, 
and joy and how they fit together in a spirit-filled life. Ask a volunteer 
to read Romans 14:17-19.

 6. Have the class count off 1 to 3 forming groups of one to four members 
each (more than one group of the same number may be necessary). 
Ask groups to find the biblical meaning of the following: righteousness 



Lesson 8: Righteousness, Peace, and Joy 107 

(group 1), peace (group 2), and joy (group 3). Refer to Study Guide sec-
tions “The Power to Be Right and Live Right,” “Peace That Transcends 
All Understanding,” and “Joy Is Too Good to Keep to Yourself.” Excellent 
resources are available at www.texasbaptists.org under “The Study”; 
www.openbible.info is especially useful. Allow 4-5 minutes to research 
the topic and decide on a biblical definition. Return to the large group 
and discuss definitions of righteousness, peace, and joy. Make defini-
tions include the elements of each term the author stresses.

 7. Say, The Bible has a lot to say about righteousness, peace, and joy. Paul shows 
they are linked together. True joy is found when we live in peace with God 
and with others by treating everyone with whom we come into contact justly. 
Righteousness is an attribute of God. Ask, How do these three elements of 
the Spirit-filled life work together in your life? Allow time for discussion. 
Ask, How does the absence of one of these cause problems for you? Allow 
time for discussion. Probe, How does a failure to treat other people justly 
affect your sense of peace and joy? Allow time for learners to respond.

 8. Hand out 3” X 5” index cards. Have learners number their cards 1, 2, 
and 3. Ask them to read Philippians 4:4-7 silently and write answers to 
the following questions:

   1. What action does Paul ask the Philippians to take?
   2. What should be known in their lives?
   3. What is the result?
   Ask, Do these verses relate to Romans 14:17-19? Allow time for dis-

cussion. Stress we are to rejoice (find joy) in the Lord always. Righteous 
lives are reflected in relationships with others and with God. The result 
of a righteous, joyful life is the peace of God.

Encourage Application

 9. Explore the question of the week.

 10. Offer three suggestions that learners may do in the coming week to live 
through righteousness, peace, and love:
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   •  Use ACTS (adoration, confession, thanksgiving, supplication) in 
daily prayer.

   •  Intentionally use words or acts of kindness to bring joy to another 
person.

   •  Identify someone who you treated unjustly in the past and take 
actions necessary to correct your behavior.

DISCUSSION PLAN

Connect With Life

 1. Ask learners to recall a time when someone said or did something that 
encouraged them. Ask, How did you feel? Positively delivered words and 
actions serve a person well. Say, Just as words or deeds of affirmation are 
helpful, discouraging words or actions are destructive. Discuss a time when 
someone said or did something that hurt you. Ask if anyone would like 
to share. Allow time for responses. Say, Actions and words are powerful.

Guide Bible Study

 2. Ask a volunteer to read Romans 14:17-19. Explain the context of the 
passage. The Apostle Paul addressed arguments and criticisms between 
disciples in the Roman church about things eaten and sacred days ob-
served. He warned believers to stop criticizing one another and be gov-
erned by love. He stated that the kingdom of Heaven is not about regu-
lations but about righteousness, peace, and joy.

 3. Present the following questions for discussion:

   • Why do Christians criticize others?
   •  Why does Paul say the kingdom of God is not about eating and 

drinking but about righteousness? Are we not to judge right and 
wrong, good and bad?

   •  Does how we treat others affect our sense of peace? Why or why 
not?
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   •  The author of our lesson says “happiness and joy are different.” Do 
you agree? Why or why not?

   •  Can we have joy without living righteously and at peace with God 
and others? Why or why not?

 4. Read Philippians 4:4-7. Emphasize Paul deals with the same things in 
Philippians 4 as in Romans 14—conflict; arguments. Say, Paul urges Phi-
lippian believers to stop arguing and criticizing and further the kingdom of 
God through rejoicing, prayer, gentleness, and calmness. The reward? The 
peace of God. Paul insists finding joy in the Lord (rejoicing), treating oth-
ers gently (kindness), and asking God to take charge of one’s life (righ-
teousness) brings peace.

 5. The Holman Christian Standard Bible, 2003, uses graciousness instead 
of gentleness. Graciousness, kindness, gentleness, and justice are parts 
of righteousness. As we seek to live for God we sometimes do very well, 
sometimes not well at all, and often somewhere in between. God does 
not expect perfection, but He expects progress in living life to please 
Him. We should always desire to please Him even when we fail. Ask, 
What practical advice does Paul give in Philippians 4:4-7 and Romans 14:17-
19 to help us? Allow time for learners to reflect and respond. If relying on 
the Spirit, prayer, and treating others with respect are not mentioned, 
mention them. Remind learners that peace is not the absence of prob-
lems (or strife). It is not being anxious in the midst of them by turning 
them over to God.

Encourage Application

 6. Ask learners to refer to the first three discussion “Questions” in the 
Study Guide.

 7. Ask them to focus this week on one question and do one thing listed 
below to address the issues raised by the questions.

   •  Call or write a note of encouragement.
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   •  In your quiet time, ask God if there are “rules” for living you in-
vented that do not lead to righteousness, peace, or joy. If so, ask 
the Lord to help you give them up.

   •  If someone offends you, make an intentional effort to return kind-
ness.
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Ephesians 1:13-14
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Ephesians 4:30

The Holy Spirit’s 
Part in Salvation
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The Holy Spirit’s is both a “seal” and 
“guarantee” of our salvation.

QUESTION TO EXPLORE

Can I ever lose my salvation?

TEACHING AIM

To lead adults to understand that 
the security of their salvation is not 
based on their authority and charac-
ter, but God’s

BIBLE
STUDY 
GUIDE 
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Bible Comments

Understanding the Context

The apostle Paul’s Letter to the Ephesians addresses both doctrinal and prac-
tical issues for the church as it forms its early Christian identity. Imagine that 
individuals curious about the gospel had asked simple, basic questions. Who 
is Jesus? Who is the Holy Spirit? What does the Holy Spirit do? What are 
Christian virtues? What is the role of a church in society?

The Roman world of Paul near the time of writing (about A.D. 61-63) the 
letter swirled as a time of Roman expansion and Romanization. The Romans 
had invaded Britannica, modern day Great Britain, in the early sixties. The 
fierceness and force with which the Romans sought to dominate the world 
involved warfare, brutality, and conquest. Once conquest occurred, Roman-
ization began. This involved the communication of Roman law, Roman gov-
ernment, and social control by the Roman army.

A Greek City dating back to antiquity, Ephesus came under Roman rule in 
129 B.C. It flourished as a major city of commerce on a major trade route. It 
also housed the great Library of Celsius, a sprawling amphitheater, and a pa-
gan temple known as the Temple of Artemis (Greek name) or the Temple of 
Diana (Roman name). Set in the shadow of mountains and near a harbor, the 
beautiful city may have had as many as 200,000 residents in Roman times.

Paul planted a church in Ephesus near the synagogue. Acts 19 describes 
Paul’s adventure into Ephesus (“We have not even heard whether there is a 
Holy Spirit,” Acts 19:2). Ephesians 1:13-14 may be Paul’s response to their 
lack of comprehension about the Holy Spirit. Paul stays in Ephesus two years, 
preaches the gospel, and disrupts the local religious community, the local 
economy by preaching against the making of idols, and local officials. Com-
munity leaders and a mob force Paul from Ephesus.

Paul wrote his Letter to the Ephesians from a prison in Rome. It is known 
as one of Paul’s prison epistles. The Book of Revelation names the church at 
Ephesus as one which has left its first love and needs to repent (Revelation 
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2:1-7). The Book of Revelation challenges the church to return to its first 
love, Christ, and to overcome. It cautions that the church is near a time when 
its candle or gospel light might become extinct.

No doubt, Paul loves the church and focuses his attention in his letter in 
two general areas: (1) doctrine of Christ (salvation, redemption, forgiveness, 
grace, and the work of Christ as a work of grace by faith that demonstrates 
God’s workmanship in individuals, Ephesians 1:1-1; 2:8-10; chapters 1–3); 
and (2) practical maxims on how to live and walk by faith in Christ daily. Paul 
talks of marriage, child-rearing, the unity of the spirit (5:1-8), and other such 
issues how to walk with Christ (chapters 4–6).

Interpreting the Scriptures

The Seal, a Guarantee (1:13)

Keep in mind that verses 13-14 hinges on Paul’s earlier discussion in the 
chapter. The discussion presents a Trinitarian aspect: God as Father, Jesus as 
a blessing because of the cross, and sets the stage for the Holy Spirit’s work in 
verses 13-14. Vital to Paul’s theology in chapter 1 that precedes his mention 
of the Holy Spirit are the key themes of the glory of God’s grace, redemption 
by Christ’s blood, the forgiveness of sins, the mystery of God’s will, and that 
those who trust in Christ should live to praise, glorify, and please God. Paul 
revisits these introduced themes in later portions of his letter.

Paul uses the phrase “in whom” (KJV translation) seven times in his let-
ter (1:7; 1:11; twice in 1:13; 2:21; 2:22; 3:12). The phrase emphasizes the 
person and work of Christ. Ephesians presents Christ as the redeemer, the 
One who forgives, and the One who provides. Ephesians reinforces God’s 
work in the individual, the church, and the world. Christ actively, creatively, 
and energetically is at work; thus, we are His “workmanship” (poieo, “poem,” 
poetry, literally, “we are God’s poetry, poetical work,” Ephesians 2:10). God 
leads us toward Himself, toward good works by His power and in His name, 
and toward a life of living to honor Him. Grace supplies the foundation of 
God’s work.
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Paul views God’s work as coming through the dynamic power of the 
Holy Spirit. “In whom” (KJV translation) appears four times in chapter 1: in 
whom you have redemption through his blood (1:7), in whom you obtained 
an inheritance (1:11), in whom you trusted (1:13), and in whom you believed 
(and were sealed…1:13). Again, Paul emphasizes the person of Christ and His 
work as His provision for the believer: provision as redemption, provision as 
your spiritual inheritance, provision as trustworthy, and provision as a work 
of the Holy Spirit.

The Greek language delivers the message in picturesque words. You hear 
the word of God’s truth. You believe in Christ. You trust in Christ. You accept 
the truth of His word. Belief as faith in Christ (the same concept of belief is 
often translated as faith in Christ in the New Testament) becomes gospel or 
“good news.” It is equally good news to the human heart, to humanity world-
wide, to the broken, battered, bruised, and wayward (Luke 4:18-19).

The good news is transformational, personal, and signals a change of di-
rection in life (Greek, metanoia, literally a change of direction, repentance, 
Romans 12:1-2). Here in Ephesians, the good news produces your salvation, 
that is, the message of Christ believed transforms the heart and gives a per-
son a new life (Ephesians 4:22; 2 Corinthians 5:17).

In Ephesians, the gospel is not only “of your salvation,” but also a gospel 
whereby believers partake of God’s promise (Ephesians 3:6), a gospel that 
helps us in spiritual warfare (Ephesians 6:15), and a gospel that compels us 
to return to it to grow and learn, that is, the mystery of the gospel (Ephesians 
6:19). The gospel as mystery means no matter how much we know of Christ, 
there is still always more to learn.

This leads to the picturesque image Paul highlights. Once a person comes 
to salvation in Christ, a person is “sealed” by the Holy Spirit. Paul outlines 
basic theology and, in this case, basic belief about the Holy Spirit (see earlier 
comments on Acts 19). In modern language, think of a seal on a can, bottle, 
or package that keeps it safe. In ancient Greek language, Paul’s word indi-
cates something as genuine or one of ownership like an imprint or stamp 
that signifies the owner’s name. As such, the Holy Spirit’s arrival in the heart 
at salvation approves your faith in Christ as genuine and claims your heart as 
purchased, blessed, and owned by Christ, in every good sense.
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The ancient Greek also used the word “seal” like “to seal a document” to 
make the document official, a guarantee. Paul’s Greek use of the word “seal” 
and his verb-tense indicate the seal comes once, once for all, and cannot be 
taken away. Often people ask the pastor a theological question, “Can a person 
lose his or her salvation?” Paul’s word usage, verb-language, and his theol-
ogy demonstrate belief that a person who genuinely accepts Christ cannot 
lose his or her salvation and the seal of the Holy Spirit remains permanent. 
Practically speaking, a person’s reception of the Spirit’s work in his or her life 
after salvation may be hot, medium, or cold depending on the person’s daily 
walk with Christ.

The Deposit (1:14)

Not only does the Holy Spirit provide a seal, but the seal of the Holy Spirit 
is also a “deposit” toward the believer’s inheritance. In other words, the spir-
it becomes a down payment on our future and the final day when we meet 
Christ face to face. The Hebrew background of the word has its roots in Phoe-
nician commerce traders as a pledge, that is, a first payment from the buyer 
to the seller until the entire amount was paid in full. Think of a first payment 
on a loan. The Greco-Roman meaning came to mean a financial payment in a 
series of payments as a part of a financial obligation. The best interpretation 
of the word is “deposit.” Like a bank payment on a loan, the Holy Spirit is a 
pledge that will carry us to the final payment or time when a person is with 
Christ in Heaven.

Paul’s description of this final entry into Heaven with Christ is twofold: 
(1) until the redemption of the purchased possession, meaning that redemp-
tion has come through the blood of Christ shed on the cross (Ephesians 
1:7). Redemption showers grace and the forgiveness of sins on the believer, 
but all of that will be fully experienced and understood when a believer is 
with Christ after death; (2) and unto (KJV) the praise of His glory. The word 
“unto” (KJV) indicates a purpose or goal in the end. Believers praise God to 
His glory now, but in the end will praise God for His salvation in Christ, His 
work through the Holy Spirit, and for His glory at work in human hearts, the 
church, and the world.
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The best way to understand the latter half of verse 14 is to review Ephe-
sians 1:3-10, Ephesians 2:14-16, and Philippians 2:5-11. Each collection of 
verses serves as a doxology in their respective books. A doxology is a word of 
adoration and praise. Many Bible scholars appraise each doxology as a possi-
ble hymn, maybe even an early church hymn chanted, set to music, or sung as 
praise to God. Keep Philippians 2:10-11 in mind when seeking to understand 
Ephesians 1:14. One day every knee will bow and confess that Jesus Christ is 
Lord to the praise and glory of God.

Focusing on the Meaning

Ephesians 1:13-14 reveals deep theological thoughts and meanings. A causal 
reading of Ephesians 1:1-14 in context creates a simple threefold summary. 
First, think of the work of Christ and the work of the Holy Spirit, that is, 
Christ’s work on the cross and His work in the human heart sealed by the 
Holy Spirit by grace and faith through salvation.

Second, think of God’s Word at work in human hearts, in the church, and 
in the world. Think of God’s Word at work throughout the gospel. In practical 
terms, this means the good news of the gospel is needed on the one hand, 
and on the other hand is preached, evangelized, witnessed, communicated 
through mouths, the use of media, and printed materials. The gospel trans-
forms hearts when believed.

Third, think of the individual’s response to God’s work and His Word, 
that is, a response of worship. The Holy Spirit teaches, counsels, convicts, and 
guides (Luke 12:12; John 16:8-11; John 14:26; 15:26; 16:7). The Holy Spirit 
also leads us to worship God in Christ by the Spirit, to glorify His name, and 
honor Him with praise both now and forever (a sacrifice of praise; a song of 
praise; and lips full of praise, Hebrews 13:15; James 5:13; Ephesians 1:3; 1:6; 
1:12; 1:14).

Stay close to Christ (His work). Stay in His Word (His Word). Stay near 
Him with adoring praise (worship Him).
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Teaching Plans

DISCOVERY PLAN

Connect With Life

 1. Recruit a volunteer in advance to tell the story of Daniel in the lion’s 
den (Daniel 6) in his or her own words. Make sure she or he explains the 
king sealing the rock with his signet (See Wikipedia for the use of seals 
in the ancient Near East).

 2. As learners arrive, ask them to be seated and ask the volunteer to tell 
the story. When he or she finishes, ask why the seal of the king was so 
important. After discussion, say, The king’s seal guaranteed no one would 
interfere; no one could allow Daniel to escape.

Guide Bible Study

 3. Have a volunteer read Ephesians 1:13-14. Briefly lecture on the back-
ground of Paul’s letter to Ephesus from the material in the Teaching 
Guide and Acts 19. Paul begins verse 13 by assuring the Gentile Chris-
tians they are a special people chosen by God like their Jewish brothers 
and sisters. In verses 13 and 14, he introduces the Holy Spirit as an 
agent of salvation. He states that once they heard the gospel of Jesus 
Christ and believed in Him, they were sealed with the Holy Spirit, who 
assures their salvation for God’s glory.

 4. Have the class brainstorm about what it means to be sealed by the Holy 
Spirit. Form a circle and go around, allowing each person to give a short 
answer to the question, “What does it mean to be sealed by the Holy 
Spirit?” If a learner can’t think of anything, they say “pass” and go to the 
next person. Go around twice so everyone who wants to participate can 
do so. At the end of the session, formulate a short statement of what 
being sealed by the Holy Spirit means. Make sure it includes—it is like 
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God gives us a formal document securing our salvation and attaches His 
personal seal to guarantee it.

 5. Ask a volunteer to read Ephesians 4:30. Ask learners to listen for why 
the Holy Spirit seals us. Say, Redemption allows us to possess our inheri-
tance, but it is not immediate. Ephesians 1:14 offers insight into how it hap-
pens. Ask, What does the Sprit being the deposit for our inheritance until 
we acquire it mean? Allow discussion. Ask if anyone has ever purchased 
a home. Say, When you buy a home, you have to put down earnest mon-
ey. What happens if you change your mind? Verse 14 says God obligated 
Himself to redeem us. He put His seal on it (1:13). If He did not follow 
through, He would forfeit the Holy Spirit, part of the Trinity.

 6. Say, The Spirit guaranteeing our inheritance is only one part of verse 14. Di-
vide into two groups. Ask one group to listen for when the Spirit guar-
antees our inheritance and the other why. Read Ephesians 1:14 slowly 
and ask each group to respond. Give the groups 2-3 minutes to decide 
what Paul means by these concepts and ask them to report. Say, These 
are amazing, encouraging ideas. The Spirit keeps working with us, baggage 
and all, until we achieve perfection before God. He doesn’t just justify us be-
fore God, He indwells us until we are sanctified and glorified, until we have 
achieved our inheritance: full redemption. And full redemption brings glory 
to God!

Encourage Application

 7. Divide into three groups. Have each group create a monologue, role play, 
or skit about ways the Holy Spirit is 1) a deposit for our inheritance, 
2) guarantees we achieve redemption, or 3) glorifies God through us 
this week. Make sure these include sharing the gospel. Have each group 
present to the whole group.

 8. Encourage members to pray that the Holy Spirit uses them to do one of 
these this coming week and are prepared to act when He answers.
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DISCUSSION PLAN

Connect With Life

 1. Before class, write the following question on the white board: Can I lose 
my salvation? As learners arrive, point out the question and ask them 
to consider it as they fellowship.

 2. Ask for responses to the question. Ask, Why do we doubt, or think we can 
lose, our salvation? Allow time for responses. Using the Study Guide il-
lustration, say, Like cloud-hidden mountains, we sometimes cannot see God 
working or feel His presence, especially when we displease Him. Salvation 
is not based on feelings, seeing God at work, or our character or goodness. 
Our salvation depends on the power and authority of God. Discuss ways the 
Holy Spirit uses to seal and secure our salvation.

Guide Bible Study

 3. Point to Ephesus on a map. Download and print a Roman Middle East 
map if one is not available. (A copy of this assignment is available in 
“Teaching Resource Items” for this study at www.baptistwaypress.org).

 4. Ask a volunteer to read Ephesians 1:13-14. Using the Teaching Guide 
and Acts 19, lecture briefly on the city of Ephesus and the church. Note 
the presence of Jewish and Gentile Christians apparently caused con-
flict. Paul assured them all they were chosen by God, and the Holy Spirit 
guaranteed their salvation.

 5. Ask, Why is the Holy Spirit being the seal of our salvation important? Allow 
time for discussion. Ask a volunteer to read Daniel 6:17. Briefly tell the 
story of Daniel and the lion’s den. Ask, Why did the king place his seal 
on the rock? After discussion, stress that the king’s seal assured no one 
could interfere with the punishment. The imagery in Ephesians 1:13 is 
similar. God placed His seal, the Holy Spirit, on our salvation; no one 
and nothing can interfere.”
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 6. Say, As I read Ephesians 1:14, listen for ways the Holy Spirit seals our sal-
vation. Allow responses. Make sure the Holy Spirit as deposit, the pro-
cess of salvation, and bringing glory to God are included. Ask if anyone 
has purchased a house. Allow learners to discuss earnest money and 
payment of loans. Say, Verse 14 highlights the process of salvation. The 
Holy Spirit is the down payment. We are justified by God; He seals us. But 
salvation is a process. We are not born again as full-grown children of God. 
The Spirit guarantees we become sanctified: fully redeemed. Finally, we are 
glorified and God is glorified because His power alone enables us to achieve 
our inheritance. God gave His Spirit as a deposit. He would forfeit part of 
Himself if He failed to secure our salvation.

Encourage Application

 7. Ask a volunteer to read Ephesians 4:30. Say, We are sealed by the Holy 
Spirit but with a warning: “Do not grieve the Holy Spirit.” We have a choice, 
to glorify or grieve God. While behaviors grieve the Spirit, Ephesians 
4:30 reminds us acts of omission do, too. Suggest ways learners can 
choose action over passivity:

   a.  Pray Paul’s prayer of Ephesians 1:14-23 asking for a fuller under-
standing of God.

   b.  Share the good news of Jesus Christ when God provides the op-
portunity.

   c.  Rely on the Holy Spirit in every circumstance in which you find 
yourself.

   d.  Give God glory rather than taking credit for any spiritual achieve-
ments.

 8. Discuss how taking positive actions can glorify God. Encourage them to 
focus on at least one of them in the coming week.
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Ephesians 4:25-32
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Holy Spirit

MAIN IDEA

The Holy Spirit loves you but grieves 
over your sin.

QUESTION TO EXPLORE

How do I grieve the Holy Spirit?
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To lead adults to understand that 
they can avoid grieving the Holy 
Spirit when they are kind and com-
passionate to others

BIBLE
STUDY 
GUIDE 
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Bible Comments

Understanding the Context

When you read and study Paul’s words to the church at Ephesus in Ephesians 
4:25-32, you have a sense that he could name names, had specific incidents in 
mind, and that he wanted the church to be more than it had been for Christ. 
Was this a part of a farewell speech that Paul had given when he embraced 
the Ephesians and left Ephesus (Acts 20:1)? Was this a part of Paul’s sermon 
or a reason for a prayer gathering when Paul met the elders of the Ephesian 
church at Miletus (Acts 20:17, 36-38)? Was Paul writing his letter from a 
prison cell in Rome remembering or having been given a report of some un-
kind words, unforgiveness, or conflict taking place in the church? Was Paul, 
knowing that Nero, the impassioned and brutal emperor who was losing pa-
tience with politicians, Christians, and himself, might end Paul’s life and Paul 
wanted to write a clear message to help the church solidify its identity in 
Christ?

While it is difficult to determine why Paul wrote Ephesians 4, three items 
remain clear. First, Paul wrote his first three chapters on the doctrine of 
Christ. Redemption, grace, faith, God’s workmanship, the blood of Christ, 
the seal of the Holy Spirit, and the bold confidence with which a believer can 
approach God in prayer filter into Paul’s words. He writes a clear message: 
Christ has redeemed them. What remains clear is that chapters four to six 
move from doctrine to practical words, a prescription for walking with Christ 
daily and challenging issues facing Christians.

Second, Paul writes with virtue in mind. The Greeks and Romans had 
their concepts of virtue or pursuit of excellence. The Greeks understood a 
concept of virtue in their idea of a “good man,” a formal ideal of what it meant 
to be a person of virtue in Greece and the Roman Empire. Paul introduces a 
slight variation, the new man, that is, a person made new who lives by and 
under the virtues shown by Christ. What is clear is that Paul paints a picture 
of the new person in Christ: the new person is made new and reconciled to 
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the cross (Ephesians 2:15); the new person possesses a new attitude, a new 
self, and a new self that pursues God’s righteousness and His holiness (Ephe-
sians 4:23-24). In Christ, the believer is a new creation, the old has gone, and 
all things are made new. Paul always calls for transformation that leads to 
worship, service, and a desire to please God (Romans 12:1-2).

Third, Paul’s mind never strays from the cross and the fruit of a relation-
ship with Christ, what he calls the “fruit of the light” that leads the children 
of the light to goodness, righteousness, and truth (Ephesians 5:9). Paul never 
forgets the quality of a Spirit-filled life, the fruit of the Holy Spirit: love, joy, 
peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-con-
trol (Galatians 5:22-23). As such, Ephesians 4 combines his practical word, 
his teaching on Christian virtue, and the virtuous fruit of life lived walking 
by the Spirit. Such a life produces unity of purpose in the heart and for the 
church, and propels the kingdom of God forward in a unified manner (Ephe-
sians 4:1-20).

Interpreting the Scriptures

A New Person in Christ (4:25-28)

4:25. Paul answers the question, “What does the new man or new person 
(in Christ) look like?” He is not a liar, but in fact rejects untruth and clings to 
God’s truth. He puts on the new man as a person would put on a new shirt or 
wedding garment. He puts away the old person as a person would throw away 
filthy, old clothes. Specifically, he or she throws away lying and untruth. Im-
portant to Paul’s aim and goal is to remind the church of unity, to challenge 
the individual Christian to remember he or she is a part of the body of Christ, 
and to create a Spirit-led concern for brothers and sisters in Christ.

4:26. He admonishes the church to speak truth, but he also warns the 
church regarding anger. Maybe Paul knew many had been angry in the wrong 
way at the wrong time to the wrong people. He says, in essence, almost giving 
permission, “If you are going to be angry, may it be a righteous indignation 
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directed at the right things in the right manner and to the right person, but 
stop sinning in your anger!” Anger is permitted like the prophets of old in 
cases of social injustice, along the lines of righteous indignation, or to speak 
up for those who cannot speak for themselves.

However, in most cases in Scripture, anger is not a good trait. Anger is 
not to be held or cherished. Paul does not want any kind of anger to carry 
over to the next day. Anger should end when the sun goes down. Generally, a 
continual pattern of anger harbored in the heart is not healthy, not good for 
the church, or God’s kingdom. The new person in Christ knows when to be 
angry and when not to be angry.

4:27-28. In antiquity as in today, anger was a common problem. Appar-
ently, theft was another problem. Paul never wanted any act, occasion, or 
vitriolic words to give place to the devil. The new person in Christ was always 
cognizant of giving place to Christ, honoring Christ, and living for His glory 
in both word and deed.

Included in Paul’s strong words here is practical advice. Rather than take 
what is another’s, Paul offers Christian alternatives. Work with your hands. 
Work to the point of exhaustion in a labor of sweat and hard work. Labor to 
care for your own needs and to help others. Paul’s ethics centered in Christ 
and always considered other’s needs. Serving and sharing highlight Paul’s 
ethic of personal faith and the church’s ministry.

What is Good? (4:29-30)

4:29. Words possess power. Paul calls for the church to stop foul language, 
to stop fruitless and rotten speech from exiting their mouths. Subtly, Paul’s 
use of “rotten,” as in rotten fruit, both tasting and smelling bad, allows him 
to reinforce what it means to be a new person in Christ and to focus their 
thoughts toward the fruit of the Spirit.

Running a person down with the tongue, cursing, using unwholesome 
language, or angrily using words to tear down another person, these are not 
welcome, permissible, or fruitful as a kingdom citizen and servant of Christ.
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Then what is good? Paul mention two good uses of speech: (1) to edify, 
build up, or encourage another person; and (2) to give grace to the hearers. 
“Grace” is used twelve times in Ephesians. Paul sees the riches of God’s grace 
as a gift given by Christ that is administered, shared, and celebrated in Christ 
(Ephesians 1:2, 6, 7; 2:5, 7, 8; 3:2, 7, 8; 4:7; 6:24). Grace is often joined to 
peace in the New Testament (Ephesians 1:2). A new person in Christ speaks 
grace, speaks gracefully, and speaks in such a way that hearers are encour-
aged, blessed, benefited, and built up. Paul’s language in verse 29 indicates 
that grace-filled speech builds and strengthens a church. Foul speech stinks. 
Fruit-filled, graceful speech bears fruit, sweet-smelling, fragrant, and pleas-
ant to others.

Paul announces speech as “full of grace,” a preservative, a tasteful addi-
tive, and a refresher like salt, speech “seasoned with salt” (Colossians 4:6). 
James knows that fresh and bitter water should not come out of the same 
mouth (James 3:11).

4:30. Paul moves toward kindness as both a Christian virtue and a fruit of 
the Holy Spirit. Yet, before he explains kindness, he gives a strong, stern, 
constructive word: Stop grieving the Holy Spirit? How does a person or the 
church grieve the Holy Spirit? The Holy Spirit is grieved when Christians fall 
back into old patterns, old ways, and traits of the old person before Christ. 
The Holy Spirit feels deep grief when Christians lie, harbor anger in an un-
relenting and wrong way, steal, and spew harsh, ugly, putrid, fruitless, de-
structive words that tear down others. Where would the church be if the 
church lived by the Spirit, by God’s truth, and in grace-filled speech? Sins of 
the tongue can tumble a tall tower, but grace-speech can scale mountains and 
build a glorious church that shines and refreshes the earth with joy.

Paul reminds the church of something he had said earlier in Ephesians, 
“…you were sealed by the Holy Spirit” (Ephesians 1:13). After a person comes 
to Christ the “seal” authenticates faith as genuine, secures salvation as a 
guarantee like a seal of approval, and keeps salvation safe in the believer’s 
heart like a seal on a bottle, a box, or a package. Paul, in essence, reiterates to 
the church that living for Christ can only be done in the power of the Spirit. 



126  Living in the Spirit

The Holy Spirit supplies strength, wisdom, and guidance to help the believer 
in truth and grace.

For Paul, redemption has three aspects: (1) what Christ has done through 
the cross (Ephesians 1:7); (2) what happens when a person believes (“re-
deemed by the blood of the Lamb,” Luke 1:68; 1 Corinthians 1:30; Galatians 
3:13-14; Ephesians 1:7, 13-14; Colossians 1:14; Hebrews 9:12; 1 Peter 1:18); 
and (3) what happens in the end of time, the final redemption, “the day of re-
demption,” when Christ’s followers will fully and finally be with Christ (Ephe-
sians 4:30). Redemption for Paul encompasses the past, the present, and the 
future. Ultimately, redemption means “to be set free.”

Good Fruit (4:31-32)

4:31. The Holy Spirit also helps the believer to practice kindness. However, 
prior to kindness in the believer’s heart, there must be a “putting away” of 
bitterness, internal anger, external acts of anger, slander (speaking evil of 
another), and all evil. Take out such evil things like you would carry out the 
garbage. Make a clean sweep of the soul. Purify the heart of evil, rotten fruit 
to make room for God’s good fruit. “Evil” is often translated “malice.” A per-
son who is malicious will build an army to take his or her side in an effort to 
destroy. Pray: “Create in me a clean heart, Oh God” (Psalm 51:7, 10).

4:32. What is that good fruit? The good fruit falls from the tree of Christ. It 
is savory, sweet tasting, and a delight. The good fruit falls freely: kindness, 
tenderheartedness, that is, a Christ-like compassion that cares for others, 
and forgiveness that frees the soul and makes enemies become friends.

Focusing on the Meaning

The new person in Christ will act on God’s good and do virtuous, good things 
to the glory of God. However, a person can do those things by his or her own 
power. Zechariah (4:6) says, “‘Not by might nor by power, but by My Spirit,’ 
says the Lord of hosts.”
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In redemption, Christ makes all things new. In salvation, Christ makes 
a new person. In the transformation, the Holy Spirit takes over and guides a 
person’s life. The new person sets aside dirty, rotten fruit like lying, stealing, 
and foul speech. The new person bears precious fruit: love and joy and peace.

The new person has an example, a model to follow, an image to imi-
tate: Christ who showed kindness and who forgave on the cross. If Christ in 
His crucifixion can forgive, surely we can forgive brother, sister, co-worker, 
church member, neighbor, and any person who has wronged us. Forgiveness 
in Christ flowers and sprouts as a garden of hope.
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Teaching Plans

DISCOVERY PLAN

Connect With Life

 1. Make two copies of the sentence strips “Grieving the Holy Spirit” from 
the “Teaching Resource Items” available for this study at www.baptist-
waypress.org. Pick up an inexpensive bag of small candy or cheap gag 
gifts for the winning team. Write a number on the back of each strip 
ranging from -3 to +3. Hide one set around the room. Save the other set 
for later. Write on the white board “Do you regret sins of commission or 
sins of omission more?”

 2. As learners arrive, have the video “Do not Grieve the Holy Spirit” play-
ing (available at www.youtube.com). Ask learners to pair off, mention 
the question, and give them 5 minutes to formulate their positions. Al-
low another 2 or 3 minutes for debate. Turn off the video and gather in 
a large group. Ask them to share their conclusions.

Guide Bible Study

 3. Ask a volunteer to read Ephesians 4:25-32 and another to read Gala-
tians 5:16-21. State both passages list behaviors that grieve the Holy 
Spirit. While Paul concentrates on what we do (sins of commission), he 
also implies we may grieve the Spirit by what we don’t do (sins of omis-
sion).

 4. Divide the class into two groups. Say, We are going to have a contest. 
There are 26 sentence strips placed around the room. Some of them are sins 
of commission, some sins of omission, and some pleasing to the Holy Spirit. 
You have 5 minutes to find as many strips as possible and arrange them into 
those categories. Say, Go. After all the strips are found, add up the scores 
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on the back of the strips for each team. Give prizes to members of the 
team with the highest score.

 5. While this was a fun exercise, it is a serious subject. Ask someone to 
read Isaiah 53:3-5. Say, Jesus was familiar with pain and suffering. Isaiah 
52:13—53:12 is called the suffering servant song since it prophetically 
described the suffering Jesus would endure on the cross. Ask, Have you 
thought God continually suffers and grieves for His creation? Paul’s letter to 
the Romans paints a picture of God’s grief over His lost creation. Romans 5:8 
clearly states that while we were still sinners, Christ died for us. Do you think 
God’s children bring Him grief?

 6. Take a few minutes to discuss ways we grieve the Spirit outlined in 
Ephesians 4:25-32.

 7. Form groups of 3-5 learners depending on class size. Evenly distrib-
ute sentence strips with behaviors that grieve the Spirit to each group. 
Make sure each group has at least one. (A copy of this assignment is 
available in “Teaching Resource Items” for this study at www.baptist-
waypress.org).

 8. Ask each group to discover three behaviors that glorify God for each one 
that grieves His Spirit. Reform the large group and discuss.

 9. Close by reminding the class this is not a complete list. Say, Paul is giv-
ing examples that apply to the church to whom he is writing of things that 
bring God grief or disrepute. Ask, What are some of the things we do in our 
lives that, while not listed here, grieve the Holy Spirit? Say, We might even 
do something that “seems good,” but we know He does not want us to do. 
How do we know the difference? How can we tell we have grieved the Spirit? 
Allow time for discussion.
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Encourage Application

 10. Write the following chart on the whiteboard:

   Ways I have grieved the Spirit How I choose to glorify God

 11. Encourage learners to privately reflect on ways they grieved the Holy 
Spirit last week. Ask them to meditate next week during their quiet 
time on ways they can turn failures into God’s glory. Ask for examples.

DISCUSSION PLAN

Connect With Life

 1. As learners arrive, ask them to pair up. Say, A man was asked to go to a 
foreign country for a leadership conference. Because of safety concerns, his 
family and pastor counseled him not to go. He agreed and did not take part. 
Ask, Do you think the man’s decision grieved the Holy Spirit? Why or why 
not? Have learners discuss the case study with their partners. Allow 
time for group discussion.

Guide Bible Study

 2. Ask someone to read Ephesians 4:25-32. Have the class listen for ways 
we grieve the Holy Spirit. Insist they name only things listed in the pas-
sage.

 3. Ask another volunteer to read Galatians 5:16-21. Say, Some behaviors 
mentioned are similar, but most of them are different. Ask, Do you think 
Paul was trying to give a complete list of ways each church grieved the Spirit? 



Lesson 10: Grieving the Holy Spirit 131 

Why did you answer as you did? Ask if the Bible gives a complete list of 
ways we grieve the Spirit. Again, ask why they answered as they did. 
Say, There is not a complete list because you and I grieve the Spirit in our own 
ways. Say, Acts of omission also grieve Him.

 4. Give a mini-lecture on the nature of the sins Paul is addressing in Ephe-
sians and how they reflect conditions in the church. Most of the things 
deal with the way the people spoke to and about each other. He men-
tions not being angry and holding grudges. These reflect divisions in 
the church between Jewish and Gentile believers. References to stealing 
and doing meaningful work may have been aimed at Gentile believers, 
many of whom were slaves. Paul concluded chapter 4 by encouraging 
believers to be kind, compassionate, and forgiving. Failure to do these 
grieve the Holy Spirit as well. Paul does not end this discussion in chap-
ter 4. He continues in chapter 5, and some of his comments mirror Ga-
latians 5.

 5. Ask learners if they think the Ephesians thought they were causing God 
grief by what they did or did not do. Then ask, What do we do, or don’t do, 
that grieves the Spirit? Allow time for discussion. Ask, Can doing some-
thing “good” grieve the Spirit? Why or why not? Say, If it is possible to grieve 
the Spirit when we do what we consider good, how can we know when we 
grieve Him? Make sure learners mention anything that does not please, 
honor, or glorify God.

 6. Paul concludes on a positive note. Please do the same. Say, Our focal pas-
sage ends with inspiration: be kind and compassionate and forgive as Christ 
forgave you. Paul does not end there. Ephesians 5:1-2 displays God’s exam-
ple. Discuss ways learners can reflect God’s love in their lives.

Encourage Application

 7. Tell learners not to look where they don’t want to go. God does not want 
us to dwell on ways to displease Him, and He doesn’t expect perfection. 
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He wants us to focus on ways we delight and honor Him. God’s love is 
our model.

 8. Distribute 3” X 5” index cards. Discuss how we may turn things we have 
done, or not done, in the past that grieved the Spirit into things we can 
do, or not do, in the future that glorify God. Have learners write three 
things they can do in the coming week to glorify God. Encourage them 
to meditate on these during their quiet times and ask God to show them 
ways to put the insights they gain into action.
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Bible Comments

Understanding the Context

In the first installment of J.R.R. Tolkien’s classic, Lord of the Rings, Frodo Bag-
gins, the hobbit burdened with the task of carrying the dark ring of power 
through a perilous journey to its destruction, complained to the wise wizard 
Gandalf, “I wish it need not have happened in my time.” Gandalf responded, 
“So do I, and so do all who live to see such times. But that is not for them to 
decide. All we have to decide is what to do with the time that is given us.” We 
do not get to pick the situations we face in life, but we have a choice about 
how we will respond.

Living in evil times is precisely the context that Paul writes his letter to 
the Ephesians, describing the Christian life as a spiritual battle (cf. Ephe-
sians 6:10). To safely maneuver on the journey of the Christian life (4:1), 
the believer must learn to rely on their most trusted guide—the Holy Spirit 
(Ephesians 5:15-20). Thus, Paul commands them to “be filled with the Spirit” 
(5:18). Delivering this command, Paul contrasted the life of the Spirit with a 
life of “darkness” (5:8). Believers should be loving (5:1) and moral, without 
even the “hint” of sexual immorality (5:3). The Ephesians must not overin-
dulge in wine that leads to “debauchery” (5:18). In contrast to all of this, a 
believer’s life should be filled with the Holy Spirit. But how do you receive the 
Holy Spirit? What does one need to do to be “filled with the Spirit”? The an-
swer is surprising. Since the Greek verb is passive, we cannot do anything—
God as the active agent does it. We must learn to yield ourselves to God in 
total surrender.

Interpreting the Scriptures

Do Not Get Drunk on Wine (5:18a)

Why does Paul command the Ephesian Christians not to get drunk on wine? 
First of all, he is clearly quoting a teaching from the Old Testament (Proverbs 
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23:31). But the question is: Why he is prohibiting this type of alcohol con-
sumption? Several suggestions have been made. First of all, some suggest 
that it may have been due to misconduct on the part of the Ephesian Chris-
tians—comparing them to the Corinthian church that drank too much at 
the Lord’s table (cf. 1 Corinthians 11:21). Yet, there is nothing in the passage 
that precisely suggests this is the problem.

So, a second proposition argues that Paul, is in fact, not contrasting 
drunkenness and the spirit-filled life; these interpreters bristle at the notion 
that Paul would even compare the two categories. Yet, this is precisely what 
another biblical author, Luke, actually does when describing the spirit-filled 
apostles of Pentecost who were mistaken for being intoxicated (Acts 2:14).

A third proposal suggests Paul was combating pagan mystery cult cel-
ebrations, involving the Greek god of wine, Dionysius (or Bacchus, as the 
Romans called him); this god was worshiped in inebriation festivals of wine, 
sometimes with orgies, with worshipers hoping to gain spiritual insight, by 
being “filled with wine.” However, tantalizing this possibility is, there is noth-
ing in the passage to directly connect the Ephesians to pagan worship.

Thus, it is more likely that Paul is simply using the well-known example 
of Roman debauchery as a foil to contrast the behavior of an “unbelieving 
world” with the proper behavior of a believing church filled with the Spirit of 
God (cf. 4:17-24).

Which Leads to Debauchery (5:18b)

The antecedent of the pronoun “which” (lit. in Greek “in which”) is not wine 
(per se) but “the habit of getting drunk” on wine. In other words, Paul is for-
bidding drunken debauchery. Here, “wine” is clearly describing an alcoholic 
beverage—and not “unfermented grape juice” as some have speculated.

The term “debauchery” (Greek asōtia) can also be “dissipation” or “profli-
gacy.” It has to do with the “uncontrolled action of the drunken man” but also 
can mean “wastefulness” or “wild living”—as was the case of the Prodigal Son 
who “squandered his wealth in wild living” (Luke 15:13). The word describes 
someone who is out-of-control in their drinking—precisely something Paul 
said should not be true on the part of a church’s leadership (Titus 1:6-7). Pe-
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ter expands this prohibition beyond leadership to the church-at-large, telling 
believers not to join unbelievers “in their reckless, wild living” (1 Peter 4:4). 
Although in Scripture we are warned about the dangers of the misuse of al-
cohol (viz., Proverbs 20:1), there is never a blanket prohibition; the matter is 
always left to the individual conscience.

Be Filled With the Spirit (5:18b)

The verb “be filled” is passive in Greek. This indicates that God is the active 
agent. In other words, God is the one who fills us with His Spirit through 
Christ (cf. 5:12). Ironically, this command (in Greek, the imperative mood) is 
what we cannot carry out on our own. Instead, we must learn to—as one au-
thor puts it—“make ourselves available to God as vessels ready to be filled.” 
The command to be filled is really a command to be ready—ready for any-
thing God has for us, and ready for God to direct our lives. Since the verb is 
also in the present tense, it is repetitive. This means that a person is not filled 
with the Spirit once-and-for-all, but a person must continually be filled—or 
in other words, a person must surrender themselves daily to God’s influence 
over their lives.

Although it may seem unusual that Paul compared the Holy Spirit to 
the intoxicating influence of wine, Luke does the same thing, not once but 
twice. First, when he tells us about John the Baptist, he says he did not drink 
wine but was “filled with the Holy Spirit” from birth (Luke 1:15). Then, when 
describing the outpouring of the Spirit at Pentecost upon the apostles who 
spoke in tongues, the crowd thought they were drunk (Acts 2:13). In this 
way, Luke seems to be showing us that the Holy Spirit at work in our lives 
results in genuine expressions of “joyful abandon.”

Speaking to One Another With Psalms, Hymns, and Songs 
From the Spirit (5:19a)

The participles—speaking, making music, giving thanks, submitting (5:19-
21)—are all connected to the main command in the sentence to “be filled 
with the Spirit.” In the Greek language, the word for “speaking” (used here 
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for the psalms and hymns) is not limited to mere conversation but also used 
for songs.

Three different musical terms are used—psalms, hymns, and songs from 
the spirit. These may describe distinct musical categories but are more likely 
overlapping terms. All of these were forms of worship one would have in the 
Jewish temple in Jerusalem. The first term, “psalms,” refers to songs orig-
inally accompanied by harps. It also, and especially, is the title of the Old 
Testament book of Psalms (cf. Luke 20:42). However, in the New Testament 
the word is also used for spontaneous compositions (1 Corinthians 14:26)—
which at times were performed as something new in a manner similar to a 
previous one. The second term “hymns” (plural only here and in Colossians 
3:16) is used in secular Greek for “a festive lyric in praise of a god or hero” 
Archaeologists have uncovered a number of hymns sung in honor of vari-
ous pagan gods (e.g., Isis, Asclepius, and Apollo). In the temple just north 
of Ephesus, these pagan hymns were sung every morning; in contrast, the 
Ephesian Christians were to offer their hymns to the worship of the one true 
God and the Lord Jesus Christ. The third term “songs from the spirit” appear 
to be spontaneous numbers. Perhaps this is what Paul describes in 1 Corin-
thians, when he encourages the believers to come together, each having a 
“hymn” (1 Corinthians 14:26).

The admonition to direct worship to “each other” may at first seem odd, 
but it is actually something we do today. For example, the famous hymn “A 
Mighty Fortress Is Our God” does not have to say, “A Mighty Fortress Are You 
God” for God to be worshiped. We understand that declaring this truth to 
one another is itself a form of worship.

Sing and Make Music From Your Heart to the Lord (5:19b)

The phrase “making music” is from the Greek word for psalms, which literally 
means “plucking,” as in an instrument (esp. the harp). To make music in your 
heart (cf. Colossians 3:16) sounds inaudible but actually may mean hearty or 
enthusiastic, or it may actually mean singing with sincerity—like when we 
say they sang that “from the heart.”
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Focusing on the Meaning

Paul tells the Ephesian Christians that they should be filled not with wine 
for a life of debauchery but to be filled with the Holy Spirit, to live a wise 
life—resulting in praise to God and encouragement for each other. Paul 
seems to have several major concerns in this passage. First, he is concerned 
that Gentile Christians learn to live a life consistent with God’s standard of 
righteousness (which had been previously laid out in the law). Secondly, Paul 
is concerned about the real danger of what happens if they fail to live up to 
this. Finally, Paul’s solution to living right is found in being filled with the 
Spirit. This will result, not in the unwise life of debauchery, but in complete 
contrast—a life of grateful praising from the heart and encouragement of 
one another.

To escape the monotony of life, to deal with grinding poverty, or endure 
miserable work, people have always used alcohol to relieve their pain. Our 
society today is marked by its abundance of alcohol and the sad story of those 
who have relied on it as a cure-all for their loneliness and broken relation-
ships, has only led to further problems. In contrast to all of that, Paul envi-
sions the Christian life as one filled with the presence of God—especially, 
since we live in, what Paul calls, “evil times.”

Interestingly though, Paul’s command in Greek is a passive verb—mean-
ing we cannot fill ourselves with Spirit; we must surrender ourselves to God 
and allow Him to fill our lives with His presence. We must learn to make our-
selves available to God and to be used by God. One commentator put it like 
this, “The more we make ourselves available to God, the more we will be ready 
to be filled with his Spirit.” Paul is telling us to make ourselves available to 
God. We are like “vessels ready to be filled.” What about you? Have you made 
yourself “available” for God today?
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Teaching Plans

DISCOVERY PLAN

Connect With Life

 1. If you have video capabilities in your classroom, consider using a video 
of a person driving while intoxicated and being arrested. You can find 
many examples on the internet. If video is not available to you, locate a 
description of such an incident and read it to the class.

 2. Ask if class members have ever encountered someone driving while in-
toxicated. Discuss the dangers to that driver, the passengers, and oth-
er cars on the road. Comment that according to the National Highway 
Transportation Safety Administration in 2017 (last year with complete 
data) almost 30 people per day die in drunk driving crashes. More than 
10,000 lives are lost each year.

 3. Explain that this is not an anti-drunk driving lesson, but these statistics 
help illustrate the danger of a person allowing himself or herself to be 
“controlled” by alcoholic beverages.

Guide Bible Study

 4. Ask a class member to read Ephesians 5:15-16 aloud. Instruct class 
members to listen to the specific admonitions that Paul makes in verses 
15 and 16. After the verses are read, ask the group to summarize Paul’s 
instructions. (Be careful how you walk or live. Make the most of your 
time.)

 5. Ask members to speculate what Paul meant when he said “. . . be careful 
how you walk (NASB) or live (NIV).” Was he talking about the kind of 
gait his readers would use? Was he warning them about watching where 
they placed their feet? Ask a member to read the To Walk Around defi-
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nition from the “Teaching Resource Items” for this study at www.bap-
tistwaypress.org.

 6. Call on one member to read the sidebar on “Kairos Time” in the Study 
Guide. Ask members to discuss with one or two of their neighbors, an 
occasion when they experienced a unique one-time opportunity to do 
something. Ask for members to share examples of those special times 
in their lives.

 7. Reflect on the opening activity. Ask members if they have ever observed 
foolish behavior by someone who was drunk, and allow them to give 
examples. Explore why drinking alcoholic beverages can cause a person 
to act foolishly.

 8. Ask members to partner with one or two others near them. Have them 
read verses 17-18 looking for the contrast that Paul describes. Ask them 
to discuss their understanding of how a believer is “filled with the Spir-
it.” Encourage them to read the paragraph in the Study Guide that de-
scribes God’s role in filling believers with His Holy Spirit.

Encourage Application

 9. Have everyone silently read verses 18-20 looking for the things that 
Paul instructs his readers to do instead of being drunk on wine. Have 
them write a list of those specific things. Point them to the sidebar 
“Threefold Music” in the Study Guide to inform their thinking.

 10. Close the session with prayer asking God to protect members from 
yielding themselves to activities that would inhibit their being filled 
with the Spirit and to prepare them to live out a Spirit-filled life.



142  Living in the Spirit

DISCUSSION PLAN

Connect With Life

 1. Share these statistics from the National Institute of Health. In a nation-
al survey, 86.4% of Americans reported that they drank alcohol. That 
same survey reported that 26.9% said they engaged in binge drinking in 
the past month. Approximately 88,000 people die from alcohol related 
causes each year, the third leading cause of death in the United States. 
Alcohol related driving deaths comprise about 31% of all driving fatali-
ties.

   Ask members to share if they have had negative experiences with 
alcohol impaired persons. Point out this is not an anti-alcohol lesson. 
Paul, however, used a warning about drunkenness to encourage be-
lievers to avoid being controlled by earthly substances instead of God’s 
Spirit.

Guide Bible Study

 2. Comment that when people walk in unusual places they often watch 
their feet to be sure they are not stepping in a bad place. When they 
walk through a barnyard or an uneven city sidewalk or a rocky path, 
they are careful how they walk. Explain that Paul was drawing on that 
image to stir the minds of his Ephesian readers. Obviously, he was not 
talking about where they were literally walking, but using walking as a 
metaphor for how they lived their lives.

 3. Ask a member to read verses 15-16. Ask members what they think are 
some unwise ways in which people today might live their lives. Discuss 
with them the types of activities that consume our lives but bring no 
benefit to ourselves or to others.

   Instruct members to scan the sidebar “Kairos Time” in their Study 
Guides. Share a time when you experienced an opportune time in God’s 
work in your life. Ask if any member has an experience to share when 
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God brought a special experience in his or her life at just the right mo-
ment.

 4. Have a volunteer read verses 18-20 aloud. Instruct members to listen 
for the difference between Paul’s admonition about wine and the Spirit. 
Help them see that avoiding drunkenness is something they do while 
being filled with the Spirit is something that God does for them. Paul 
wants believers to understand that being filled with God’s Spirit does 
not depend on their actions. God is the one who does the filling. Believ-
ers only need to be vessels into which God can pour His Holy Spirit.

   Ask, How does speaking to one another in psalms and hymns and spiri-
tual songs encourage fellowship among believers? How do these actions lead 
believers to thank God always?

Encourage Application

 5. Read aloud to the class verse 21. Explain that according to The Complete 
Word Study Dictionary: New Testament by Spiros Zodhiates the phrase in 
verse 21 can be understood as “. . . To place under in an orderly fashion. 
. .”

   Ask, How does this understanding differ from the popular understanding 
of what “submitting” means? Ask, How can believers express reverence to 
Christ by being subject on one another? Lead them to better understand 
the concept of mutual submission among believers rather than trying 
to become the one in authority.
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Bible Comments

Understanding the Context

When you come to the hydroelectric power plant at the dam of the Columbia 
River, you watch as water spills over the top, and you are tempted to believe 
that it is this water that generates the electricity. However, what you cannot 
see, beneath the frothing waters, deep below, are massive turbines moving 
electrical generators transforming tons of water into electrical energy, used 
to power homes, businesses, and entire cities. Simply put, quietly and beyond 
notice, the power lies beneath.

The same is true of the power of the Holy Spirit in the life of a person. 
Paul writes about the Holy Spirit shortly after leaving the Macedonian city of 
Thessalonica in his epistle called 1 Thessalonians (cf. Acts 17:1-9). He had vis-
ited this city on his second missionary journey. His missionary success drew 
the ire of his Jewish opponents and led to his need to flee. As he begins his 
letter, he assures these new believers he is praying for them (1:2-3), but he 
especially wants to drive home an important point. The gospel he preached, 
and they accepted, did not come to them as mere, human words; it came to 
them with the power of the Holy Spirit (1:5). Yes, Paul suffered, and so did 
they, but they suffered with joy—a joy given to them by the Holy Spirit (1:6). 
Paul wants to make sure they know his gospel is true because it comes from 
God Himself.

The message, inspired by the Spirit, though, is also confirmed by the same 
Spirit. This is an important reminder for us. We need both inspired preaching 
and the work of the Holy Spirit in a believer’s life. The latter requires one 
to surrender, or yield themselves, to the Spirit’s influence. Good preaching 
alone will not work. A person must allow God to change them. If they do, He 
can transform their life, completely.
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Interpreting the Scriptures

Thankful for the Thessalonians (1:2)

1:2. Paul’s letter begins with a section on thanksgiving. This is customary 
for ancient Greek correspondence. Beginning with “thanksgivings” meant 
the author was seeking the readers’ goodwill, or providing some necessary 
encouragement.1 This is a consistent approach of Paul’s writing, which fol-
lowed the convention of salutation, prayer, and thanksgiving (Romans 1:8-9; 
1 Corinthians 1:3-8; Ephesians 1:15-16; Philippians 1:3-5; Colossians 1:3-8; 
1 Thessalonians 1:2-3; 2:13; 2 Thessalonians 1:3-4; 2:13-14; 2 Timothy 1:3; 
Philemon 1:4-6).2

The plural “we” reminds us that this letter is written by more than just 
Paul alone, as the opening verse indicates. Three different individuals are in-
volved in the letter’s authorship: “Paul, Silas, and Timothy” (1:1). For simplic-
ity though, I will continue to refer to Paul as the author.

Paul mentions a good “report” he heard about the Thessalonian church. 
He does something similar in Romans, where he thanks God for a report 
that’s gone out into the whole world about their faith (Romans 1:8; 5:20). 
Paul sees this as further evidence of the authenticity of his gospel.3

Faith and Example (1:3)

1:3. The three “core” Christian values of faith, hope, and love are present in 
the lives of these believers (1 Corinthians 13:13; 1 Thessalonians 5:8). This 
is proof itself of the genuineness of their faith and the effectiveness of Paul’s 
missionary efforts.4 The gospel is true because it is at work in the lives of the 
believers. This is in stark contrast to the emphasis of Paul’s Jewish oppo-
nents, who deemed Jewish customs, like circumcision, as essential; Paul says, 
however, what “counts is faith expressing itself through love” (Galatians 5:6; 
cf. 2 Thessalonians 1:11).

The believer’s endurance in the faith is inspired by hope. Hope is not 
simply believing in something that we “hope” might happen; it is waiting 
patiently for what we believe will happen (Romans 8:25). This experience is 



Lesson 12: The Power of the Gospel 147 

not easy; it is a struggle, sometimes with “wordless groans” (Rom. 8:26-27). 
Yet in the face of it, the Thessalonian faith responds beautifully—with faith, 
love, and hope—even if one must wait until Christ’s coming again (1 Thessa-
lonians 4:13-18; 5:1-11).5

Thanksgiving and Imitation (1:4-6)

1:4. The word translated in many Bible versions as “brothers” (Greek adel-
phoi) addresses both male and female believers.6 Thus the most recent trans-
lation of the NIV (New International Version) of the Bible is correct in trans-
lating this word as “brothers and sisters” (cf. 2:1, 9, 14, 17; 3:7; 4:1, 10, 13; 
5:1, 4, 12, 14, 25, 27).7

1:5. For Paul it is “our” gospel; however, it does not mean he is the author of 
the gospel but rather that it has been entrusted to him to share (cf. 2 Thessa-
lonians 2:14; 2 Corinthians 2:12).8

In Paul’s day, there were entire schools trained in classical Greek rhetoric. 
Orators could persuade entire crowds. So, Paul wanted to make clear that 
this was not his approach. The Gospel’s effectiveness rested not on words but 
“power,” which transforms lives (cf. Romans 1:16).9 This power authenticates 
the gospel; its effectiveness makes self-evident its truth (cf. 1 Corinthians 
2:1-5; 4:19-20).10

The Thessalonian Christians had a front row seat to Paul’s missionary 
ministry. They witnessed how he and his companions worked while they lived 
among them. Now Paul reminds them of this in the face of fresh accusations, 
questioning his integrity and motivation (2:9). Unlike the itinerate philoso-
phers and teachers of his day, Paul did not charge a fee for his speeches.11 He 
was never motivated by money or selfish ambition (cf. 2:1—3:10). He will say 
the same the thing in his second letter to them: “You are witnesses, and so is 
God, of how holy, righteous and blameless we were among you who believed” 
(1 Thessalonians 2:10).

1:6. Paul wants them to “imitate” him. Today, to call something an imita-
tion means it’s a phony. However, Paul has the opposite in mind. To ensure 
the credibility of his gospel, he points to his own Christian character. Since 
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“imitation is the sincerest form of flattery,”12 Paul—wanting not flattery but 
faithfulness—asks them to live out their gospel as he has. We hear this same 
call to imitation in Paul’s letter to the Corinthians, when he says, “Therefore I 
urge you to imitate me” (1 Cor. 4:16) and then again, “Follow my example, as 
I follow the example of Christ” (1 Corinthians 11:1; cf. Philippians 3:17; 4:9; 
2 Thessalonians 3:7, 9).

The suffering mentioned here includes “opposition” and “persecution” 
(cf. 3:3-4, 7; 2 Thessalonians 1:4, 6-7).13 Jealous Jews at Thessalonica tried 
to attack Paul and Silas at the home of one of the Christian converts named 
Jason. They dragged him before the city leaders (Acts 17:5-6). This open and 
public form of persecution intended to have a chilling effect on the communi-
ty of believers, but Paul was delighted that it had the opposite effect.

They respond with “joy,” a Greek word chara, which refers to “a state of 
rejoicing” or “happiness.”14 Paul was himself exemplary, not only in suffering 
for the gospel—with beatings, imprisonments, hunger (2 Corinthians 6:3-
5)—but also in responding to his hardship by “always rejoicing” (2 Corinthi-
ans 6:10). Despite every challenging difficultly, Paul remained joyful.

Focusing on the Meaning

The Apostle Paul, in the course of his missionary work, brought the gospel of 
Jesus Christ to cities across the Roman empire. They accepted Paul’s message, 
even in the face of open opposition and public persecution. What made them 
believe in Paul? Why did they accept the gospel? Paul himself answers that 
question in 1 Thessalonians by saying that it was the power of the Holy Spirit 
at work in Paul’s preaching—both the content of the message as true and the 
conviction that rung true in their hearts.

Paul did not arrive in Greece with credentials in hand. He was not, to put 
it lightly, a licensed preacher of the gospel. To believe Paul’s message meant 
believing Paul. Evidence of his authenticity could be found in the fact that he 
was not, unlike the traveling teachers of his day, charging for his services. He 
brought he gospel free of charge, but more than that, the gospel had had a 
profound impact on the way the believers lived. This testimony had traveled 
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far and wide. The change in their lives was further evidence of the power of 
the Holy Spirit at work. This passage is making something clear for us today: 
the gospel is powerful when the Holy Spirit is at work (cf. Romans 1:16).

During a New Year’s Day Parade some years ago, a beautiful float sud-
denly sputtered and quit. The engine powering the parade was out of gas. The 
result was devasting; the whole parade was held up until someone, finally, 
was able to put gas into the float. The funny part was the float was for the 
“Standard Oil Company.” Despite the massive oil resources of the compa-
ny, the vehicle was out of gas. For an oil company this hurts the reputation. 
What Paul is saying to the Thessalonians is that the validity of his message 
can be measured by the authenticity, power, and effectiveness of it in their 
own lives.
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Teaching Plans

DISCOVERY PLAN

Connect With Life

 1. Ask members to identify the American holiday that usually falls on the 
fourth Thursday in November. Have someone recount their best under-
standing of the origin of that holiday. Comment that Thanksgiving has 
been a part of the American experience since before America was Amer-
ica. Now ask how many still celebrate the holiday and how their families 
observe it. Explore with them what traditions and practices different 
families have in their observance of Thanksgiving.

 2. Have members open their Bibles to 1 Thessalonians 1:2. Ask, How did 
Paul view his relationship with the Thessalonian believers? What was his 
reaction when he thought about them? Ask if members have friends or 
family for whom they thank God on a regular basis.

Guide Bible Study

 3. Call on a member to read aloud verse 3 while members listen for the 
things for which Paul is grateful to God on the Thessalonians behalf. 
Write them on a marker board as they list them (faith, love, hope). Ask 
other class members to find and read 1 Thessalonians 5:8 and 1 Corin-
thians 13:13. Ask members to note the common theme. Explain that 
faith, hope, and love are expressions Paul used frequently in his writing 
to remind believers how crucial those characteristics were to the Chris-
tian life.

   Direct the class’s attention to the sidebar, “Paul’s Triad of Faith, Love, 
and Hope” in the Study Guide. Ask them to scan the information to dis-
cover other passages where Paul used these three characteristics in his 
letters. Suggest that members select one of the passages listed, read 
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that passage, and then share with the rest of the class how the charac-
teristics are described in that passage.

 4. Make two columns on a marker board. Title the first column “We Know” 
and the second column “You Know.” Instruct members to read verses 
4-5 looking for what Paul identifies as things he knows about the Thes-
salonian believers and the things he says they know. List them on the 
board in the appropriate columns. Ask members to explain why Paul 
has put each item in each column, and why they are important to the 
Thessalonian believers.

 5. Ask a class member to read aloud verse 6. Before the verse is read, in-
struct members to listen to the circumstances in which the Thessalo-
nian believers received Paul’s message and to identify how the Holy 
Spirit worked in them in those circumstances. Help members under-
stand that even though the believers were suffering persecution, God’s 
Holy Spirit enabled them to experience joy despite their suffering. Ask, 
How do you think a person could experience joy during persecution?

 6. If you have a large map of Paul’s missionary journeys, locate Thessalo-
nica for your members. If you do not have a map, explain that Thessa-
lonica is in the northern region of ancient Greece known then as Mace-
donia. Further show or explain that ancient Greece stretches west and 
south from Macedonia toward Athens and Corinth into the region then 
known as Achaia. Explain that in verses 7-8 Paul commends the Thessa-
lonian believers as being an example in Macedonia and Achaia. What he 
is telling them is that believers all across their land were being encour-
aged by their faithful living.

Encourage Application

 7. Download and print copies of the “Transformation Self Evaluation” 
from the “Teaching Resource Items” for this study at www.baptistway-
press.org. Distribute the self-evaluation to members. Explain that this 
is a reflection tool for them to take with them and ask themselves how 
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well their lives reflect the transforming power of God’s Holy Spirit in 
their everyday lives. This is not to be shared, but only as a guideline for 
them to use in private.

 8. Close the session in prayer, asking God to reveal Himself to members as 
they genuinely seek to be transformed by His Holy Spirit.

DISCUSSION PLAN

Connect With Life

 1. Distribute slips of paper to each member. Have pens or pencils avail-
able. Ask members to briefly make a list of the things for which they 
have expressed thanks in the last few days. Suggest things like a kind-
ness done, a family member, or a blessing they have received.

   Ask a member to read aloud verse 2 and comment on what Paul said 
was his routine reason for thanking God. Ask what reasons for thanks 
they include in their prayers on a regular basis.

Guide Bible Study

 2. On a markerboard write the words FAITH, LOVE, HOPE, leaving room 
between them to permit you to add comments. Call on a class member 
to read verse 3. Ask members to listen for the three words you have 
written on the markerboard, and to listen to what Paul links to each of 
these words. Ask members to tell what Paul links to the word FAITH. 
Near the word FAITH write “your work.” Now ask what Paul links to the 
word LOVE. Near the word LOVE write “your labor.” Finally ask what 
Paul links with HOPE. Near the word HOPE write “endurance.”

 3. Take a few minutes to discuss with the class how Paul’s descriptions of 
the key words show how Paul views the importance of these virtues. 
Refer to the sidebar, “Paul’s Triad of Faith, Love, and Hope” in the Study 
Guide. Help your members understand that, for Paul, these words that 
might on the surface seem to be vague feelings are in fact energizing 
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forces for action. Faith is not true faith if it does not prompt work. True 
love is the motivation for our labor—a “labor of love.” Hope in God 
allows us to remain steadfast in our commitment to Him in difficult 
times.

 4. Ask everyone to silently read verse 4-5a looking for what Paul said he 
knew about the Thessalonian believers. (They had been chosen by God.) 
Discuss with members Paul’s comment that the gospel had come to the 
Thessalonian believers not “simply with words, but also with power.”

 5. Call on a member to read aloud verse 6. Point out that Paul said the 
Thessalonian believers were “imitators” of himself and of Jesus. Ask 
how Paul saw in them this imitation. Remind members that Paul had 
suffered and was suffering for the sake of the Gospel. In some sense, 
Paul’s suffering mirrored Jesus’ suffering on our behalf. Now Paul saw 
in the Thessalonians joy in God’s Holy Spirit despite the suffering they 
were enduring because of their commitment to the Gospel.

Encourage Application

 6. Ask members if they frequently equate suffering with joy. Clearly those 
two experiences are not usually seen to go together. Discuss with mem-
bers how being obedient to our Christian calling may produce some lev-
el of suffering on our part. Help them identify ways that believers today 
can rely on their relationship with God’s Holy Spirit to provide for them 
support and even joy in times of suffering when they are living out their 
faith with the hope of God’s blessing on their love motivated work.
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Bible Comments

Understanding the Context

When we first moved into our house, the sellers told us about the wonder-
ful fruit trees in the backyard. We imagined large, sumptuous fruit that was 
delectable and satisfying. When the first season for the fruit came and went 
and there was no fruit, we were naturally disappointed. However, we were 
willing to wait. The next year, it seemed that our waiting had paid off. Fruit 
began to grow. I was excited to grab a piece and try it. But when I held it in 
my hand, I was sorely disappointed by its size and appearance. It did not 
look like something I wanted to put in my mouth, and when I bit in, I quickly 
regretted the decision. It was bitter. I ate none of the fruit of that tree. That 
season I watched worms devour more of it than any person would. Later on, 
an expert in horticulture explained the problem. He said that it was an exam-
ple of what is found in the Bible when Jesus says that a “bad tree bears bad 
fruit” (Matthew 7:16-18).

Paul told the Galatian Christians that Jewish legalism would never lead 
to the righteous life God required. He sought to persuade them that the pres-
ence of the Holy Spirit at work in their lives was better than Jewish legalism 
and much better than a life of licentiousness (or open sin). Although Christ 
had freed them from legalism, their flesh (or “the sinful nature”) was still at 
war. The “fruit of the flesh” was apparent (see 5:19-21) but so was the “fruit 
of the spirit” (5:22-23). In this battle, the law is no help. Total obedience to 
cultural custom cannot transform the human heart; this requires a work of 
the Spirit. According to Paul, this happens in our lives when we have “cruci-
fied the flesh” (5:24) and then continue to “live by the Spirit” (5:25).

So, what does it look like when the Spirit is truly at work? What kind of 
fruit shows up? Paul offers some suggestions in the form of a list. First and 
foremost, he mentions love. Interestingly, Scripture tells us that the entire 
law is summarized in the command to love your neighbor and to love God 
(5:14; cf. Mark 12:31). When we realize the real battle is the flesh, and the 
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real fruit needed in our life is love, the solution for both is the work of the 
indwelling presence of the Spirit that produces this fruit in our lives.

Interpreting the Scriptures

The Fruit of the Spirit (5:22-23)

Paul gives a list of the fruit of the Spirit (5:22-23). This was a natural analo-
gy, and one that Jesus Himself used in the Sermon on the Mount “By their 
fruit you will recognize them” (Matthew 7:16-18). Fruit-bearing trees, bear 
fruit naturally; so also, a life controlled by the Spirit will bear fruit (cf. Isaiah 
27:6; Hosea 10:1; 14:8),1 and not just one kind. Linguistically “fruit” (singu-
lar noun) functions as a collective plural. There will be more than one fruit,2 
but chief among these is love. Love is the preeminent fruit of the Spirit—as 
Paul says elsewhere “over all these virtues put on love” (Colossians 3:14; cf. 
1 Corinthians 13:1-13).3 Even though the fruit list is long, it is merely repre-
sentative of just some of things that will be present in the life of a believer.

The fruit list is contrasted with what Paul calls “the works of the flesh” 
(5:19-21). This list of vices identifies what happens in a person’s life when 
they are under the controlling influence of their sinful desires; they bear bad 
fruit. Neither human restrain nor religious rules of conformity will be suffi-
cient to curtail these vices. Only the cultivating influence of the Holy Spirit in 
the daily life of a believer will produce the fruit that God desires in our lives.4 
In complete and stark contrast to the flesh—which is focused on gratifying 
self-centered desires that are ultimately destructive (to self, others, and com-
munity)5—the fruit of the Spirit will yield the supreme virtues of love, joy, 
and peace.6

Added to these virtues are forbearance (or patience), kindness, goodness, 
faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control. The latter virtue (“self-control”) 
was praised by the Greeks, who sought the restraint of emotions, impuls-
es, and desires.7 Contemporary Roman philosophers praised the virtue of 
self-control, even though ordinary Romans found themselves searching in 
vain to obtain it.8
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Paul says there is no law against the “fruit of the Spirit.” There is no law 
on earth, for example, that makes loving your neighbor a crime! His argu-
ment attempts to obliterate the view of Jewish Judaizers who were telling 
Gentiles that they must become Jews to become Christians—and especially 
that the men had to undergo circumcision.9 Paul shows that if you are led by 
the Spirit you are not “under the law” (Galatians 5:18), but if you are led by 
the Spirit you have no need for the law—because you are already living it out; 
thus, ancient Jewish rituals are ultimately superfluous for living the godly 
life of Gentile Christian (cf. Galatians 3:21).10

The Crucified Life (5:24)

This idea of crucifying the sinful nature (or the “flesh”) runs through Paul’s 
understanding of how the Christian message relates to our battle with sin. 
Sometimes this idea is stated in the present tense (viz. this verse) but it is 
often couched as a past event—for example, “our old self was crucified with 
him so that the body ruled by sin would be done away with” (Romans 6:6; cf. 
7:5, 18; 8:3-5, 8, 9, 12, 13; 13:14; Galatians 6:8; Colossians 2:11). Earlier in 
the letter, Paul stated (in the past tense): “I have been crucified with Christ 
and I no longer live, but Christ lives in me” (Galatians 2:20).

Part of what believers should kill (or crucify) includes what Paul calls their 
passions. In Greek, the word “passions” comes from pathos, which can mean 
any kind of inner feeling—including suffering (e.g., the “passion of Christ”; 
cf. Hebrews 2:10). This suffering is something believers share in (Romans 
8:18; Colossians 1:24). However, here, the word describes longing or craving 
desires. Sometimes these are good (Jesus desired to eat with His disciples in 
Luke 22:15; cf. Philippians 1:23). But it can also mean a desire for something 
forbidden. This carries the connotation of a lust or even sexual desire. So, for 
example, Paul tells the Colossians to put to death their “evil desires” (viz., 
sexual immorality; Colossians 3:5).

The Spirit-Filled Life (5:25)

Paul laid out the fact that the Christian life is “lived by the Spirit,” but then 
admonishes the believers to “keep in step with the Spirit.” Without question, 
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the Christian life begins when a person is, what Jesus calls, “born again”—a 
spiritual rebirth from Heaven (John 3:5-7). However, this initial experience 
of the Spirit should never be a person’s only experience. The Christian life is 
a life that is continually lived in the Spirit—and in conformity to the Spirit.

In Greek, the phrase translated “keep in step” is actually just one word. It 
was used for something being “drawn up in line.” Thus, it has the idea of being 
“in line with a person or thing.” To keep in step with the Spirit means that our 
lives line up with the Spirit of God. We are in agreement with and conformed 
to the Holy Spirit.11 This is not a once-and-done thing, but something that 
is continual in the life of a Christian—as we battle our fallen human nature.

Focusing on the Meaning

Joseph Stowell, in his book Fan the Flame, uses an analogy from the an-
cient Greek Olympic games. In some contests, the winner was not necessarily 
the one who finished the race first. Rather, it was the one who finished with 
his or her torch still lit. He then made this point: “I want to run all the way 
with the flame of my torch still lit for Him.”12

The Christian life is not a sprint but a marathon. It is—as Eugene Peter-
son famously put it, “A long obedience in the same direction” (the title of one 
of his volumes). Essential to this Christian life is the Holy Spirit. The Spirit 
is given upon the new birth of a believer, but the Spirit does more than save 
us from sin, He lives, guides, and directs our lives to be in conformity to the 
will of God.

In his famous Epistle to the Galatians, Paul defends his belief that Gen-
tiles do not need to become Jews to become Christians. They do not need 
circumcision to be saved; they just need the Holy Spirit to guide their lives. 
The Spirit will produce in them all the fruit of the Spirit—which in contrast 
to the “works of the flesh” were never controlled by the law anyway. Rules do 
not make one live right; there must be a heart change. Thus, the fruit of the 
Spirit is an outward expression of the transformation of the inner nature of 
a person—which is precisely what Jesus means when He says, “by their fruit 
you will recognize them” (Matthew 7:16-18; cf. John 15).
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Teaching Plans

DISCOVERY PLAN

Connect With Life

 1. Ask how many class members have fitness trackers. Comment that 
counting steps has become a very popular way to evaluate fitness to-
day. Many people set a goal of 10,000 steps every day as a way to live a 
healthier lifestyle.

 2. Ask someone to read Galatians 5:16. Explain that in the original lan-
guage, Paul encouraged his readers to “…walk around by the Spirit…” 
It is extremely unlikely that Paul was talking about taking actual steps 
that could be recorded on a fitness tracker, but rather a lifestyle being 
guided by God’s Holy Spirit. Even today people sometimes use “walk” 
as a synonym for live. Paul was encouraging his readers to let the Holy 
Spirit, rather than their human desires, have control over their lives.

Guide Bible Study

 3. Have members partner with one or two people sitting near them. Tell 
them to read verses 17-21, listing the sinful acts that Paul identifies. 
Ask the small groups to select two or three acts they believe are most 
common in the world. Then have them select another two or three they 
believe they see in the church. Have them discuss among themselves 
why there are differences between the lists and if there are any acts that 
appear on both lists. Suggest they consider the public nature of some of 
the acts as opposed to the more private nature of others.

 4. After groups have had 3-4 minutes to work, ask them to share which 
acts appeared on their “common in the world” lists. Write them in a 
column on your marker board. Then ask for the items on their “in the 
church” lists. Record them in a separate column on the marker board.
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 5. Ask someone to read Paul’s last warning in verse 21. Ask if members 
think that most people who exhibit such behaviors would think that 
God would keep them out of His kingdom.

 6. Write “Fruit of the Spirit” at the top of your marker board. Ask a mem-
ber to read aloud verses 22-23. As the list is read, write on the first 
line “Love, Joy, Peace.” Then on a line below write “Patience, Kindness, 
Goodness.” Finally on a line below write “Faithfulness, Gentleness, 
Self-Control.”

 7. Ask members to look for commonalities among the three words on each 
line. On the surface, the first three are all one syllable, the words on 
second line are two syllables, and the ones on the bottom line are three 
syllables. This is a tool that many have used to help remember the fruit 
of the Spirit as Paul here describes them.

 8. Now ask if there are other commonalities within each grouping of three. 
Some commentators have suggested that the first three are attitudes of 
the individual believer, the second three describe how believers interact 
with others, and the final three describe Christian conduct.

 9. Ask members to look at the beginning of the verse for the subject of the 
sentence. Help them note that “fruit” is singular. Some have incorrectly 
suggested that there are nine “fruits” of the Spirit. They believe that 
these “fruits” can somehow be individually cultivated. Help members 
understand that Paul is describing what happens in the lives of believ-
ers when they allow God’s Spirit to be in control of their lives. The Spirit 
brings beautiful things to those who “live by the Spirit” as Paul instruct-
ed them in verse 16.

Encourage Application

 10. Refer to the previous comments about living by the Spirit. Suggest 
members reconnect with the two or three people with whom they joined 
for the earlier group assignment. Have them brainstorm attitudes and 
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practices that could inhibit and that could facilitate persons allowing 
God’s Holy Spirit to have control over their thoughts and behavior.

 11. Close with a silent prayer time suggesting members ask God to help 
them allow His Holy Spirit to guide their walk and permit them to expe-
rience the fruit of His presence in their lives.

DISCUSSION PLAN

Connect With Life

 1. Comment that Paul’s letter to the Galatians stresses resisting efforts 
of people trying to either draw the believers back into paganism or 
force them under the umbrella of Jewish Law obedience. Suggest that 
there are many in our world today who would try to convince believers 
that living by the modern world’s standards is not only permissible but 
preferable. They would minimize the importance of biblical standards 
of practice. Help members understand that twenty-first century Chris-
tians are facing some of the same challenges that Paul was addressing 
in his Galatian letter. Consequently, Paul’s words continue to be import-
ant for believers to hear and heed.

Guide Bible Study

 2. Ask someone to read aloud verse 16. Discuss with members how “walk-
ing by the Spirit” will prevent them from giving in to sinful desires. Help 
them understand the role that God’s Holy Spirit plays in the life of a 
yielded believer. Point them to verse 17 to see Paul’s logic about how the 
two forces oppose one another.

 3. Read aloud to the class verses 19-21. Have them listen to the list of 
the sinful acts that human nature encourages. Point out that some of 
the acts are actions taken toward other people; some are personal ac-
tions, while others are harmful attitudes. Ask which actions they think 
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Christians would most vehemently condemn. Then ask which might be 
actions or attitudes in which Christians might indulge.

 4. Ask everyone to read silently verse 19 and verse 22. Ask what interest-
ing difference appears between the first phrase of verse 19 and verse 22. 
Help them see that Paul lists the “acts of the flesh” (plural), contrasted 
by “the fruit of the Spirit” (singular). Paul seems to be distinguishing 
between varied ways our sinful nature can draw us away from God into 
sin while emphasizing the unified way that the Holy Spirit leads us into 
righteous living.

 5. Ask a member to read aloud the fruit of the Spirit listed in verses 22-23. 
As they are read, write them in three rows of three on the marker board. 
Ask members to look at each line and see what kinds of similarities they 
see. Explain that one memory tool to help remember the list is that 
the first three are one syllable words, the second three are two syllable 
words, and the final three have three syllables.

 6. Ask if members can see any other common themes to the three lines. 
Comment that some interpreters see the first three as personal atti-
tudes of believers, the second three describe interpersonal relation 
characteristics, and the final three can describe how a believer ought to 
live their lives.

Encourage Application

 7. Comment that while memorizing the list of the fruit of the Spirit is a 
worthy task, it is far more important to allow the Spirit to bring His 
fruit into their lives. Ask members what might prevent believers from 
having the fruit of the Spirit in their lives. Lead them to discuss how 
living self-directed lives by the standards of the world prevents God’s 
Spirit having control of their lives and being able to bring His fruit to 
them.



Prayer for Living in the Spirit
“But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you; and 
you shall be My witnesses both in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Sa-
maria, and even to the remotest part of the earth” (Acts 1:8, NASB).

Father,

I’m humbled and in awe that the mighty living God of the universe lives in 
me. Thank You that when I put my trust in Jesus as my Lord and Savior, 
Your Spirit immediately came to live in my heart forever, pouring over my 
life and transforming me into Christ-likeness.

Lord, at Pentecost when You sent the Holy Spirit, lives began to change. 
The apostles, uneducated men, became bold and courageous, even in the 
face of persecution. Help me to remember that the same living, active 
Holy Spirit that indwelt the apostles lives in me.

I’m grateful to You, Lord, for the gift of the Holy Spirit who is my com-
forter, guide, and helper. Lord, help me to slow down and silence the 
busyness and the whirlwind of life, allowing me, like Elijah, to hear Your 
still small voice, speaking to my heart, freeing me of anxiety and fear, 
convicting me of sin and leading me in paths of Your righteousness. 

Lord, I must admit that there are many times when I don’t know how to 
pray as I should but my heart is comforted in knowing that the Holy Spirit 
helps me in my weaknesses and intercedes for me according to Your will 
with groanings too deep for words.

Your word tells me that I grieve the Holy Spirit when I sin, rebel, or refuse 
to follow Your ways. I want to become less, so You become more in my 
life, dying to myself, and surrendering to Your will. Lord, I yield my life 
to You today and ask for Your filling and controlling power to dominate 
every aspect of my life. May I live in Your presence today, allowing You to 
transform me by the power of your Holy Spirit to do the work You have 
called me to do and to live the life You have purposed for me.

In the strong name of Jesus, Amen.

DLB
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