
“Was the Holy Spirit active in the life of Israel? 

 

It is quite interesting in examining the increased focus and awareness of the Holy 

Spirit in the last 50 years.  Due to the influence of the Pentecostal and Charismatic 

movements beginning in the early 1900s, it now has become imperative to speak 

precisely and directly of the Holy Spirit’s activities.  Consulting a few earlier works of 

systematic theology will inform the investigator that there usually was not a separate or 

exhaustive treatment in these theologies on the work of the Holy Spirit.
1
  There especially 

seems to be a weakness when it comes to a full exposition of the works of the Spirit in 

Old Testament times through the ignoring of the relevant biblical material within these 

previously mentioned theologies.  It is my contention that the Holy Spirit was very active 

in the life of Israel, but also demonstrated a greater and universal role of visible works in 

the life of the church after Pentecost.  I will give biblical evidence for the activity of the 

Holy Spirit in the life of Israel, relationship of this activity of the Spirit in regeneration 

and indwelling, and finally the relationship between the activity of the Spirit in Israel and 

presently in the church. 

 Understanding the work of the Holy Spirit in the life of Israel is understandably 

more difficult as found in the Old Testament than the New due to it’s more narrative 

heavy context.  In the New Testament there are major portions of didactic instruction 

concerning the future role and work of the Spirit in the life of the NT believer (ie. John 

14-16).  Nevertheless, the evidence is quite obvious that the Spirit of God was active in 
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Israel.  If we skip pass the more general theological aspects of the Spirit’s activities (ie. at 

creation in Genesis 1:2, OT salvation
2
, etc.) and focus on the work of the Spirit in Israel, 

it becomes clear that God’s Holy Spirit was involved, even from it’s very inception (at 

the Exodus). 

 We are told in Nehemiah 9:20 that God gave them His good Spirit to instruct 

them in the way they should go during the Exodus.  Isaiah reminisces about the goodness 

and mercies of the Lord, but also how at the time of the Exodus the people grieved the 

Holy Spirit (63:10) even though He (the Spirit of the Lord) gave them rest (63:14).  It is 

evident in these passages that the Holy Spirit was instrumental in redeeming them from 

the land of Egypt.  Additionally, after the exodus and during the time of the establishment 

of the covenant, the Holy Spirit came upon not just Moses, but the 70 elders of Israel and 

they began to prophesy (Numbers 11:25-30).  This indicated that the Spirit of God came 

upon them, as Moses, to help him bear the burden of the people (11:17).  Thus the Spirit 

of God was instrumental in the birth of the nation through physical redemption as well as 

administrating to the nation through orchestrating a greater body of leadership. 

 In later Israelite history we are told that Joshua received the Spirit of wisdom 

through the laying on of hands so that he could be successful during the conquest 

(Numbers 27:18; Deut 34:9).  This set the precedent for the activity of the Spirit in 

granting military power for service in protecting Israel against its enemies that we see all 

through the period of the Judges.  We are told that the Spirit of God came upon a variety 

of judges: Othniel (Jud 3:10); Gideon (6:34), Jephthah (11:29), Samson (13:25; 14:6, 19; 

15:14).  Later the Spirit came upon king Saul (1 Samuel 11:6) and David (16:14).  There 

is one aspect of the activity of the Spirit that takes on greater importance when compared 

                                                 
2
 This will be discussed briefly under the life of the church section. 



to His work in the life of the church and that is His permanence in the life of the 

individual.  This will be discussed in more detail subsequently.  Yet is important to note 

at this juncture that this power of service can be removed.  It was removed from Samson 

(Judges 13:24-25 versus 16:20), Saul (1 Samuel 11:6 versus 16:14), and David feared this 

could happen to him (16:13 versus his fear in Psalm 51:11). 

 I will note briefly that the Spirit of God was involved in the life of Israel during 

the construction of the tabernacle.  The LORD spoke to Moses saying that He had filled 

certain individuals with the Spirit of God in wisdom, in understanding, in knowledge and 

other artistic craftsmanship (Exodus 31:1-5; 35:30-35).  Again, this indicates a very 

active role for the Spirit in Israel. 

 The activity of the Spirit in providing revelation or messages from God is quite 

evident in the life of Israel.  Beginning with the 70 elders (Num 11:25-30) and through 

the prophets, the Spirit of God spoke the Lord’s message to all of Israel and in many 

instances to other nations (Ezek 2:2; 11:5; Zech 7:12; 2 Sam 23:2; Micah 3:8).  

Understanding that the gospel period still falls under the OT covenant, we see the Spirit 

working in the life of Israel afresh at the arrival of the Messiah (ie. Elizabeth, Luke 1:41-

42; Zacharias- 1:67-79; Simeon- 2:25-32). 

 One final note demonstrating the activity of the Spirit is seen in the protection and 

transportation in the life of the prophet Elijah towards Israel.  We read in 1 Kings 18:12 

and 2 Kings 2 that the Spirit of God would supernaturally transport Elijah from place to 

place as he ministered in the life of Israel through the Spirit. 

 It has been clearly demonstrated that the Spirit was active in the life of Israel.  

This can be summed up in seeing activity of the Spirit relating to the Exodus, Tabernacle, 



the Conquest, the judges’ military service, anointing of the Kings, prophetic revelation 

and protection in service.  It is also noted that the Spirit was very active in the life of the 

Messiah through anointing, preaching, miracles, etc. during the closing of the Old 

Testament times in the life of Israel.  When assessing these roles of the Spirit, it is 

possible to see some continuity as well as some discontinuity in how these relate to the 

activity of the Spirit in the life of the church. 

 One of the most significant aspects of the Spirit is that of salvation in the life of 

the church.  This brings up the question of whether OT saints were truly regenerated.  We 

understand from Jesus’ teaching that being born again was wrought by the Spirit (John 

3:3-5).  We also can see that Jesus was disappointed that Nicodemus, as the teacher in 

Israel, did not know these things.  The need for circumcision of the heart (Deut 10:16; 

30:6) from that of a deceitful heart (Jer 17:9) was well known in the OT.  That prophecy 

for the replacing of a stone heart and being washed with water was explicit (Ezek 36:26-

27).  Larry Pettegrew argues that since the OT saints are in the kingdom (Matt 8:11) and 

Jesus argued that to be in the kingdom one needs to be regenerated by the Spirit, indeed 

the OT saints were regenerated through the Spirit.
3
  He does mention others that would 

argue a renewal versus regeneration, but these arguments don’t seem to agree with all the 

biblical evidence.
4
  It’s at this point that we can see the explicit working of the Spirit in 

the life of the church in regenerating individuals and circumcising their hearts as in the 

OT (Titus 3:5).  Richard Averbeck rightly argues that this ministry of the Holy Spirit in 

Israel is identical to what the Spirit does in the NT as it relates to regeneration.
5
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 One of the most striking dissimilarities between the Spirit in the life of Israel and 

the life of the church is that of universal permanent indwelling.  There are those however 

who believe that the OT saints were regenerated and indwelt by the Spirit
6
, but other 

dispensationalists argue against this.
7
  It would seem clear from John 14:16-17 that the 

Spirit, who has been with them, will soon be in them forever.
8
  So what this means is that 

the Spirit came upon believers and unbelievers alike in the OT for purposes mentioned 

above, but in the NT, the evidence seems to indicate that the Holy Spirit would be given 

permanently only to those baptized by Christ into His body with the Spirit (1 Cor 12:13).  

There is only one possible (not definitive) person that the Scriptures say was indwelt by 

the Spirit and that is Joshua (Num 27:18; Deut 34:9).
9
  Yet we see that the disciples were 

believers and not yet indwelt by Spirit (John 14:17).  Saying that in the NT the Spirit is 

given universally to all and only those who believe can summarize this section.  Merill 

Unger comments that the act of being baptized with the Spirit and permanently indwelt in 

a universal sense for believers is what marks of the Spirit’s activity in the NT as 

something new and contrasts with that of the activity of the Spirit in the life of Israel
 10

 

 Further continuity is that of the Spirit providing power for service and gifting.  

We see clearly in the NT that the Holy Spirit would bring power (Acts 1:8) to believers, 

but also gifts that help build up the spiritual temple of the body of Christ (1 Cor 12:1-31).  
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This continuity also includes the revelation that was given to the apostles through the 

Spirit (2 Peter 1:19-21). 

 As we close this section on the life of the Spirit in the church it can be noted that 

there is still additional discontinuity.  The Holy Spirit was predicted to be a comforter to 

individuals and the church (John 14:16), a teacher (14:26; 16:13), and remain with them 

forever (14:16) as contrasted with the coming and departing of the Spirit in OT persons.  

Further, the Spirit would be given as an earnest (2 Cor 1:22; 5:5; Eph 1:14) of our 

inheritance and salvation.  The Spirit would also seal those who believe (Eph 1:13; 4:30) 

as well as provide power to produce His fruit (Gal 5:22-23).  All believers are called to 

walk in a personal relationship with the Spirit (Gal 5:16-18) and are commanded to be 

filled on a continual basis (Eph 5:18).  These are all ministries that are given in the new 

activities of the Spirit in the life of the church. 

 This paper has proven that the Spirit of God was indeed active in the life of Israel 

and that there has been some continuity and discontinuity in the work of the Spirit 

between that time and His present work in the church.  We are given greater access and 

assurance in our relationship with the Spirit (Rom 8) to the Father and are assured we will 

be conformed to the image of the Messiah of Israel (2 Cor 3:18; Rom 8:29) through that 

same Spirit.  Praise God for His graces in our lives. 
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