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Hearing from God 1: God’s Spirit in me 
 

 
This paper forms the basis of the teaching that was delivered to joint community groups by Andrew 
Sampson, Matt Leach and Ben Sewell in March 2015. 
 

 
Overview of teaching over the coming months (NB: This is a change to what was previously published): 
 

 March 2015: Hearing from God 1 – ‘God’s Spirit in me’ 

 14th May 2015 – additional training day on ‘Developing the Prophetic’ with Phil Wilthew, hosted by 
the Community Church, Honiton, 10.00am – 2.15pm. 

 May 2015: Follow-up to Hearing from God 1. 

 June 2015: Hearing from God 2 – Study of 1 Corinthians 12-14 

 Autumn Term 2015 – Hearing from God 3: Contributions to corporate worship 
 
 

Aims of this session: 
 

 Understand biblical teaching on what it means to be Spirit-filled people. 

 Explain why this means that any believer in Jesus can hear from God. 

 Respond to the question: to what extent am I filled with the Spirit right now? 
 

 

Introduction 
 
There is often confusion about the Holy Spirit. All Christians are agreed that the Spirit is God, one of the 
members of the Trinity. He is therefore a person rather than an impersonal force, a ‘he’ rather than an ‘it.’1 
Sadly, there are Christians who live their lives with the Spirit in the background: they know little about him 
and so expect little from him.  
 
Why is the Holy Spirit important?  Because it is the Spirit who makes the Christian life work. The Christian 
life is not simply a matter of believing in Jesus and then ‘going it alone’. The Holy Spirit is ‘God’s own 
personal presence in our lives and in our midst’ (Paul, the Spirit and the People of God, p. 22). By his Spirit, 
God makes his dwelling with us. Think of it! Almighty God comes to be with his people and communicates 
with us! Apart from the Spirit, the Christian life would be little more than doing things for God; with the 
Spirit the Christian life is all about a walk with God. It’s often said that Christianity is about a relationship 
with God rather than about rules and regulations. It is the Holy Spirit who makes that relationship real to us 
at the level of our experience.2 
 
The theologian Gordon Fee shows that, for the early Christians, ‘the presence of the Spirit, as an 
experienced and living reality, was the crucial matter for the Christian life, from beginning to end’ (p. xiii). 
This is not an overstatement. The New Testament shows that the Spirit was dynamically present in the lives 

                                                 
1
The Bible supports the idea that the Spirit has a personality as can be seen from the following: he teaches and reminds (John 

14:26); he can be lied to (Acts 5:3); he speaks (Acts 13:2); he directs and leads (Acts 13:1-3; 16:6-7); he intercedes (Romans 8:26); 
he loves (Romans 15:30); he decides (1 Corinthians 12:11); he can be grieved and quenched (Ephesians 4:30; 1 Thessalonians 5:19).  
 
2
 This is why Paul can write, ‘You did not receive a Spirit that makes you a slave again to fear, but you received the Spirit of sonship. 

And by him we cry, “Abba, Father”. The Spirit himself testifies with our spirit that we are God’s children’ (Romans 8:15-16). Paul is 
saying that the Holy Spirit brings a deep, inner assurance that we are sons of God (please note: this does not carry any sexist 
connotations). The result is that we cry ‘Abba’ in praise and adoration. The word ‘Abba’ is Aramaic for ‘father’ and is the word that 
Jesus used when he addressed God in prayer. The Spirit’s presence in us enables us to have the same kind of intimacy in our 
relationship with God as that enjoyed by Jesus. We can know, in the core of our being, that we are loved by the Father, and this 
moves us to love him in return (cf. Galatians 4:6). 
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of the early Christians and this should shape our understanding of what it means to live the Christian life 
today. 
 
There’s much that we could consider in relation to the Holy Spirit, but in this session we’re going to focus 
specifically on the role of the Spirit in enabling us to hear from God. We’re going to do that by exploring the 
contrast between the lives of believers in the Old Testament with the life that is promised to believers in 
Christ in the New Testament. 
 
Here’s a summary of where we’re going: 
 

 In Old Testament times, having fellowship with God meant going to a particular place. 
But now, the New Testament shows us that all God’s people can have direct fellowship with God 
anytime, anywhere. 
 

 In old Testament times, only a few were able to speak the words of God. 
But now, the New Testament shows us that all God’s people are able to speak the words of God. 

 
 

1. Fellowship with God 
 

God’s presence and the temple 
 
In the Old Testament, God’s presence was concentrated in various places.3  Most significant was the temple 
in Jerusalem, built by Solomon. On its completion the presence of God – in the form of a cloud – was so 
intense that the priests were unable to continue with their duties. Then Solomon got up and prayed: 
Solomon said, ‘I have indeed built a magnificent place for you, a place for you to dwell for ever’ (1 Kings 
8:13).  
 
From this point on, the temple in Jerusalem becomes the focal point of Israel’s entire existence. For the 
people of Israel, there could be no more significant place on earth. ‘The Lord has come from Sinai into his 
sanctuary’ (Psalm 68:17)!4 
 
For any Jew living in Jerusalem at that time (or anywhere else for that matter), the question ‘Where is God 
to be found?’ would have prompted the obvious answer: ‘In the temple!’ God had chosen to concentrate 
his presence in the temple in Jerusalem.  
 
Hints of what was to come 
 
Although Solomon and Israel had anticipated God dwelling in the temple forever, towards the end of the 
Old Testament, there are hints that a new era would dawn when God would shift his Spirit from a place to a 
people. God spelt it out through the prophet Ezekiel, saying, ‘I will put my spirit in you and move you to 
follow me’ (Ezekiel 36:27). 
 
 

                                                 
 

3 For example, a burning bush (Exodus 3:4), Mount Sinai (Exodus 19:18), the tabernacle (Exodus 25:8; 40:34). 
 
4
 Look at how the temple features in the praises of the psalmists:  

 

‘How lovely is your dwelling place, O LORD Almighty! My soul yearns, even faints, for the courts of the LORD; my heart 
and my flesh cry out for the living God’ (Psalm 84:1). 
 

‘I have seen you in the sanctuary and beheld your power and your glory’ (Psalm 63:2). 
 

‘Better is one day in your courts than a thousand elsewhere; I would rather be a doorkeeper in the house of my God 
than dwell in the tents of the wicked’ (Psalm 84:10). 
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The relocation happens 
 
Then we arrive in the New Testament. Here we meet new prophet – nicknamed John the Baptist – who’s 
going around preparing people for the coming of Jesus. John says, ‘I baptise [immerse] you with water, ‘but 
one more powerful than I will come … He will baptise you with the Holy Spirit and with fire’ (Luke 3:16). 
Then Jesus himself tells his followers, ‘Do not leave Jerusalem, but wait for the gift my Father promised. … 
For John baptised with water, but in a few days you will be baptised with the Holy Spirit’ (Acts 1:5). 
 
And then it happens! 
 
Acts 2:1-24, 32-33, 36-41 
 

When the day of Pentecost came, they were all together in one place. Suddenly a sound like the blowing of 
a violent wind came from heaven and filled the whole house where they were sitting. They saw what 
seemed to be tongues of fire that separated and came to rest on each of them. All of them were filled with 
the Holy Spirit and began to speak in other tongues as the Spirit enabled them. 
 
Now there were staying in Jerusalem God-fearing Jews from every nation under heaven. When they heard 
this sound, a crowd came together in bewilderment, because each one heard their own language being 
spoken. Utterly amazed, they asked: ‘Aren’t all these who are speaking Galileans? Then how is it that each 
of us hears them in our native language? Parthians, Medes and Elamites; residents of Mesopotamia, Judea 
and Cappadocia, Pontus and Asia, Phrygia and Pamphylia, Egypt and the parts of Libya near Cyrene; visitors 
from Rome (both Jews and converts to Judaism); Cretans and Arabs—we hear them declaring the wonders 
of God in our own tongues!’ Amazed and perplexed, they asked one another, ‘What does this mean?’ Some, 
however, made fun of them and said, ‘They have had too much wine.’ 
 
Then Peter stood up with the Eleven, raised his voice and addressed the crowd: ‘Fellow Jews and all of you 
who live in Jerusalem, let me explain this to you; listen carefully to what I say. These people are not drunk, 
as you suppose. It’s only nine in the morning! No, this is what was spoken by the prophet Joel: 
 

‘“In the last days, God says, 
    I will pour out my Spirit on all people. 
Your sons and daughters will prophesy, 
    your young men will see visions, 
    your old men will dream dreams. 
Even on my servants, both men and women, 
    I will pour out my Spirit in those days, 
    and they will prophesy. 
I will show wonders in the heavens above 
    and signs on the earth below, 
    blood and fire and billows of smoke. 
The sun will be turned to darkness 
    and the moon to blood 
    before the coming of the great and glorious day of the Lord. 
And everyone who calls 
    on the name of the Lord will be saved.”

 

 
‘Fellow Israelites, listen to this: Jesus of Nazareth was a man accredited by God to you by miracles, wonders 
and signs, which God did among you through him, as you yourselves know. This man was handed over to 
you by God’s deliberate plan and foreknowledge; and you, with the help of wicked men, put him to death 
by nailing him to the cross. But God raised him from the dead, freeing him from the agony of death, 
because it was impossible for death to keep its hold on him. … 
 
‘God has raised this Jesus to life, and we are all witnesses of it. Exalted to the right hand of God, he has 
received from the Father the promised Holy Spirit and has poured out what you now see and hear. … 
Therefore let all Israel be assured of this: God has made this Jesus, whom you crucified, both Lord and 
Messiah.’
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When the people heard this, they were cut to the heart and said to Peter and the other apostles, ‘Brothers, 
what shall we do?’ 
 
Peter replied, ‘Repent and be baptised, every one of you, in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of 
your sins. And you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit. The promise is for you and your children and for all 
who are far off – for all whom the Lord our God will call.’ 
 
With many other words he warned them; and he pleaded with them, ‘Save yourselves from this corrupt 
generation.’ Those who accepted his message were baptized, and about three thousand were added to 
their number that day. 

 
PJ Smyth invites us to imagine the likely interjections from members of Peter’s audience: 
 

A guy near the front of the crowd called Trevor worked as a tour guide at the temple, and he fancied 
himself as something of a scripture buff. He shouted, ‘Nonsense, everyone knows that God’s Spirit is in the 
temple, in the Holy of Holies!’ Three hundred heads together turn to look at the tower of the temple just 
visible over the skyline across the city. Peter replies, ‘I know that has been the case, but what they 
prophesied about has finally happened. The age of the Spirit has begun. God is now relocating to dwell in 
people. That’s what is happening up here, and it is just the start (Empowering Spirit, p. 7). 

 
There it is! God’s presence isn’t restricted to any particular place. You don’t need to go to a temple to have 
fellowship with God. By his Spirit, God is now present with his people. In fact, you could say that now the 
people of God are the temple.5 We can have direct, unimpeded fellowship with God anytime, anywhere! PJ 
Smyth concludes: This is our identity. The Church is the new temple. God chose us over the epic majesty of 
the Jerusalem temple. “Wow” doesn’t quite cover it’ (p. 7). 
 

 

2. Speaking the words of God 

 
God’s Spirit for a few 

 
Throughout the Old Testament the Holy Spirit only came on particular people such as leaders and prophets, 
for particular tasks at particular times.6 The Spirit was only for the elite few. But then we find this intriguing 
incident in Numbers 11: 
 

So Moses brought together seventy of the elders and had them stand around the Tent. Then the Lord came 
down in the cloud and spoke with him, and he took of the Spirit that was on Moses and put the Spirit on the 
seventy elders. When the Spirit rested on them, they prophesied, but they did not do so again. However, 
two men, whose names were Eldad and Medad, had remained in the camp. They were listed among the 
elders, but did not go out to the Tent. Yet the Spirit also rested on them, and they prophesied in the camp. 
A young man ran and told Moses, ‘Eldad and Medad are prophesying in the camp.’ Joshua son of Nun, who 
had been Moses' aide since youth, spoke up and said, ‘Moses, my lord, stop them!’ But Moses replied, ‘Are 

                                                 
5
 The New Testament actually picks up the image of the temple and applies it to the church community and the individual believer. 

 

The church community: In Ephesians 2 the church community is likened to a ‘holy temple’ made up of people ‘being built together 
to become a dwelling in which God lives by his Spirit’ (verses 21-22; see also 1 Corinthians 3:16-17 and 2 Corinthians 6:16). God no 
longer dwells in a building made of bricks and mortar; he dwells in the community of his people by the Holy Spirit. There is, says 
Gordon Fee, no more ‘important word in all the New Testament as to the nature of the local church than this one!’ (Paul, the Spirit 
and the People of God, p. 19). Just think of the implications. The church is not merely a social club but the dwelling place of 
almighty God. This should shape our expectation when we gather together. We don’t meet together merely to sing a few songs, 
hear a message and drink tea. The community of God’s people is where God is powerfully present to speak, manifest his presence 
and change lives.  
 

The individual believer: God himself has taken up residence in the life of each individual believer by the Spirit. This is why Paul can 
ask the Corinthians, ‘Do you not know that your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit, who is in you, whom you have received from 
God?’ (1 Corinthians 6:19). 
 
6
 For example, Bezaleel (Exodus 35:30-34), Samson (Judges 15:14), Gideon (Judges 6:34), David (1 Samuel 16:13). 



 5 

you jealous for my sake? I wish that all the Lord’s people were prophets and that the Lord would put his 
Spirit on them!’ (verses 24-29) 

 
What is a prophet? A prophet is simply someone who hears from God and then speaks out what God is 
saying. In other words, a prophet is someone who speaks for God. What makes this passage so interesting 
is that Moses declares his longing for a new day when God would put his Spirit on all of God’s people, so 
anyone and everyone can speak out the words of God. 
 
Hints of what was to come 
 
This longing is then picked up by the prophets. Look at what God says through the prophet Joel: 
 

‘And afterwards, I will pour out my Spirit on all people. Your sons and daughters will prophesy, your old 
men will dream dreams, your young men will see visions. Even on my servants, both men and women, I will 
pour out my Spirit in those days’ (Joel 2:28-29).  
 

God’s Spirit for all 
 
Where have we heard this passage from Joel before? Of course! – it’s quoted by Peter on the day of 
Pentecost (Acts 2:15-18). Pentecost marks the day when the age of the Spirit begins. Here’s the key point: 
as followers of Jesus (who is the ‘Spirit-baptiser’), living after the day of Pentecost (which is Day 1 of the 
age of the Spirit) every single one of us is able to hear from and speak out what God is saying. 
 
That means you and me. 
 
All of us. 
 
Without exception. 
 
Wow! 
 

 

The experience of the early Church 
 
We now turn to the description of the Church in the book of Acts. And what we find is the early Christians 
living this out. Jack Deere points out that ‘with the exception of chapter 17, every chapter of Acts contains 
an example of, or a reference to, supernatural revelatory communication from God to his servants’ 
(Surprised by the Voice of God, pp. 54-55). Then he goes through every chapter of the book of Acts to prove 
it (pp. 54-56)! Here’s what Jack Deere says next: 
 

The Spirit may speak directly to individuals, telling them where to go and what to do (Acts 8:29; 10:19-20), 
or he may speak to a whole church, telling them how to begin a new missionary enterprise (Acts 13:2). The 
Holy Spirit can hinder or forbid a missionary team when they unwittingly begin to leave the geographical 
will of God (Acts 16:6-7). On other occasions the Holy Spirit may compel a person to go to a certain 
destination (Acts 20:22). And the Holy Spirit may warn a faithful servant ahead of time about the suffering 
that will accompany the fulfilment of the servant’s task (Acts 20:23). 
 
The Holy Spirit may also inspire a sermon or testimony for Jesus. When Peter was brought before the 
religious leaders to give an account of the healing of the lame man, he was ‘filled with the Holy Spirit’ (Acts 
4:8). The filling of the Holy Spirit is the power of God speaking through an individual [Acts 2:4ff; 4:8, 31; 
9:17ff]. On other occasions, however, it is said that the believers themselves speak ‘through the Spirit’ (Acts 
11:28; 21:4). … The leadership of the early church was so sensitive to the Holy Spirit that they could 
describe his leading by saying, ‘It seemed good to the Holy Spirit and to us …’ (Acts 15:28) (p. 58). 
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Summary 
 
So far, we’ve seen that: 
 

 As believers in Jesus who are living in the age of the Spirit, we all have direct fellowship with God 
because the presence of God has relocated from a place to a people. 
 

 This, in turn, means every one of us can hear from God and speak out the words of God, because 
God’s Spirit is no longer given to the few, but is poured out on all of God’s people. 

 

 We see all of this reflected in the account of the early Church in the book of Acts, where the Spirit 
brought God’s revelation to individuals and churches in various ways and in a variety of contexts. 
 

 

The Holy Spirit and me 
 
At Grace Church we’re convinced that these principles should shape our expectations of what it means to 
live the Christian life. But now a really important question comes to the fore: why is it so often the case that 
people’s personal experience of the Spirit doesn’t conform to this theology? If we’re honest, there’s often a 
gap between the average Christian life as lived out in the 21st century and the normal Christian life as 
portrayed in the the New Testament. 
 
Why should this be? At this point, we need to do justice to two clear teachings about the reception of the 
Holy Spirit from the pages of the New Testament. On the one hand, we’re convinced that anyone who is a 
Christian has received the Holy Spirit7; on the other hand, we need to be continually receiving the Holy 
Spirit. 
 
Look at what Paul writes in Ephesians 5: 
 

‘Do not get drunk on wine, which leads to debauchery. Instead, be filled with the Spirit’ (verse 18). 

 
The grammatical construction ‘be filled’ is more accurately rendered ‘be being filled.’ In other words, Paul is 
speaking of the need to be continually filled with the Holy Spirit. It’s instructive to note how this is reflected 
in the experience of the first Christians. While it’s recorded in Acts 2 that they received the Spirit at 
Pentecost, in Acts 4 we’re told that they received the Spirit again (verse 31)! 
 
It’s true that there are those Christians who believe that they have it all so there is nothing more of God to 
receive and experience. In response to this view, the 20th century preacher Martyn Lloyd Jones once 
thundered: 
 

Got it all? I simply ask in the name of God, why then are you as you are? If you have got it all, why are you 
so unlike the New Testament Christians? Got it all? Got it all at your conversion? Well where is it, I ask? 
(Sermon on ‘Baptism in the Spirit’, May 1961). 
 

There is no one alive who does not need more of God’s empowering presence in their lives. We need to be 
continually being filled with the Holy Spirit.8 

                                                 
7
 This is clear from what the New Testament teaches about the meaning of conversion, e.g. we have been washed, sanctified and 

justified in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ and by the Spirit (1 Corinthians 6:11); we have received the Spirit (1 Corinthians 2:12); 
God has anointed us with the Spirit (2 Corinthians 1:21); God has sealed us with his Spirit (Ephesians 1:13; 4:30); we were saved 
through the washing of rebirth and renewal by the Holy Spirit (Titus 3:5). In Romans  chapter 8, Paul’s logic is clear: if anyone 
belongs to Christ, they have the Holy Spirit (8:9). 
 

8 There’s more: if it’s true that the Holy Spirit takes the things of God and makes them real to us at the level of our experience, then 
it follows that a Christian can know if he or she is filled with the Spirit. This raises all kinds of questions about what kind of 
experience we should expect – which will be our topic on a future occasion! 
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Do you see how this teaching is applicable to every Christian believer? It doesn’t matter how mature or 
immature you are, or what kind(s) of experience(s) of the Spirit you may have had in the past. We’re all in 
the same boat. What Paul writes to the Ephesians challenges every one of us, equally. Are we open to 
receiving more of the Spirit, right here, right now? Or, to put it another way, are we intentionally pursuing 
more of God’s empowering presence in our lives? 
 
 

How can I be filled with the Holy Spirit? 
 
Is being filled with the Spirit an event or a process? Answer: both. Our aim is not to explore every aspect of 
the subject. We can know everything there is to know about the Holy Spirit and the Spirit-filled life, and still 
be unchanged! Every one of us needs to be continually drawing close to God and inviting him to fill our lives 
with his presence. 
 
When Jesus teaches his disciples about prayer, he says, ‘Ask and it will be given to you; seek and you will 
find; knock and the door will be opened to you’ (Luke 11:9). Later on he says, ‘If you, though you are evil, 
know how to give good gifts to your children, how much more will your Father in heaven give the Holy 
Spirit to those who ask him!’ (verse 13).9 
 
‘How much more…’ 
 
Looking at the Luke 11 passage as a whole, Jesus’ main purpose is to convince us that we can trust in the 
goodness of God’s character and his faithfulness to do all that he has promised. None of us is worthy to 
receive the Spirit, but God gives generously and graciously to those who ask him. We can trust that God will 
always give us his best, so let’s be expectant as we come to him in prayer. 
 
 

Andrew Sampson, March 2015 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

Further reading 
 
Jack Deere, Surprised by the Voice of God – a compelling account of a church leader’s discovery that, 
contrary to everything that he had been previously taught, God does indeed communicate directly with his 
people. Biblical and intensely practical with plenty of illuminating (and, at times, moving) stories of how 
God speaks to his people today. 
 
Gordon Fee, Paul, the Spirit and the People of God – an accessible and incredibly helpful overview of New 
Testament teaching concerning the Holy Spirit and the Church. If your thinking on the Spirit is crooked at 
any point, then this book will help identify it and put it right! 
  
 

 

                                                 
9
 For some, this raises the question: who actually sends the Holy Spirit – is it God the Father or God the Son? To cut across a huge 

amount of thinking and writing that’s taken place over many centuries of church history, the answer is … both. The Spirit proceeds 
from the Father and the Son. I should add that if you think this is all rather academic, then don’t worry about it! 
 


