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Getting the Most Out of


Images of the Spirit




When we think of Jesus Christ, we immediately have a mental picture of a person. His features are heavily influenced by the paintings hung in Sunday school rooms or the pictures in our Bibles, but we think of a person. When we think of God the Father, we fall back even more heavily on artists’ conceptions, but we can still imagine a person.


The Holy Spirit is different. When we think of the Holy Spirit, we have trouble coming up with anything like a mental image of a person. Our imagination is likely to run to something more like a vague fuzzy cloud. Or perhaps we think of an invisible impersonal force. No wonder the Holy Spirit is often called “it.” While Christians affirm that the Spirit is the third person of the Trinity, we struggle to think of him as a person at all.


The Bible is clear that the Holy Spirit is a person. But how can human beings understand who he is? Scripture helps us by giving us strong word pictures of the Spirit. In this study guide we will look at eight of them.


The eight images in this book are not the only scriptural images of the Spirit. Others occur occasionally in the Bible. To our surprise, some of the most familiar images are the least common in Scripture. The Holy Spirit in the form of a dove, so prevalent in jewelry and in church architecture, appears only once in Scripture, although it comes at a noteworthy occasion—the baptism of Jesus.


As we study each of these scriptural word pictures of the Holy Spirit, we are interested in more than the beauty of poetic language. We want to focus on our relationship to the reality behind the image. We may enjoy the idea that the Spirit flows like life-giving water, but the water does us no good unless we drink it. We may ponder the idea that the Spirit is our Counselor, but his counsel will help us only if we listen and obey. We may be pleased that the Spirit bestows spiritual gifts, but if we do not accept and use his gifts, they will be of no benefit to us or to others. So, in these studies you’ll find more than information—you’ll find an invitation into the work and life of the Spirit.


At the conclusion of each study you will find three extra features:




	

• Guidance for prayer. Feel free to use these ideas whether you are studying in a group or individually.





	

• A “Now or Later” section. This includes suggestions for further study and ways to confirm the lesson and apply it to everyday life.





	

• A list of hymns based on the scriptural image. Many hymns have been inspired by the rich poetic imagery of the Bible. You may sing one or more of them, or simply read the words. The lists are not exhaustive! You will probably recall other hymns or choruses based on each image.










Suggestions for Individual Study


1. As you begin each study, pray that God will speak to you through his Word.


2. Read the introduction to the study and respond to the personal reflection question or exercise. This is designed to help you focus on God and on the theme of the study.


3. Each study deals with a particular passage—so that you can delve into the author’s meaning in that context. Read and reread the passage to be studied. The questions are written using the language of the New International Version, so you may wish to use that version of the Bible. The New Revised Standard Version is also recommended.


4. This is an inductive Bible study, designed to help you discover for yourself what Scripture is saying. The study includes three types of questions. Observation questions ask about the basic facts: who, what, when, where and how. Interpretation questions delve into the meaning of the passage. Application questions help you discover the implications of the text for growing in Christ. These three keys unlock the treasures of Scripture.


Write your answers to the questions in the spaces provided or in a personal journal. Writing can bring clarity and deeper understanding of yourself and of God’s Word.


5. It might be good to have a Bible dictionary handy. Use it to look up any unfamiliar words, names or places.


6. Use the prayer suggestion to guide you in thanking God for what you have learned and to pray about the applications that have come to mind.


7. You may want to go on to the suggestion under “Now or Later,” or you may want to use that idea for your next study.









Suggestions for Members of a Group Study


1. Come to the study prepared. Follow the suggestions for individual study mentioned above. You will find that careful preparation will greatly enrich your time spent in group discussion.


2. Be willing to participate in the discussion. The leader of your group will not be lecturing. Instead, he or she will be encouraging the members of the group to discuss what they have learned. The leader will be asking the questions that are found in this guide.


3. Stick to the topic being discussed. Your answers should be based on the verses which are the focus of the discussion and not on outside authorities such as commentaries or speakers. These studies focus on a particular passage of Scripture. Only rarely should you refer to other portions of the Bible. This allows for everyone to participate in in-depth study on equal ground.


4. Be sensitive to the other members of the group. Listen attentively when they describe what they have learned. You may be surprised by their insights! Each question assumes a variety of answers. Many questions do not have “right” answers, particularly questions that aim at meaning or application. Instead the questions push us to explore the passage more thoroughly.


When possible, link what you say to the comments of others. Also, be affirming whenever you can. This will encourage some of the more hesitant members of the group to participate.


5. Be careful not to dominate the discussion. We are sometimes so eager to express our thoughts that we leave too little opportunity for others to respond. By all means participate! But allow others to also.


6. Expect God to teach you through the passage being discussed and through the other members of the group. Pray that you will have an enjoyable and profitable time together, but also that as a result of the study you will find ways that you can take action individually and/or as a group.


7. Remember that anything said in the group is considered confidential and should not be discussed outside the group unless specific permission is given to do so.


8. If you are the group leader, you will find additional suggestions at the back of the guide.
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Wind/Breath


Ezekiel 37:1-14




In the days of the great sailing ships, wind opened up the possibility of trade around the globe. Windmills pump water and generate electricity. At its wildest, at hurricane or tornado force, wind flips cars and demolishes buildings. Wind at tamer speeds keeps kites aloft on a brisk March day.


Breath, though less forceful than wind, is more of a life-and-death matter. A person can live for weeks without food, days without water, but only minutes without breath.
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