
How the Holy Spirit Worked in the Old 
Testament: Surprising Examples
Discover how the Holy Spirit actively moved throughout the Old Testament in ways that challenge our modern assumptions. From 
creation to prophecy, from artisans to warriors, the Spirit's presence was more dynamic and pervasive than many realize.
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Introduction: The Holy Spirit in the Hebrew 
Bible
Pre-Pentecost Presence

Contrary to popular belief, the Holy Spirit didn't make His debut 
at Pentecost in Acts 2. Throughout the Old Testament, God's 
Spirit moved powerfully among His people, though in ways that 
differed from New Testament manifestations.

Common Misconceptions

Many Christians mistakenly believe the Spirit was absent or 
inactive before Jesus. In reality, the Old Testament contains rich 
accounts of the Spirit's work in creation, prophecy, leadership, 
and even artistic expression.



Understanding "Ruach": Spirit, Wind, and Breath

Multiple Meanings
The Hebrew word "ruach" carries a 
rich blend of meanings: spirit, 
wind, and breath. This multifaceted 
term appears over 100 times in 
reference to God's Spirit throughout 
the Old Testament.

Ancient Context
In ancient Hebrew understanding, 
"ruach" wasn't merely symbolic but 
represented the active, moving 
power of God4His invisible yet 
tangible presence manifesting in 
creation and human experience.

Biblical Testimony
From Genesis to Malachi, the 
Spirit's activity is consistently 
documented, revealing a divine 
presence actively engaged in 
history, prophecy, and the 
empowerment of God's people.



The Spirit at Creation: 
Genesis 1:2

Primordial Presence
Genesis 1:2 describes the "Spirit 
of God hovering over the waters," 
depicting the Spirit as an active 
participant in creation4present 
before anything existed, 
bringing order from chaos.

Creative Power
This hovering Spirit 
demonstrates that creation itself 
was a Trinitarian act. The word 
"hovering" suggests protective, 
nurturing care4similar to an 
eagle over its nest.

New Testament Echoes
The Gospel of John later mirrors this creation language with "In the 
beginning was the Word," affirming the consistent role of all three 
persons of the Trinity in both testaments.



Inspiration and Empowerment of Leaders

Kings
Anointed rulers like David who led with divine wisdom

Prophets
Messengers who spoke God's words with authority

Judges
Deliverers raised up to rescue Israel in times of oppression

Tribal Leaders
Elders and representatives empowered for governance

Throughout Israel's history, the Holy Spirit specifically anointed leaders for their appointed tasks. This empowerment wasn't based on 
natural ability but on divine selection, often choosing the unlikely and overlooked.



The Spirit and Artistic Skill: 
Bezalel and the Tabernacle

Divine 
Craftsmanship
Exodus 31:3 
specifically states that 
Bezalel was "filled with 
the Spirit of God" to 
create the tabernacle4
marking the first 
person in Scripture 
described as "filled 
with the Spirit."

Artistic Ability
The Spirit empowered 
Bezalel with "skill, 
ability and knowledge 
in all kinds of crafts"4
demonstrating that 
artistic talent can be a 
spiritual gift, not 
merely a natural 
ability.

Practical 
Spirituality
This example reveals 
that the Spirit's work 
extends beyond 
prophecy and miracles 
to include practical 
skills, craftsmanship, 
and creative 
expression.



Samson: Surprising Strength for Deliverance

Supernatural Power
Judges repeatedly attributes Samson's 

feats to the Spirit "coming upon him 
powerfully"

Unexpected Victories
Killing a lion with bare hands and 
defeating enemies with unconventional 
weapons

Final Triumph
Even after moral failure, the Spirit 
empowered him one last time to fulfill 
his purpose

Divine Mystery
God's Spirit working through deeply 

flawed individuals to accomplish His 
purposes



Prophetic Ecstasy: Saul Among the Prophets

Royal Transformation
The newly-anointed king suddenly prophesies

Ecstatic Experience
Joining prophets in spiritual manifestation

Public Witness
People astonished: "Is Saul among the prophets?"

In 1 Samuel 10, the Spirit came upon Saul, causing him to prophesy4a dramatic sign confirming his selection as king. This 
unexpected spiritual experience became proverbial in Israel, showing that the Spirit could temporarily transform anyone for divine 
purposes.



The Spirit Resting on Seventy Elders
Moses' Burden God takes the Spirit that was on Moses and distributes it to 70 

elders

Prophetic Outcome All 70 begin to prophesy as immediate evidence of the Spirit

Eldad & Medad Two men prophesy in the camp despite not being present for 
the ceremony

Moses' Response "Would that all the Lord's people were prophets, that the Lord 
would put his Spirit on them!"

This account in Numbers 11 represents a significant moment of shared spiritual empowerment. Moses' desire that all God's people 
would receive the Spirit foreshadows later prophetic promises of a universal outpouring.



Balaam's Blessings

3
Prophecies

Oracles delivered under divine influence

1
Pagan Prophet

Non-Israelite used by God's Spirit

0
Curses Spoken

Unable to curse what God had blessed

Numbers 24:2 states, "The Spirit of God came upon him" as Balaam saw Israel's encampment. This demonstrates God's sovereignty in 
using even non-covenant individuals as channels for His Spirit. Despite being hired to curse Israel, Balaam could only pronounce 
blessings4showing the Spirit's overriding control.



The Spirit and Civil Authority: Othniel & Gideon

Crisis Emerges
Israel falls into oppression under foreign powers as consequence of disobedience

People Cry Out
In their suffering, Israelites turn back to God and plead for deliverance

Judge Raised Up
God selects an unlikely individual from among the people

Spirit Empowers
The Spirit "comes upon" the chosen deliverer, enabling leadership and victory



The Spirit's Role in Wisdom: 
Joseph Interpreting Dreams

Joseph's Supernatural Insight

When brought before Pharaoh to interpret dreams no one else could 
understand, Joseph immediately credits God rather than his own abilities. 
Genesis 41:38 records Pharaoh's recognition: "Can we find anyone like this 
man, one in whom is the spirit of God?"

Recognition by Non-Believers

Remarkably, it was Pharaoh4a pagan ruler4who identified Joseph's 
wisdom as coming from divine Spirit. This demonstrates how the Spirit's 
work could be recognized even by those outside Israel's covenant 
community.

Practical Wisdom vs. Prophecy

Joseph's gift wasn't just predicting the future but also providing practical 
administrative solutions. This shows the Spirit empowering wisdom and 
organizational skill, not just supernatural revelation.



David's Anointing and Poetic Inspiration

Anointing at Bethlehem
1 Samuel 16:13: "The Spirit of the LORD came 

powerfully upon David from that day on"
Musical Ministry
David's Spirit-inspired music drove away the evil spirit 
tormenting Saul

Psalm Writing
2 Samuel 23:2: "The Spirit of the LORD spoke through 

me; his word was on my tongue"
Temple Planning
David's plans for the temple attributed to Spirit 
inspiration in 1 Chronicles 28



Elijah and Elisha: Miracles by the Spirit

Though not always explicitly mentioned, the Holy Spirit empowered the prophetic ministries of Elijah and Elisha. Their miracles 
demonstrated divine power working through human vessels, from calling fire from heaven to raising the dead.



Micah: The Prophetic Spirit of Justice
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Micah 3:8 provides a striking self-declaration: "But as for me, I am filled with power, with the Spirit of the LORD, and with justice and 
might, to declare to Jacob his transgression." This verse explicitly connects the Spirit's filling with the courage to confront injustice 
and speak truth to power.



The Spirit's Withdrawal: 
Saul's Downfall

Spirit's Arrival
The Spirit came upon Saul at his anointing, confirming his selection as 
king and temporarily transforming him (1 Samuel 10:10).

Disobedience
After repeated acts of disobedience and self-will, including 
unauthorized sacrifice and failure to follow God's commands, Saul's 
heart hardened against God.

Spirit's Departure
1 Samuel 16:14 records the tragic turning point: "The Spirit of the 
LORD had departed from Saul, and an evil spirit from the LORD 
tormented him."



The Spirit on the Messiah: Isaiah's Prophecies
Spirit of Wisdom

Deep understanding of God's ways and 
purposes

Spirit of Understanding
Insight into people, situations, and divine 
truth

Spirit of Counsel
Ability to provide godly direction and 
guidance

Spirit of Might
Power to accomplish God's purposes with 
authority

Spirit of Knowledge
Intimate familiarity with God's character 

and will

Fear of the LORD
Perfect reverence and awe before God



Anticipating a New Covenant: Joel's Outpouring

Old Men Dreaming Dreams
Joel's prophecy promised that age would 
no longer limit Spirit-empowerment, as 
even the elderly would receive prophetic 
dreams.

Young Men Seeing Visions
The younger generation would receive 
divine visions and insight, marking a new 
era of spiritual revelation across 
generations.

Male and Female Servants 
Prophesying
Most revolutionary was the promise that 
gender and social status would no longer 
restrict whom the Spirit would empower.



Lessons for Today: What These Examples Teach 
Us

The Spirit's Work is 
Continuous
Rather than being absent in the Old 
Testament, the Holy Spirit was 
actively working4creating, 
empowering, inspiring, and 
transforming. This reveals God's 
consistent character across all 
Scripture.

Expect the Unexpected
The Spirit often worked through 
surprising people4craftsmen, 
foreign prophets, morally flawed 
leaders4reminding us that 
spiritual empowerment isn't 
limited to obviously "spiritual" 
individuals.

Purpose-Driven 
Empowerment
The Spirit empowered specific 
people for specific tasks4whether 
governance, prophecy, artistry, or 
warfare4demonstrating God's 
strategic work through human 
vessels.



Further Study & Conclusion

Key Passages for Further 
Study

Psalm 51:11 - David's prayer not to 
lose the Spirit

Ezekiel 36:26-27 - Promise of the 
Spirit within

Zechariah 4:6 - "Not by might nor 
by power, but by my Spirit"

Isaiah 63:10-14 - Israel grieving the 
Holy Spirit

Recommended Resources
"The Holy Spirit in the Old 
Testament" by Leon Wood

"Presence, Power and Promise" 
edited by David Firth

"The Holy Spirit" by Sinclair 
Ferguson

"Flame of Yahweh" by Richard 
Davidson

Final Reflections
The Holy Spirit's work in the Old 
Testament reveals a consistent divine 
presence actively engaged in human 
history. Understanding these 
examples enriches our appreciation of 
the Spirit's role and helps us recognize 
His continuing work in unexpected 
ways today.


