
What is the Baptism of the Holy Spirit? 
 In seven different places, the Bible speaks of the Baptism of the Holy Spirit (Matt 3:11; 
Mark 1:8; Luke 3:16; John 1:33; Acts 1:5; Acts 11:16; and 1 Corinthians 12:13). The first four 
describe the ministry of Jesus (He will baptize with the Holy Spirit), the fifth and sixth times are 
quotations of what was said of Jesus, and the seventh time appears when Paul discussed the 
unity of the church. 
 The question that most often occurs when discussing the Baptism of the Holy Spirit 
concerns whether or not this is an event that takes place subsequent to conversion, or is it an 
event that takes place at conversion.   
 Baptism of the Holy Spirit takes place at conversion.  In 1 Corinthians 12:13, Paul wrote, 
“For in one Spirit we were all baptized into one body--Jews or Greeks, slaves or free--and all 
were made to drink of one Spirit.”  In this section of Scripture, Paul was discussing spiritual gifts 
and how they are distributed within the church.  In this verse, Paul is describing how the body 
was formed--or how the church (the body) came to be.  Paul was saying that each person that 
became part of the church (became a Christian through conversion) was baptized at that time 
into the body.  There is no “Baptism of the Holy Spirit” subsequent to conversion.  Nowhere 
else in Scripture do we find any reference to the Baptism of the Spirit after one becomes a 
believer. 
 The Baptism of the Holy Spirit, therefore, is the initial act of the Holy Spirit indwelling a 
person at his conversion to being a follower of Christ.  In several places (John 14:17; 1 
Corinthians 6:19-20; Romans 8; 2 Corinthians 1:21-22) we read about the indwelling of the 
Spirit.  In these verses, the Bible speaks of the Holy Spirit being inside a person as sign and seal 
of the person’s conversion to being a Christ follower.  Water baptism (baptism carried out by 
humans) is a symbol and outward sign of the spiritual reality of the Baptism of the Holy Spirit 
(Acts 2:37-41; Acts 10:44-48).  
 Yet, the Bible does speak of the further work of the Spirit in the life of a Christian.  The 
terminology for this work is “fullness of the Spirit,” or “being filled with the Spirit.”  It is 
important to understand the distinction between the Baptism of the Spirit and being filled with 
the Spirit. 
 In Ephesians 5:18, Paul wrote, “And do not get drunk with wine, for that is debauchery, 
but be filled with the Spirit.”  Here, Paul addresses the continuing work of the Holy Spirit in the 
life of the believer.  While being baptized by the Spirit happens once at conversion, being filled 
with the Spirit is something that happens throughout the life of the believer.   
 So how should one practically understand what it means to be full of the Holy Spirit?  In 
his book Baptism and Fullness, John Stott compares being filled with the Holy Spirit to the 
physical growth of a person as it pertains to one’s lungs.  A newborn baby has lungs full of air, 
but not nearly as much as a grown adult. In relation to air, both are “full” but the more 
physically mature person has more air. 
 In the same way, as we mature in the faith we have more “fullness” of the Spirit.  To be 
sure, each believer has the Spirit at conversion--the Baptism of the Holy Spirit-- but the Spirit 
continues to produce fruit in in the life of the believer.  Our part in this process is to be open to 
the continuing fullness of the Holy Spirit by obeying God’s commands.  As this happens, the 
Spirit produces more fruit (Galatians 5:22-23) and we experience more of what God intends for 
our lives. 



 
Spiritual Gifts 
 The Bible contains several lists concerning spiritual gifts (1 Corinthians 12, Romans 12, 
Ephesians 4, and 1 Peter 4).  From these lists and the context in which they are found, we can 
develop a theology concerning spiritual gifts. 
 What are spiritual gifts and why does God give them?  Paul answers these questions by 
indicating that spiritual gifts are certain abilities given to Christians and used to edify the church 
(1 Corinthians 12:4-11).  These gifts are products of the indwelling of the Holy Spirit in the life of 
the believer.  Paul used the analogy of the body to paint a picture.  The body is made up of 
numerous “parts,” and each part works together to carry out the overall function of a person.  
In much the same way, the church is made of different people with various gifts, and each 
person uses his or her gifts to help the church carry out its function of spreading the gospel and 
making Jesus known to the nations. Just as the head directs the various parts of the body, so 
Jesus, as the head of the church, directs the individual members of the church in using their 
gifts. 
 A significant question concerning spiritual gifts concerns whether or not all listed 
spiritual gifts are available to Christians today.  Specifically, the issue concerns the gifts of 
apostle, prophecy, miracle working, healings, and speaking in tongues.  Those advocating a 
position that these gifts are no longer available to modern Christians are called cessationaists, 
as in these gifts have ceased.  Those advocating a position that these gifts are still available for 
believers today are called continuationists, as in these gifts continue today. 
 In examining this issue, it helps to divide these gifts into two categories. The first 
category would contain the gifts of apostleship and prophecy.  The main issue with these two 
gifts concerns to what exactly are these gifts referring. The second category would contain the 
gifts of miracle working, healing and speaking in tongues.  The main issue with these three gifts 
concerns the nature of the expression of these gifts. 
 The word “apostle” simply means one who is sent.  Several people in the Bible are 
referred to as apostles in some capacity.  In 2 Corinthians 8:23 a general reference was made to 
“apostles of the church.”  Yet, the Bible also seems to indicate a special designation of this word 
for the twelve disciples and Paul.  In Acts 15, Luke refers to the “elder and apostles” on several 
occasions.  By dividing the leadership of the early church into these two distinct categories, it 
would appear the twelve apostles were a unique group of men.  Also, most of the epistles cite 
the author as an “apostle.”  Interestingly, in Colossians, Paul separates his introduction from 
Timothy’s by calling himself an apostle of Jesus and simply referring to Timothy as a “brother.” 
Since both of these men were sent to various churches, both could easily have been referred to 
as apostles if the word was used in a generic sense.   
 Additionally, apostle appears as the first gift listed in descending order in 1 Corinthians 
12:28.  It appears first in the list found in Ephesians as well.  Based on these observations, it 
appears that the gift of apostleship is referring to the men who were direct disciples of Jesus 
and Paul.  Because of this, the gift of apostleship would no longer be available to Christians 
today.   
 In much the same way, prophecy can simply mean to speak the words of God.  This 
could be limited to the idea of preaching or teaching the written word of God.  Yet, much like 
the idea of apostleship, the true nature of a prophet seems to be much more than merely 



expounding on the written word.  Throughout the Old Testament, true prophets spoke with the 
authority of their words as being directly from God.  Their specific words had direct implications 
for their immediate audiences and often included predictions concerning the future. 
Accordingly, any incorrect prophecy/prediction would result in a prophet’s death 
(Deuteronomy 18:15-22).  Due to the fact that the Bible is now the written and complete 
revelation of God, the need for prophecy as carried out before the completion of the Bible is no 
longer necessary.  We have all we need to know God from His completed word.  Because of 
this, the gift of prophecy would appear to no longer be available today. 
 Yet, as noted above, if one sees both the gift of apostleship and the gift of prophecy in 
the more generic sense, there would be no reason to see these gifts as not being available 
today.  This is why it is important to understand what is being discussed when these two 
spiritual gifts are mentioned. 
 As for the second category of spiritual gifts--miracle working, healing, and speaking in 
tongues --it is important to keep in mind what the biblical version of these gifts truly entailed.  
True miracles require the suspension of God’s providential organization of His universe.  Just 
because something remarkable happens doesn’t mean that event is a miracle.  For instance, 
many people refer to the birth of a child as a miracle.  It is not.  It is simply the providential 
work of God--it is how He decided to populate the earth. A true miracle would be a virgin birth.  
This cannot happen under the normal function of the universe.  This distinction is important 
when considering whether a person has the gift of miracle working.  While God can perform a 
miracle any time he wishes, we must maintain the true nature of a miracle lest we diminish 
what this gift truly is. 
 In much the same way, biblical healings were spontaneous acts of marvelous healings: 
blind people saw, deaf people heard, lame people walked.  Dead people even came back to life.  
Too often today, supposed faith healers only heal diseases and ailments that cannot be verified.  
Additionally, the providential healing that generally accompanies disease (getting over a cold) is 
not equivalent to the biblical nature of healing. Much like miracles, true healings consisted of a 
suspension of the providential work of God. 
 Finally, speaking in tongues must be considered as it is found in the biblical record.  
Speaking in tongues was always speaking in an actual language.  It was never simply gibberish.  
Additionally, speaking in tongues was spontaneous and not a “learned” action.  It was used to 
edify the church and was not used within the church unless an interpreter could be found. If 
someone claims to have the gift of tongues, it is important that the display of this gift match the 
biblical example. 
 While it is true that nowhere in the Bible is there any direct indication that these gifts 
ceased being available, nowhere in the Bible were Christians given permission to diminish what 
these gifts truly are.  God can do what He wants and gift people how He wants, but the 
evidence reveals that these gifts are not commonly found in the church today.  Any claims to a 
person having these gifts must be clearly investigated and subsequently found to match the 
biblical account. 
 


