
A Primer on the 
Baptism of the Holy Spirit

We need not be confused
Although the baptism of the Holy Spirit has been interpreted and explained in a variety of, often 
contradictory, ways, the Bible makes enough specific reference to the baptism of the Holy Spirit to 
form an accurate understanding of what it is and what it means in the life of a believer. The primary 
questions that need to be answered are: “Who have and have not experienced the baptism of the 
Holy Spirit?” and “What happens to the believer during the baptism of the Holy Spirit?” 

It is true for all believers
First of all, the baptism of the Holy Spirit was a current reality in the New Testament church. If 1 
Corinthians 12:13 is viewed as the primary passage on the baptism of the Holy Spirit, then it is clear 
that the baptism of the Holy Spirit is a current reality for every believer living after the day of 
Pentecost. By stating that the baptism of the Holy Spirit is a current reality for every believer 
implies that every believer has already been baptized by the Holy Spirit and that the baptism of the 
Holy Spirit is not an event that occurs some time after salvation as a second and more profound 
endowment of the Holy Spirit. Although the Corinthian church was engrossed in many sins of 
disunity, immorality and worldliness, Paul reminds them in 1 Corinthians 12:13 that they still are 
those who are in the body of Christ because of their baptism by the Holy Spirit. This is also what 
might be behind Paul’s thinking when he writes to the Ephesian church and states in chapter 4:5 that 
every believer is characterized by one baptism. The baptism of the Holy Spirit is therefore not 
something that is only true of a ‘holier’ subset of believers, but is true for every regenerate person. 
Although the Holy Spirit purifies the believers on an ongoing basis by His indwelling and filling, 
the baptism of the Holy Spirit occurs in the context of conversion and justification, and not of 
sanctification. Furthermore the Bible never teaches that the baptism of the Holy Spirit needs to be 
sought after and pursued as should daily spiritual growth and sanctification. 

Its occurrence—conversion
Secondly, the baptism of the Holy Spirit is the means by which a believer is placed in the body of 
Christ. Romans 5:12 makes the claim that all believers are “one body in Christ”. 1 Corinthians 
10:16-17 argues that we are one body because of our participation in Christ—we are Christ’s body 
(12:27). And it is all because of the baptism of Holy Spirit. 1 Corinthians 12:13 states that all 
believers are “baptized into one body”. As such, the Holy Spirit brings unity to an otherwise very 
diverse community of individuals. The baptism of the Holy Spirit then, is primarily identification 
with Christ. This fits in well with the rest of the New Testament’s teaching on the baptism of the 
Holy Spirit. This spiritual baptism is the very thrust of Paul’s exhortation in Romans 6:1-4 for all 
believers to strive against sin. 



A definition
A Biblical and workable definition for the baptism of the Holy Spirit can therefore be formulated. 

The baptism of the Holy Spirit is the means of permanently placing every believer into 
the body of Christ by receiving the gift of the Holy Spirit at the point of conversion and 
as such is a partaker of the gifts of the Holy Spirit.

Or, more simply: 

The baptism of the Holy Spirit happens when you get saved, and makes your ministry 
as a Christian in a Church fruitful.

Its emphasis—unity
The baptism of the Holy Spirit is unequivocally true for every believer. Among some of the New 
Testament churches this unity was often disputed based on Jewish or Gentile ethnicity. But, if the 
Gentiles received the Holy Spirit in the same way as the Jews did (Acts 11:16), then the Gentiles are 
part of the same body of Christ, and as such, there should be no more division based on their 
ethnicity. The Holy Spirit is the unifying factor for the inclusion of Gentiles as the people of God. In 
Ephesians 2 Paul argues that the dividing wall between the people of Israel and the Gentiles is now 
broken down. The reason for the removal of division is given in verse 18: “for through Him we both 
[Israelite and Gentile] have our access in one Spirit to the Father.” As such, the various groups in 
the church in Ephesus were exhorted in chapter 4:3 to be “diligent to preserve the unity of the Spirit 
in the bond of peace.” Church unity therefore, is the unity that pertains to the Holy Spirit. The Holy 
Spirit is the glue of unity in our otherwise clear diversity. This unity is not only between individuals 
and God, but between one another as well. This unity is of a very unique nature. Nowhere in 
Scripture does unity have the extent and significance as it does in the New Testament church. The 
Holy Spirit’s work at the day of Pentecost created a community of believers with extraordinary 
unity. The unifying emphasis of the baptism of the Holy Spirit is indeed the primary emphasis of the 
baptism of the Holy Spirit.

A quick scan through the New Testament regarding the relationship between the unity of the church 
and the work of the Holy Spirit yields the following significant terms. 2 Corinthians 13:14 talks 
about the fellowship of the Holy Spirit that extends to all in the church; as mentioned before, 
Ephesians 4:3 exhorts all believers to preserve the unity of the Spirit; and Galatians 5:20 mentions 
some of the fruit of the flesh which includes divisions and factions that are diametrically opposed to 
being led by the Spirit and exhibiting the peace of the Spirit when walking and living in the Spirit 
(verses 18-26).

The emphasis of the baptism of the Holy Spirit is therefore the unity of the body of Christ and not a 
more-spiritual state or more prolific exercise of the spiritual gifts.



Objection: What about the occurrences after 
conversion that seem to emphasise speaking in 
tongues?
The following passages all indicate a post-conversion baptism of the Holy Spirit and/or the clear 
evidence of it in the speaking of tongues. The instruction in the NT of the baptism of the Holy Spirit 
indicates that these accounts are not normative and therefore each deserves a very clear 
understanding.

In Acts 1:5 the baptism of the Holy Spirit is still future (makes sense from John 14-16, since Jesus 
was still on the earth in Acts 1:5). The believers during the time of Jesus did not need the Holy 
Spirit in His full work as we do since Jesus was there, so this is easy to understand.

In Acts 2:38 the giving of the Holy Spirit was at the time of repentance and conversion for the Jews 
in Jerusalem – the first NT believers in Jerusalem.

In Acts 8:14-17 we read how those in Samaria had “received the word” (a term of conversion) but 
had not received the Holy Spirit until some of the Apostles came. These were the first believers in 
Samaria.

In Acts 9:16-17 Saul gets saved and after three days Ananias, a prophet, goes to Saul who then is 
filled with the Holy Spirit. This is in Damascus, so it appears that since the Apostles weren’t present 
(Jerusalem) or nearby (like for the Samaritans) that God used a prophet both to verify the 
conversion and receiving of the Spirit for Saul/Paul and to verify the appointment to ministry.

In Acts 10:44 the first Gentiles get saved and receive the Holy Spirit. More detail is recorded in 
Acts 11:15-18. V. 18 fits the pattern seen thus far – again, the time between conversion and the Holy 
Spirit coming is because it is the first set of Gentile conversions – again, an Apostle had to be 
present and Peter explains explicitly the connection between what happened there and what 
happened on the Day of Pentecost.

In Acts 19:1-7 we read how there were converts in Ephesus, but with a very incomplete theology 
about Jesus Christ. This was due to Apollos’ teaching which was good in as far as it went, namely 
John the Baptist, and was fixed in 18:24-28. In other words, these were essentially OT believers 
who for the first time had heard about Jesus Christ, and so it is when the Jesus Christ bit gets added 
that they receive the Holy Spirit.

What is the common factor in all these more exceptional accounts? And how does the speaking in 
tongues and prophesy fit in? The common factor is rather obvious in the context of each account. 
Each is an example of the first new set of people getting saved because of the Gospel in terms of 
Jesus Christ, receive the Holy Spirit (Jerusalem, Samaria, Gentiles cf Acts 1:8). The same is true for 
those saved with “OT & John the Baptist”-only theology. Since then Jesus has always been the 
centre of the Gospel message, so baptism of the Holy Spirit had no more time-delay.

How does speaking in tongues fit it? Since the above accounts all are the firsts of the new groups, 
an apostle was present to verify, and the gift of speaking in tongues and prophesying gave evidence 
to the Spirit’s presence overcoming another frontier. 

After Acts 19 nothing more like this is seen. Nothing is found in the Epistles either. Normally the 
absence of proof is not proof of absence, but in this case it is significant since we expected a Jewish, 



Samaria, and uttermost parts of the earth story where people who were worshippers had not yet 
heard of the Gospel in terms of the person Jesus Christ who had lived, died, and ascended a short 
time before. We found those three groups mentioned explicitly, and since then the Gospel is always 
proclaimed in terms of Jesus Christ, so there is no more delay. Also, the need of miraculous 
authentication of salvation not only disappears half-way through Acts, but is completely absent in 
the one book that deals with authentic salvation – 1 John. By the end of the NT (and time-era of 
Acts) it is the providential elements of truth and holy living that provide assurance of salvation, not 
the miraculous.


