
Q&A: Should we make more of
Baptism in the Holy Spirit?
MK asks:

It’s taken me an age to get to this point, but certainly for
some, baptism is just the start. Simply recognising another
broken  person  wants  to  be  fixed.  Sometimes,  of  course,  a
recognition that parents see their child needs to be fixed
which the child confirms later. There is another baptism we
need, that from the Spirit. This one must necessarily come
later as our brokenness is being mended. Nonetheless it seems
crucial. We don’t seem to make too much of this in ‘official’
church, but should we?

[This is a Q&A question that has been submitted through this
blog. You can submit a question (anonymously if you like)
here: http://briggs.id.au/jour/qanda/]

This is an interesting question, and it
goes where angels fear to tread… to some of
the most precious parts of our Christian
experience, and the words that we use to
describe them.  As a church we should be
making more of these experiences, but we
often struggle for the language, and the
courage.

There is a pastoral dilemma, you see.  In our insecurities,
often the exuberant expression of one person’s testimony can
feel like an invalidation of our own.  And “Baptism in the
Holy Spirit” is fraught in this regard.  I think what you have
described is an excellent expression of the Christian journey,
but we must be careful in how we talk about it… but sometimes
we are too careful and we avoid the difficult conversation.

Here’s  the  problem:  the  word  “Baptism”  is  being  used  in
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multiple  senses  –  to  speak  about  both  the  beginning
and  promise  of  the  Christian  journey,  and  also  for  the
ongoing experience of the Christian journey.

Baptism rightly describes the beginning.  Baptism with water
in  the  name  of  the  Father,  Son,  and  Holy  Spirit  is  a
sacramental  beginning  of  the  Christian  journey  –  it  so
symbolically embraces the promises of salvation and covenantal
inclusion that we can look upon it as the foundation on which
our faith experience is built.  It incorporates a “fixing” as
you  say,  either  for  ourselves  or  as  an  embrace  of  our
children.

That “fixing” includes the understanding of being “born again”
(Baptism symbolises a dying and resurrection), of having the
Holy Spirit come and dwell within us (an important declaration
in  the  act  of  confirming  one’s  Baptism),  of  being
regenerate by the grace of God, and of taking our place within
the Body of Christ.

Our Baptism with water is therefore much more than “John’s
Baptism” of repentance only.  Yes, it is a sacramental symbol
of repentance, but it is also a baptism into Christ.  John
himself says “I baptised you with water; but He will baptise
you with the Holy Spirit” (Mark 1:8), and he is referring to
the new beginning that Jesus will bring about.

Similarly, in Acts we see a couple of occasions when new
Christians  had  only  received  John’s  Baptism.   Paul’s
experience  in  Ephesus  in  Acts  19:1-6  describes  this:

While Apollos was at Corinth, Paul took the road through the
interior  and  arrived  at  Ephesus.  There  he  found  some
disciples and asked them, ‘Did you receive the Holy Spirit
when you believed?’
They answered, ‘No, we have not even heard that there is a
Holy Spirit.’
So Paul asked, ‘Then what baptism did you receive?’



‘John’s baptism,’ they replied.
Paul said, ‘John’s baptism was a baptism of repentance. He
told the people to believe in the one coming after him, that
is, in Jesus.’ On hearing this, they were baptised in the
name of the Lord Jesus. When Paul placed his hands on them,
the Holy Spirit came on them, and they spoke in tongues and
prophesied.

Paul  baptises  them  “in  the  name  of  Lord  Jesus”,  as  the
foundation and beginning of their faith, and the Holy Spirit
coming upon them is part and parcel of that.  Amongst the
baptised people of God there are no gradations, and no one is
a second class Christian needing another dose of God’s grace,
if you know what I mean.

It’s in this sense of beginnings that I prefer the use of the
word “Baptism.”  The “official church” does talk about this
lot, and usually reasonably well.

Nevertheless, “Baptism in the Holy Spirit” describes a genuine
experience, which I share and affirm, even if I might use
slightly different language.  And, yes, it’s usually something
we don’t talk about well at all.  Indeed, often we prefer
stability  and  order,  and  so  we  inhibit  new  experiences,
misconstrue and misunderstand them, or seek to restrict them
to controllable structures and programs.  In so doing, even
when well-intentioned, we discourage growth and maturity.

The genuine experience that we’re talking about here takes
many forms. It invariably involves a sense of God being closer
than he has before, of being filled, touched, moved, even
overcome by the Spirit of God. It often comes with a sense of
freedom, restoration, healing, and sometimes an increase in
boldness and courage.  I think this is the sense of “being
mended” that you are talking about.

It’s an experience that for some can be almost spontaneous and
unexpected, for some it comes as an answer to prayer in the



midst of trauma or darkness, for some it’s because someone has
laid hands on them, others have experienced it in ecstatic
worship,  others  have  found  an  encounter  in  times  of  deep
contemplation.  It is an experience that is often accompanied
by the manifestations of the Spirit that we see in Acts and
read  about  in  places  like  1  Corinthians  12  –  tongues,
interpretations, prophesying and all the other sorts of gifts
of the Spirit.

For some it is a unique one-off phenomenon, for others it’s
like a new chapter in their “deeper walk with thee.”  It is
not wrong to call it a “baptism” with the Holy Spirit, in the
broad sense of an “immersion” in the Holy Spirit, a filling
up, an overflowing etc.  But I try to avoid the “baptism”
language so as not to confuse with Baptism as the sacrament
that speaks of being included in Christ.

The two senses come close together sometimes though. I have
observed that an experience with the Holy Spirit can feel like
a fundamental new beginning.  I observe this in three ways:

1) Sometimes, in people’s experience, their actual Baptism was
not  a  matter  of  faith.  It  had  meaning,  but  it  was  the
meaningfulness of ritual, social expectation and so on. In
experiential terms, their Baptism was akin to “the Baptism of
John.”  The subsequent encounter and “Baptism with the Holy
Spirit”  coincides  with  a  coming  to  faith.  They  have  an
experience of regeneration and renewal and the presence of
God. Theologically, I would affirm this as a “coming to life”
in  faith  of  what  was  previously  done  in  ceremony.   In
experience, it would feel like a new beginning, an initiation
in itself.

2) Sometimes, it is an experience that precedes receiving
Baptism in water. People come to faith, and encounter the Holy
Spirit in a real and tangible way.  In this experience the
encounter is a new beginning, and the sacrament is a means of
catching up to what God is doing, just like in Acts 10:47.



3) For others the experience so marks a significant step in
their walk with God, that it feels like a new beginning, a
refreshing, revitalisation of faith. This is especially so if
there had previously been resisting of the work of God in
their lives, or if they had received a fundamental shift in
their understanding of God through the reading and hearing of
Scripture, prayer, or prophetic word. This sense of a new
beginning can also come with the  “laying on of hands” in a
commissioning into a ministry (e.g. Acts 13:3) or to impart a
spiritual gift (e.g 2 Timothy 1:6).  In all these cases, the
encounter  with  the  Spirit  is  a  significant  moment,  and
precious, but it’s a part of the journey, a fresh chapter in
something  already  begun.  Something  broken  has  become
significantly,  experientially  mended.

In all of these experiences I don’t mind if people call it a
“baptism in (or of/with/by) the Holy Spirit” but often I find
other language to be more helpful.

But  your  question  is  a  necessary  provocation.  Whatever
language we use, we must make more of these experiences. We
must talk about what’s it like to journey with Jesus through
the realities of life. This experience of God, as opposed to
the mere theory, must be part of our preaching and teaching,
our praying, our sharing, our testimony, our pastoral care,
our intercession etc. We must be willing to pray for and help
people encounter the Holy Spirit in their lives in real and
substantial ways, and help provide the language to describe
it.

Instead, it seems to me, that our tendency as the church at
large is to practise a form of ongoing abandonment as we act
more like a boarding school than the family of God: We’ll give
you some rites of passage, teach you some theory, and expect
you to act your part – but for everything else you’re on
you’re own.  “Discipleship” in this caricature is a classroom,
and  “vocation”  is  about  appointment  to  house  captain  or
something.



Rather the Holy Spirit calls us to an intimacy with God and a
vulnerability, a depth that can we come to share with one
another.  As we receive him, are “overcome” by him, and yes,
in that sense “baptised” in the Holy Spirit, we come to see
God, and see one another. We walk with each other, share those
experiences  of  brokenness  and  restoration  (this  is
discipleship), and we call out to one another what we can see
the Holy Spirit is doing and gifting in us and through us
(this is vocation).

So  yes,  we  should  make  much  more  of  these  experiences,
providing  the  context,  the  space,  the  protection,  the
understanding, the language, and the simple care for people to
grow and encounter God.  Sometimes I think we would rather be
organised, but at what cost?!

Thanks for the question!

Review: You Can Change
Gill and I have read many books during our
life in ministry.  Many are helpful, a few
are  frustrating,  and  quite  a  lot  are
downright disappointing.  But some are set
apart by being theologically robust and
wonderfully  relevant  and  accessible.
 These are the books that we end up buying
multiple copies of and giving away.

It’s been a long time since I came across a book that fits
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into this category.  I have found one with Tim Chester’s You
Can Change: God’s Transforming Power for Our Sinful Behavior
and Negative Emotions.  Chester himself describes it as an
“anti-self-help book written in the style of a self-help book”
which is probably why I like it so much; it subverts all that
pop-psych  spiritualised  self-discovery  claptrap  that’s  out
there.

The book was referred to me after I spoke at a Men’s Weekend
Away held by our church. By God’s grace among the fruit of
that  weekend,  a  number  of  men  are  self-motivated  to  meet
together  regularly  for  peer-led  discipleship,  nurture  and
accountability.  It was they that discovered this book.  It is
a fantastic resource.

The felt-need addressed by You Can Change is, in the broadest
view, the perceived irrelevance of typical church life.  In
that stereotype the things of church – spirituality, theology,
community – are valued and appreciated, but with a frustration
that they don’t seem to do anything.  The gospel of Jesus can,
in some sense, be understood, expressed, and even promoted;
and  yet  at  the  same  time  it  can  feel  like  nothing  ever
changes.  The struggles, temptations, failings and flaws of
our very person remain unaddressed and sometimes unabashed.
 The gospel moves around us at arms length and our maturation
stalls in an eddy of “sinful behaviour and negative emotions.”

The beauty of Chester’s book is that he doesn’t attempt to
meet this felt-need by filling the gap between gospel and
personal experience with his own ten-step branded model of
success-for-the-motivated-Jesus-man;  he  simply  reflects  on
how to close the gap by applying the gospel as directly as he
can to the areas of personal life where change is wanted.

From the “personal experience” side of the gap he encourages
his readers to be considering a “change project” as they read;
a type of negative behaviour or emotion, or “it might be a
Christian virtue, a fruit of the Spirit that you feel is
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particularly lacking in your life” (p21).  Each chapter ends
with questions for reflection that allow the specific area of
change to be engaged.  It’s the sort of thing that is perfect
to stimulate discussion in a small accountability group.  The
structure of the book makes this clear; the chapter titles
are:

What would you like to change?
Why would you like to change?
How are you going to change?
When do you struggle?
What truths do you need to turn to?
What desires do you need to turn from?
What stops you from changing?
What strategies will reinforce your faith and repentance?
How can we support one another in changing?
Are you ready for a lifetime of daily change?

These questions are answered from the gospel side of Chester’s
approach.  Throughout Chester is Christocentric, cruciform,
and fully appreciative of the providential sovereignty of God.
 Consider:

So whom do you want to be like? What would you like to
change? Please don’t settle for anything less than being like
Jesus and reflecting the glory of God. (p20)

Of significant value is the way in which Chester constantly
takes the focus of ourselves and turns us towards God again
and again.  This is both in what we might call the light sense
of  re-apprehending  the  love  of  God,  and  it  is  also  in
the heavy sense of realising that our sin is also God-centred
– a rejection of him, a rebellion, a hardening.

Wrestling with sinful behaviours is something we all share,
myself included, and this is a useful corrective.  It is so
easy to almost romanticise destructive habits as a wrestle,
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a battle, or a proving ground.  In this way we reinforce our
attachment to those destructive ways as the self-affirming
thing that I must overcome, thus eliminating any reliance on
God’s grace, and so once again pushing the gospel away to arms
length.

We want to put things right.  We want to think of ourselves
as a “former user of porn” rather than a “porn addict.”…  For
us, sin has become first and foremost sin against ourselves.
 If I sin, then I’ve let myself down.  What I feel when I sin
is the offense against me and my self-esteem, not the offense
against God. (p25)

In this way Chester has one of the best grasps on a biblical
harmatology that I have encountered.  As we duck and weave, it
simply pokes and prods and reminds us that its not about us.
 We are not the solution, we must turn to Christ because
“external activities can’t change us… because sin comes from
within, from our hearts” (p42).  We need our hearts to be
changed, and that has ever been God’s work.  Indeed, “we
become Christians by faith… we stay Christians by faith… we
grow as Christians by faith,” (p43) “God wants us to walk in
obedience, not [our own] victory” (p118).

We’re  changed  when  we  look  at  Jesus,  delight  in  Jesus,
commune with Jesus.  But no one can embrace Jesus if still
guilty of sin.  And no one will embrace Jesus if still
feeling the guilt of sin.  So change begins only when we come
under grace with its message of divine pardon and welcome.
(p50)

We are changed by God’s grace, we are saved and sanctified by
God’s  grace.   By  God’s  sovereign  grace  the  Holy  Spirit
simply is at work in us, to change us.  Our sin as Christians
is not therefore a failure to turn to Christ, its a choice
to pull away from him.  This is Chester’s central comfort and
his main provocation:



I used to think sanctification was a bit like pushing a
boulder up a hill.  It was hard, slow work, and if you lost
concentration you might find yourself back at the bottom.
 But it’s more like a boulder rolling down a hill.  There’s
something inevitable about it, because it’s God’s work, and
God always succeeds.  The sad thing is that often I try to
push the boulder back up the hill.  I say in effect, “Don’t
change me yet, I like doing that sin.” (p55)

If we truly want the grace of holiness, we must get lower,
humbling ourselves and leaving the lifting up to God. (p118)

Around  this  central  focus  Chester  addresses  the  felt-need
questions.   There  is  very  little  that  is  novel  in  his
approach.  Occasionally he seems to be close to some of the
twelve steps.  At other times what he proposes is basically a
form of Cognitive Behavioural Therapy.  But it is all useful,
and, above all, applicable.

There are two dangers that Chester avoids really well.  The
first is the risk of wrong passivity – ‘if God has done it and
is doing it then I don’t have to do anything at all.’  The
second is the risk of wrong activity – ‘if I can only fulfil
this or achieve that then I will be OK.’  He doesn’t avoid
this  by  silence.   There  are  practical  suggestions,  and
proposed exercises, elements of choice that engage with the
nominated change project.  In summary they are:

1. Keep returning to the cross to see your sin canceled and
to draw near to God in full assurance of welcome.
2. Keep looking to God instead of to sin for satisfaction,
focusing on the four liberating truths of God’s greatness,
glory, goodness and grace.
3. Cut off, throw off, put off, kill off everything that
might strengthen or provoke sinful desires.
4. Bring sin into the light through regular accountability to
another Christian



(p173)

It’s the fourth point that has been the context in which I
have read this book: the community of a men’s weekend and the
groups that are subsequently developing.  My hope and prayer
is that for the men who read this book, myself included, that
grace-filled community, which is so utterly absent in our
pious illiberal secularist world, will be the place where
Christ  is  met  anew,  and  reflected  in  our  individual  and
communal life.


