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When I read the short passage in Acts which we heard today, an excerpt from a longer story, my 

question was "How did the apostles and the Samaritan believers know that they had been baptised by 

the Holy Spirit?" Luke, the writer of Acts, does not tell us.  On the day of Pentecost the disciples 

were given the gift of speaking in tongues, and we see that sign given again when Peter preaches to 

Cornelius' household in Acts 10.  But we are not told how they knew the Spirit had been given to the 

Samaritans.  What was important to Luke was that the Spirit was given, even to semi-Gentile 

Samaritans. What was important was that they should be as fully Christian as any. 

It says Peter and John prayed for the Samaritan believers and they received the Holy Spirit. How did 

they know?  The follow on question from that is surely,  how do I know that I have received the 

Spirit?  And how do you?  And does it matter?  In the next few weeks, as we follow the common 

lectionary, we are going to be looking at some of St. Paul's teaching about the Holy Spirit in our 

lives.  Today we are thinking about what it means to be baptised with the Holy Spirit. 

Is having the Holy Spirit important to us today, or is it something we would rather not think about, 

something that seems either a bit a airy-fairy, or too emotional and emotive for our descent Scottish 

Presbyterian souls? 

Baptism in the Holy Spirit is a phrase that in some Christian circles is used more than in others, we 

are probably mainly those others, who do not talk about this kind of baptism very much.  We know 

about baptism with water, and the profession of faith, either that of the person being baptised, or, 

more often, the parents of the baby baptised, and we say that at baptism the person is sealed with the 

Holy Spirit, but we don't often think about what that means.  Perhaps we should.  If it is important, 

and it is talked about in the Bible, then surely we should know about what is meant.  In some 

churches baptism in or by the Spirit means just one thing, and is associated with speaking in tongues 

as the definitive mark of the Spirit's presence in a life.   

Now this is fine, and I know that the gift of ecstatic speech, especially in prayer, is one of God's gifts 

to his people: but not, I think, to all.  After all Jesus didn't speak in tongues, as far as we know, and 

yet no one would say that God's Spirit, the Holy Spirit, the Spirit of holiness - they are all synonyms 

- was not present in his life.  We know the Spirit was given him because of what we read today about 

the dove-like thing coming on him when he was baptised in water.  But not everyone knew of that, 

and he certainly never made much of it in his teaching.  Rather, the Spirit was shown in his life by 

the way he lived it.  So too it is our lives, our everyday lives which will show if God's Spirit is in us. 

Jesus received the Spirit in bodily form like a dove, but we don't.  I have never seen that happen at a 

baptism, and I doubt that you have either.  He received that way because he needed to know that he 

really was filled with God's Spirit.  He didn't speak in tongues, such as the apostles did at Pentecost.  

He didn't look or probably feel any different.  But after his baptism, and after God's Spirit came on 

him he acted differently.  Before he had not gone about teaching and healing and walking on water 



and such things.  Now he did.  There was a decisive change in his life.  If we have received God's 

Spirit, then there will be changes on our lives as well, changes that we will notice, and that will be 

able to be seen by others as well. 

Jesus took up his ministry only after he had received the Spirit, but it wasn't a given that he would.  

It wasn't inevitable.  Receiving the Spirit of God did not take away his power and need to make 

decisions for himself.  We didn't read it today, but if you read on in Luke, or in Matthew and Mark 

who tell very much the same story, you will find that the very next thing that Jesus did after he was 

baptised, after he had received God's Spirit in visible form, after he had heard God speak and 

proclaim him his beloved Son, was to go off to the wilderness for forty days to think and pray about 

things.  He spent those days in the wilderness, praying and resisting the temptations to take short-

cuts.  Being given the Holy Spirit wasn't a guarantee that he would do God's work in God's way: he 

had to choose.  The Spirit gave him power, confidence and wisdom when he did decide to follow 

through with God's plan. 

That is the hallmark of God's Spirit being present in our lives.  The Spirit need not be seen 

dramatically, but he allows us to see dramatically better.  It is a bit like the contact lenses that I wear 

in my eyes.  Not everyone knows that I wear them - though you all know now - but I certainly know 

if I have them in my eyes or not, not because I can feel them there - I can't - but because without 

them I see very little. I could not function as I do without these little bits of silicone which sit, 

unnoticed in my eyes and make it possible for me to drive, to walk down the street without bumping 

into things, to recognise faces, to see when the house needs cleaned, to pick out my own children 

from a crowd.  They are pretty much invisible, but when I get up in the morning one of the first 

things I do is put them into my eyes, so that I can live my life. 

Or to continue with the optical metaphors, we might think of the Holy Spirit as being like a pair of 

glasses.   He can be like those rimless glasses, which are not designed to draw attention to 

themselves, just to help you see better.  Many of us prefer glasses which are like that. But not all 

glasses are.  Think of Dame Edna Everidge, or Elton John. If you think of them, you inevitably think 

of wacky, flamboyant spectacles.   Think of the Two Ronnies, if you are old enough, whose emblem 

was their dark rimmed glasses.  As one optician said to me, how you choose your frames depends on 

whether you want people to see you, or you and your glasses, or even see your glasses before they 

notice you.  The glasses do the same job of helping you see, but they can be quietly in the 

background of your life and appearance, or they can be very much in the forefront. 

It is like that with the Holy Spirit.  Some people are given dramatic manifestations of the Spirit's 

presence in their lives; we will read of some of them next week.  But others are not.  This does not 

mean that some people somehow have more of God's Spirit than others, or at least, this is not how 

you can tell who is closest to God.  The evidence of the Spirit being within you is not in the drama or 

lack of it: it is in how you live your life. 

And so this idea of being baptised with God's Spirit does matter very much.  It is when we have 

God's Spirit that we are enabled to make the choices which we want to, to live as God's children.   

When God gives us his Spirit he enables us to see with his eyes, so that we can discern how we 

should live in the world to bring in his Kingdom.  God shows us, as he did Jesus, that there are those 

who are sick, and worse, rejected by society.  He asks us to do something about this, even if it does 

not make us popular.   

God shows us, as he did Jesus, that there is poverty, and worse inequity rife in human societies; and 

he asks us to live, individually and together as his family, in such a way that what we do makes for 

fairness, and redresses imbalances. 



God shows us, as he did Jesus, that there is greed and violence and selfishness in our own 

community, as well as spread abroad in the world; and he asks us to be generous, to be peaceable, to 

be selfless n our living. 

God shows us, as he did Jesus, that there is foolishness and muddy thinking in the very atmosphere 

which we and our families breathe - or so it can seem.  He asks us to look to him for wisdom, to live 

our lives by the logic of his love. 

When we have God's Spirit living in us, it is then that we are God's children.  It is then that we have 

our identity as part of God's family.  And as with any other family, you can tell the connection, not 

so much by outward show, or even by similarity in looks, as by what is held to be important in life, 

what priorities we have, what attitude we show to others.  It's a matter of up-bringing, of imbibing 

the family atmosphere.  We know that someone has been baptised, not only in water, but also by 

God's Spirit when we see the signs of family life in their life.  And before you start putting yourself 

down and saying that this doesn't mean you then, before you start fixating on your failures, which 

you have because we all have them,  remember what God said to Jesus at his baptism, what he said, 

before he had even begun to go out in ministry to do God's will.   

God said , "You are my beloved Son, with you I am well pleased."  God was pleased just because 

Jesus came for baptism, just because in that act he signalled a readiness to walk in God's way and 

live out God's life. 

They say that to encourage a child, to praise him or her, is better than criticising.  Tell a child that he 

or she is loved and important, that he or she is clever and able, and they will have the confidence to 

be all that they can be.  God gave Jesus the encouragement of his love before he even started his 

ministry.  God does the same for us. 

What God said to Jesus when he gave him the Spirit is what he now says to all who show that they 

want to be his children, to walk in his way and live out his life; he says it to all on whom the Spirit 

rests: "You are my beloved child, with you I am well pleased."   

  

 


