The Seal of the Holy Spirit
and Baptism
in

HE word seal occurs thrice the Pauline epistles (Eph. 1.13 and
4.30, and 2 Cor. 1.22) and it is regarded as almost axiomatic by
T
the majority of scholars that the apostle refers in these texts
bapto

tism. The seal of the Spirit, if not actually identified with baptism, is
at least regarded as coextensive with it, representing the inward reality
or "spiritual grace" of which the sacrament is the external sign.
Such a view seems to be advocated by scholars of all persuasions,l
and has been defended recently from the Baptist standpoint by Dr.
Beasley-Murray. 2 The purpose of the present article is to reexamine these texts and to suggest that their connection with water
baptism is by no means so certain as is usually supposed.
The foundation of the view that the seal of the Holy Spirit
refers to baptism would quite clearly seem to· be the usage of the
term in the patristic writings. According to G. W. H. Lampe sphragis
is uniformly used of baptism in the post-canonical writings, and he
regards this as a faithful reflection of the meaning of the term in the
N.T. The same argument is used by Beasley-Murray.8 This appeal
to patristic usage however is very· far from being satisfactory, and
it is noteworthy that the sim.ple equation of the seal with baptism in
the post-apostolic writings has not gone unchallenged. L. S. Thomton
has in fact subjected Lampe's thesis to penetrating criticism, and has
come to quite opposite conclusions with regard to the meaning of the
seaU It may be argued therefore that to interpret the N.T. in the
light of patristic writings can him;Uy be conclusive. And, indeed, even
if it were demonstrable that seal invariably indicated baptism in the
post-N.T. era, this would scarcely prove that this was so in the N.T. /
itself. Some of the older commentators were not slow to point this
out. Salmond, while agreeing that the Greek Fathers used seal as a
baptismal term nevertheless stated categorically that there "is no
instance of this in the N.T."5 T. K. Abbott also felt that a reference
to baptism in the Pauline texts would be too obscure. 6
Various other reasons have been advanced for identifying the
seal with baptism. It is the opinion of Beasley-Murray, for example,
that the aorist tenses used by Paul indicate a specific moment in
the past, at the outset of the Christian life and this would most
naturally be the occasion of baptism. 7 With the first of these statements none would disagree; it is however going far· beyond the
evidence to conclude from this that the sacrament of baptism is in
view. The past event could equally well have been the converts'
acceptance of Paul's preaching or even the laying on of hands-our
text does not specify what, if any, external act accompanied the seal
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of the Spirit.8 It is surely even less satisfactory for Dr. BeasleyMurray to draw a parallel between the seal and the formula " in the
Name."o Even if this could be adequately sustained, it is difficult to
see how this fact in itself would lead us to identify the seal with
baptism. The most it would demonstrate would be that a certain idea
-that of ownership-was common to both. lo It is furthermore
extremely doubtful whether the formula in question' has any specific
.
reference to baptism at all. l l
Paedobaptists sometimes advance the argument that baptism had
a similar position under the N.T. dispensation as circumcision under
the Old. This view is expressed by Cullmann, who thus transfers
the seal imagery from circumcision (in Rom. 4.11) to baptism in the
texts under discussion. It would seem probable indeed that seal
was used as a designation for circumcision in N.T. times,12 and in
this case Paul's use of the idea' would reflect a much wider usage.
It may be, furthermore, that a certain relationship between baptism
and circumcision is postulated even in the N.T. itself (Col. 2.11).
But this does not of course imply that all of the imagery of the O~T.
covenant sign was transferred to baptism. Circumcision was outward,
in the flesh, whereas it is clear that the seal of the Spirit was not
outward at all, but something rather more experientiaL The fact,
furthermore, that the apostle can use the word in quite different
contexts (1 Cor. 9.22; Rom. 15.28) should surely cause us to hesitate
before regarding it as a terminus technicus. It would be somewhat
precarious to base so important an identification upon one isolated
text (Rom. 4.11). Hering no doubt reflects a more balanced view
when he points out that, although seal may possibly have meant
circumcision to the Jew, this cannot be taken as proof either that
baptism replaced circumcision in N.T. thought, or that sphragis always
bears a technical sense.13
An examination of Eph. 1. 13-14 reveals that Paul uses seal as
part of a much wider complex of terms. He characterizes the Spirit
here also as "the Spirit of Promise." This word is used again in
connection with the Spirit in Gal. 3.14, where the gift is bestowed
as a result of the redeeming death of Christ. The only other places
where it is used in the N.T. concerning the coming of the Spirit are
in the post-resurrection words' of Jesus (Lk. 24.49, Acts 1.4) and in
Peter's speech at Pentecost (Acts 2.39). It is likely therefore that
Paul's use of the word refers back to the Lord's original promise. 14
In v. 14 Paul adds a further termarrabon (earnest)/5) which seems
to imply that the Spirit represents a kind of foretaste of the Christian's
future salvation (compare 2 Cor. 1.22, where it is again conjoined
with the seal, and 2 Cor. 5.5). Now it is difficult to associate either
of these terms with the sacrament of baptism. The promise of the
Spirit referred primarily to the effusion of the Spirit at Pentecost,
accompanied by the charismatic gift of glossolalia. Here, in the
nature of the case, baptism is ruled out. It is possible that the
earnest also has charismatic associations. As many commentators
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point out, the word first-fruit (aparche) is used in Rom. 8.23 in the
same sense as earnest is in the Ephesian and Corinthian epistles.
According to Sanday and Headlam it is likely that this word implies
the presence of the charismatic gifts,u and if this is so earnest may
well indicate something similar. In this case the apostle's point will
be that it is the possession of the charismatic gifts, rather than the
fact of having undergone baptism, that constitutes the Christian's
guarantee of future salvation.
.
If this exegesis can be sustained it leads to interesting conclusions.
The seal, promise, earnest and first-fruits of the Spirit will not in
fact refer to baptism at all, but rather to the charismatic effusion of
the Spirit upon the early Christian communities. From what we
can gather from the Acts such· charismatic gifts were not connected
with baptism, but usually came after it (8.12-17; 19.1-6) but sometimes (in exceptional cases?) before (10.44-48 and perhaps 9.17-18 cp.
1 Cor. 14.18) The seal therefore will be a charismatic effusion of the
Spirit, connected no doubt with the whole process of Christian
initiation, but not to be identified with baptism as such.
J. K. PARRATT
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.
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himself." In a comment on Isaiah 24.20 in The Welsh Curate, op. cit., 14,
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2 Thess. 3.6).
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17 Romans (I.C.C., 1902), p. 209.

J.

K.

PARRATT

