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BAPTISM IN THE SPIRIT  

Chapter 9  

The Holy Spirit and the Ephesians. Acts 19:1-7 

By Richard Lee 

 

 

Introduction  

There are two main issues to be addressed in this passage. First the conversion of 
the Ephesians, that is, were they Christians or non-Christians, and secondly the 
place of the Holy Spirit. You will observe that these two matters existed in Acts 8 
regarding the Samaritans.  

   

1.   The conversion of the Ephesians - Christians or non-Christians?  

 

In Verse 1 Luke calls them "disciples". A term that is only attributed to believers, (see 
Acts 16:1, 18:23,27, 19:9, 30 , 21:4,16) and also the teaching of Jesus in Luke 
14:27, and Matt 28:19f. One would assume that if there was any doubt about the 
actual conversion of the Ephesians, Luke would have mentioned it.  

In verse 2 Paul seems to assume that they are believers by asking, "Did you receive 
the Holy Spirit when you believed?" His main concern was not their salvation but 
whether they had received the Holy Spirit. He called them believers, "when you 
believed". Paul seems to be in no doubt.  

The answer given by the Ephesians is not about salvation but about the Holy Spirit. 
Presumably, if they had not believed they would have said so to Paul. They should 
have answered, "before we speak about the Holy Spirit, we have to confess we just 
have not believed in this Jesus". They should have corrected Paul’s early 
assumption. The fact is they did not.  

The answer that is given to Paul is not about conversion but about the Holy Spirit 
and Baptism (vs 2-3). If the answer to Paul’s question, "we have never heard that 
there is a Holy Spirit", was interpreted to mean that the speakers were not truly 
converted, then the next step for Paul would be to discuss the Gospel and salvation, 
not baptism. Yet, when they give this strange answer to his question Paul does not 
conclude that they are not converted because he immediately launches into a 
discussion about baptisms, John or Jesus. If these men were not Christians Paul 
should have preached the Gospel to them. The fact that he does no do so indicates 
that to Paul, in any event, they were converted.  

The question then arises, "Is it possible for a person to be converted and yet not 
know about the Holy Spirit", and is it possible for someone to be converted ( NT 
days) and only know "John’s baptism"?  

i) We accept that it is possible for someone to be converted and not know much 
theology, especially about the Holy Spirit. Having the indwelling Spirit and having a 
knowledge about the Spirit are two distinct issues.  
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ii) Apollos (Acts 18:24ff) serves as a parallel case. He was clearly converted but only 
knew of John’s baptism (vs 25). He spoke and taught the Gospel but had not been 
baptised in the name of Christ, only knowing John's baptism. The impression given is 
that Apollos was a Christian only that he was deficient in certain teachings and 
required further instructions and needed to experience a baptism in the name of 
Jesus. It necessitated Aquila and Priscilla to take him to one side privately and teach 
him.  

Was Apollos deficient in two main areas similar to that of the Ephesians in chapter 
19? Did Apollos fail in his understanding of the Holy Spirit in addition to having not 
been baptised in the name of Jesus? I suggest that the Ephesians stood in the same 
position as Apollos. Therefore, if this theory is true, the Ephesians must be 
considered to be converted people.  

 

2.    The baptism problem.  

 
John the Baptist had taught a baptism of repentance and pointed people to Christ. It 
is probable that in Ephesus there was a strong "John the Baptist" following who, 
although believing in Christ, felt that the John’s baptism was sufficient. Similar in a 
way to those folk who were baptised as infants and later become converted do not 
always recognise that a "believer's baptism" is needed.  

The interesting feature here is that when they heard Paul commenting on the 
meaning and limited significant of John’s baptism (being only a baptism of 
repentance) they submit to being baptised again, and this time in the name of Jesus 
( vs 4-5). There is no indication that Paul preached the Gospel to these folk. It 
appears that all Paul had to do was to explain the difference between the baptism of 
John and that of Jesus.  

   

3.   The Holy Spirit  

The phrase, "did you receive the Holy Spirit when you believed?" is very strange. It 
certainly portrays Paul’s devoted interest to the subject of the Holy Spirit and the 
believer. This is the first time he has met them and this is his first question. The Holy 
Spirit issue is of deep significance to Paul.  

Compare this with the accounts in Acts 2, 8 and 11. In both narratives the subject of 
the Holy Spirit features prominently. Peter begins his sermon with a reference to Joel 
and speaks of the coming of the Spirit; and in Acts 8  Peter and John seem to make 
it their business to ensure that the Christians are anointed with the Spirit. In Acts 11 
Peter makes much of the Holy Spirit falling upon Cornelius during his preaching as 
he seeks the elders’ confirmation of the  baptising of these Gentiles.  

Furthermore, this phrase "Did you receive the Holy Spirit when you believed?" also 
suggests that it is possible for someone to be regenerated, be fully converted and 
yet not have "received the Holy Spirit". Paul knew of course that one cannot be 
converted without having the indwelling Spirit ( Romans 8:9) so what did he mean by 
his question? This is not a question that has ever been put to me and neither have I 
approached anyone and asked, "Did you receive the Holy Spirit when you believed?" 
One normally assumes that if a person is converted then they must have "received 
the Holy Spirit". But this question seems to indicate that the NT Apostles did not think 
this way.  
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I suggest that Paul is referring to the experience of the baptism in the Spirit, which is 
followed by the sign of speaking in tongues (as in verse 6). That a person can be 
converted and yet not experience the infilling of the Spirit in this extra-ordinary 
fashion was true of the disciples before Pentecost, the Samaritan Christians the Old 
Testament saints. The mere question itself indicates that in Paul’s mind it is possible 
to "believe" and yet not "receive the Holy Spirit”, other wise there is no point to his 
question.  

Clearly in the incident of the Ephesian Christians the "receiving of the Spirit" followed 
their conversion. The coming of the Spirit for them was not synonymous with their 
conversion, neither was it a part of their regeneration. The Spirit came subsequent to 
their conversion and may have occurred some considerable time after their 
conversion.  

The outcome of the situation is detailed in vs 6 "On hearing this, they were baptised 
into 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".  

 

If you wish to discuss any of these papers please email me on 
Richard@Schoolofministry.org.uk 
   

Richard Lee 


