
The Seal and the First 
Instalment 
J. C. HINDLEY 

After setting out in some detail the evidence to show that the 
early Fathers, when they spoke of the' seal', meant baptism, J.B. 
Lightfoot added the comment, ' But it may be questioned whether 
St. Paul (acppayiaa.µ.Evos 2 Cor. 1: 22, comp. Ephes. 4: 30) or St. 
John (Rev. 9: 4) used the image with any direct reference to 
baptism.'1 We may infer from the few pages M left of a Com
mentary on Ephesians that for him the seal was an inward 
spiritual . testimony. Despite notable exceptions, however,2 
modern opinion seems to have set against Lightfoot's judgment. 
Recent treatises on baptism3 all claim these texts for their own. 
Only Professor G. W. H. Lampe, who gives us the fullest treat
ment of the' sealing' metaphor in his book The Seal of the.Spirit, 
is more cautious-one must say, I think, ambivalent. There is, of 
course, the third view, so ably refuted by Lampe that we need not 
discuss it, that the ' seal ' is confirmation. 

It is not the intention of this article to enter into controversy 
about baptism, though the results reached may have some indirect 
relevance for this debate. Rather, the question may be raised 
whether the common identification of the seal with baptism has 
not had the consequence of suppressing another side of St. Paul's 
thought. Two out of the three texts used in the discussion about 
the seal employ not ohe, but two vivid metaphors. The work of 
the Holy Spirit is described not only as a 'seal', but also as the 
'first instalment' or 'guarantee'. The intrinsic interest of these 
striking figures for living religious experience, and the conviction 
that exegesis has often been distorted by a neglect of the second 
of them, prompts the following attempt to discuss these texts 
again. 

1 Apostolic Fathers, I, ii, p. 226. 
2 C. H. Dodd, The Johannine Epistles, p. 60; A. Schweitzer, The Mysti

cism of Paul the Apostle, p. 166, 230n. ; J. A. Robinson, Ephesians, p. 36. 
• W. F.· Flemington, The N.T. Doctrine of Baptism, p. 66ff.; 0. 

Cullmann, Baptism in the New Testament, p. 45£., 57; Gabriel Marcel, The 
Biblical Doctrine of Infant Baptism, p. 3lf. ; A. Gilmore (Ed.), Christ'ia11 
Baptism, p. 142. 
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THE FIRST INSTALMlli'\/T (appaf3<ov) ,. 

The word appaf3wv 1 is Semitic, and as it occurs in non-Biblical 
Greek and also in early Latin, it appears that it was a trading 
term taken over from the Phoenicians, the great merchants of the 
Mediterranean. It appears to come from the Semitic root 'rb, to 
entwine and so to pledge. In the business world it combined the 
sense of 'first instalment' and 'guarantee'. It referred to a part 
payment of a debt which carried with it the guarantee that the 
full amount would be paid later. It might be made in money or 
in goods, but the early commentators insist that the dppaf3wv had 
to be of the same kind as that for which it was the security. (In 
this it differed sharply from Jvexvpov which might be a security of 
any type). Thus Lightfoot states, 'The thing given is related to 
the thing assured, the present to the hereafter-as a part to the 
whole.' Moreover, there are many e'xamples from the Papyri 
where' the vernacular usage amply confirms the New Testament 
sense of an " earnest" or part given in advance of what will be 
bestowed fully afterwards '5 • 

These ideas lie behind two texts in 2 Corinthians : 
He (God) has put his seal upon us and given us his 

Spirit in our hearts as a guarantee (or' first instalment': 
appa{3wv) (2 Cor. 1 : 22). 

He who has prepared us for this very thing is God, 
who has given us the Spirit as a guarantee · (appa{3wv) 
(2 Cor. 5: 5). 

The context of the second passage is the expectation of life 
beyond death. In the light of our discussion so far, we may clearly 
say that Paul means that part of the future bliss is alreadv 
obtained in present experience, and that this first instalment is 
itself a guarantee that the rest will be forthcoming. Such an ex
perience is the work of the Holy Spirit in the life of the believer. 
But what kind of experience? The answer no doubt lies locked 
up in the phrase 'in our hearts' (Jv -rats Kap8lais ~µ.wv) from our 
first quotation. But it is not clear that we have the key. Modem 
research has stressed again and again that the heart (Kap8la) in 
Biblical thought is not merely the seat of the emotions. Rather it 
embraces the whole personality. The article in Kittel's Worter
buch, after indicating how Kap8la is the 'central point of man's 
inner life', the seat of emotion, mind and will, finally ranges 
2 Cor. 1: 22 under the heading, ' The heart is above all the one 
central place within man which God addresses, in which the reli
gious life is rooted, and which determines the moral disposition.' 

•Seethe full account in J. B. Lightfoot, Notes on the Epistles of St. Paul, 
p. 323. 

':Moulton and Milligan, The Vocabulary of the Greek Testament, p. 79: 
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It would be foolish to be too specific. The ' life in Christ ' is 
too rich a thing to suffer gladly the limitations of our tidy analyti
cal minds. The 'first instalment in our heart' will be the momen
tary exaltation of some great spiritual crisis : it will no less be the 
growing integration of the inner life of the soul as it is more and 
more possessed by the Spirit of Christ. Interpretation cannot 
avoid becoming subjective at this point. But at least let the sub
jectivities belong to someone else. One finds a certain mutual 
confirmation, delightful because unexpected, in two widely 
different writers. First to.e jubilant if slightly pietistic hymn of 
Charles Wesley : · 

My God I am Thine; 
What a comfort divine 

What a blessing to know that my Jesus is mine ! 

" " " 
Yet onward I haste 
To the heavenly feast; 

That, that is the fullness ; but this is the taste ; 
And this I shall prove, 
Till with joy I remove 

To the heaven of heavens in Jesus's love. 

Alongside this we may put the sober words-same metaphor 
-of a contemporary, Dr. Austin Farrer: 

'Apart from the presence in the soul of a foretaste or 
earnest of supernatural life, revealed truth is dumb to us 
. . . The act of believing charity is a real supernatural 
effect, a part of the great mystical action, and a foretaste 
of the beatific vision.'6 

To track down and analyse the deep differences implied in 
these two quotations is not our business. I am content to claim 
both as legitimate interpretations of 2 Cor. 1 : 22. Both are, in their 
different ways, talking about the experience of the Christian life, 
rather than of any external sign, or metaphysical abstraction. This 
is the point to which we shall return. 

THE SEAL (acppayi,) 

The words acf,payls, acf,payl'w are common in non-Christian 
religious and secular contexts in a rather bewildering variety of 
literal and metaphorical meanings. 7 The noun literally means the 
signet ring which was used to impress the soft wax of the seal on 
a document. The verb is then used of marking or branding, or 
simply authenticating in various connections. The three main 

• The Glass of Vision, p. 59, 61. The first sentence here quoted plainly · 
refers to our text. For ' foretaste ' as a rendering of arrhabon in the language 
of the Wesleys, cf. John Wesley's Notes on the New Testament on Eph. 
1: 14. 

' Lampe, The Seal of the Spirit, p. 7ff. and Moulton and Milligan ad voc. 
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meanings, which may be fully illustrated from the Papyri, relate 
to the following uses of the seal: (1) the seal effects a firm closure 
(whether of a document or a storage jar) and prevents unauthor
ized tampering ; (2) the seal authenticates or guarantees the thing 
sealed as being the genuine article ; (3) the seal brands with a 
mark of ownership. The New Testament references may be 
ranged under these three headings. 

l. A final closure. In Matt. 27: 66 we read that the tomb of 
Jesus was made secure by sealing the stone. This is a quite 
straightforward use of the literal meaning of a<f,payl{w. Probably 
under the same heading is to be classed the metaphorical use at 
Romans 15: 28; aq,payiaaµ,£vos aVTOtS 70V Kap1TOV 70V70V., It is 
rather similar to a modem English slang usage, when we speak of 
'tying up' a business matter, or the metaphor behind the com
mercial use of the word 'consignment'. 'Paul means that all the 
proper steps had been taken with regard to the collection.'8 

• 

2. Authentication. This may be through a definite outward 
mark, or in a more abstract way. Of the former, St. Paul's descrip
tion of circumcision as 'a seal of the righteousness which he 
(Abraham) had by faith' (Romans 4: 11) may be quoted. Circum
cision was an outward confirmation of the spiritual reality of 
Abraham's justification. The same sense of authentication, though 
without any obvious outward ' seal ' i~ the metaphorical use at 
1 Corinthians 9: 2. St. Paul speaks of the Corinthians as ' the seal 
of my apostleship ' : i.e. the fact that they are Christian confirms 
the fact that St. Paul himself is a true apostle. 

Here also may be mentioned two uses of the metaphor in the 
Fourth Gospel. John 3: 33: 'He who receives his testimony sets 
his seal to this, (ia<f,p&.yia£v on .... ) that God is true.' Here, from 
the point of view of the person sealing, rather than the thing 
sealed, ia<f,payia£v means 'has attested'. ' He who accepts the wit
ness of Jesus thereby attests that Jesus speaks the words of God 
as his accredited messenger.'9 

Probably John 6: 27 employ the metaphor in the same way: 
'for on him (the Son of Man) has God the Father set his seal.' 
(TOVTOV •••• iaq,payia£v). The interpretation of ia<f,payiao here is 
extremely difficult, and the commentators are divided. J. H. 
Bernard. and C. K. Barrett are inclined to see here a reference 
to the baptism of Jesus. E. Hoskyns and R. H. Strachan do not 
commit themselves, but are content to say, 'God has authenti
cated Jesus both in his person and his mission '. 10 It would seem 
most likely that the verse should be interpreted with reference to 
the fascinating and difficult question of the witness of the Father to 
Jesus (as in John 5: 3~38; 8: 17ff.)11 in the light of the rabbinic 

' M.M. following Deissmann. 
' I.C.C., ad lac. 

10 Strachan, ad lac. 
• 

11 E. F. Scott, The Fourth Gospel, pp. 199-203; C. H. Dodd, Interpret
ing the Fourth Gospel, p. 328f. 
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teaching that God's seal is truth.12 God authenticates Jesus 
through the response of those who believe. 

3. Ownership. In a more or less literal sense this use appears 
at 2 Timothy 2 : 19 : 

But God's firm foundation stands, bearing this seal: 
' The Lord knows those who are his.' 

But there are far more intriguing applications both literal and 
metaphorical of the aq,paylf idea than this. Professor Lampe 
shows in great detail1 3 how slaves were tattooed and prisoners 
branded, and soldiers again tattooed as 'the emperor's men'. 
With this custom in view pagan worshippers marked their bodies 
to show that they were the property of the deity, and there are 
traces of a similar idea in the Old Testament. 

It would seem to be a combination of this idea with the idea 
of a 'guarantee or authentication which underlies the texts which 
are the special subject of our enquiry (Ephesians 1: 14 ; 4: 30 ; 
2 Corinthians 1: 22). Lampe points out the difference between 
these passages and Romans 4 : 11. This verse speaks of circum
cision as a' sign or seal of the righteousness which he (Abraham) 
had by faith while he was still uncircumcised'. It is Abraham's 
righteousness which is here sealed by the sign of circumcision, 
whereas in the former group of passages it is the persons of 
believers which are' sealed for the dal/ of redemption'. They are 
thus branded as God's men in Christ, and their redemption is 
assured. In the Apostolic Fathers such language almost invariably 
referred to baptism.14 But how far was this intended by St. Paul ? 

To prepare the way for an answer to this question we have 
examined every occurrence of the aq,payl, root in the New Testa
ment outside the Apocalypse. Such a procedure is necessary to 
illustrate the great variety of usage (metaphorical as well as 
literal) even in quite a limited number of passages. Of the Pauline 
verses, one and only one incontestably uses the metaphor with 
reference to an outward mark, and that is circumcision. Two 
others, however, will sustain no such reference (Rom. 15 : 28 and 
1 Cor. 9: 2). 2 Tim. 2: 19 is probably not Pauline, and in any 
case irrelevant. The two passages from the Fourth Gospel seem 
to speak of attestation as an intellectual or spiritual apprehension. 
We are not therefore in the position of having to rely solely on 
the evidence of the Fathers in trying to determine what our texts 
might mean: within the New Testament itself there is a range of 
meanings which forbids us to say that the seal must mean baptism. 
It might be used in a far more general metaphorical way. 

· It would take too long to examine all the occurrences of this 
word in the Apocalypse. It must suffice to state categorically that 
there is an equal va~iety of usage within that one book, and that . 
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12 W. F. Howard, Christianity According to St. John, p. 185. 
,. The Seal of the Spirit, p. 91f. 
'' Lampe, op. cit., chapter 6. 



it is far from certain that there is any reference to baptism in the 
·sealing of the saints '. Professor Lampe, for example, prefers a 
very ditferent interpretation. 15 

We may here pause to point out that the patristic evidence 
is not quite unanimously in favour of the baptism reference. The 
Epistle of Barnabas is especially relevant, as it is probably to be 
dated between A.D. 70 and 80. 16 This comparatively early work 
speaks of circumcision as a acppayls 17 following Romans 4: 11 : It 
is not at all clear, however, that this passage is intending to speak 
of Christian baptism as the seal, as Lampe claims.18 Another 
reference in Barnabas (which Lampe does not quote) points quite 
definitely in another direction: 

'And Moses understood, and threw the two tables 
from his hands ; and their covenant was broken in 
pieces, that the covenant of the beloved Jesus might be 
Sealed UntO Our hearts (JvKaTO.a<ppayw8fJ £ls 'T~V KapO{av 
.;,µ.wv) in the hope which springeth from faith in him' 
(Ep. Barn. 4 : 8). 

The context is the contrast between the old and new covenants. 
To that extent, therefore, the passage might be held to support 
the idea that baptism is a new circumcision. But the language 
could hardly be plainer: it is pointing to a spiritual imprinting or 
engraving of the new covenant on the heart. The Old Testament 
background will be Jeremiah 31. Possibly there is a reflection of 
the Pauline teaching we are now to consider. Certainly this 
statement from the Epistle of Barnabas expresses what I believe 
to be the essential meaning of the Pauline doctrine of the Seal of 
the Spirit. 

THE SEAL OF THE SPIRIT 

We have so far established a great fluidity in the use of the 
metaphor of sealing among New Testament writers. We have 
shown that even in· the sub-apostolic period this metaphor did 
not always mean baptism. We are perhaps in a position to ap
proach the exegesis of the Pauline19 texts with open minds. We 
may begin from Ephesians 1: 14: 

iv qi (sc. -rcj'> xpia-rcj'>) Kat maHvaav-rH lacppayla8T)-rE -rcii Trvevµ.an 

-rfjs brayyeAlas 'TCf! dy{cp, o lanv appa{3'wv -rfjs KAT)povoµ.las 'f/P.WV. 

15 Lampe, The Seal of the Spirit, p. 285. Contrast however A. Richard
son, Theology of the New Testament, p. 352. 

1
• The view of J. B. Lightfoot, recently confirmed by R. P. C. Hanson. 

Allegory and Event, p. 100. 
11 Ep. Barn. 9: 6. 
1

' Op. cit-., p. 84, 104. In the opinion of Arndt and Gingrich (s.v . 
. ~phragis), 'sphragis need be no more than a metaphor for attestation or con
firmation here.' 

1
' I am not persuaded of the non-Pauline authorship of Ephesians. C. L. 

\1itton (The Epistle to the Ephesians, p. 153) claims that Eph. 1: lSf. is a 
conflation of 2 Cor. 1: 22 and Gal. 3: 14, but for our purposes, (a) an 
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The sealing is 'with the Holy Spirit', and the relative clause 
defines more precisely what the work of the Holy Spirit in sealing 
is. It is a 'first instalment' or ' guarantee ' of our inheritance. Our 
study of appaflwv has shown us the deeply inward experiential 
meaning which Paul attaches to this phrase. It would seem from 
this verse quite clear, therefore, that ' sealing with the Holy 
Spirit' is (in Lampe's words) an' inward experience of the Spirit, 
which represents the circumcision of the heart'. 20 

The interpretation of Ephesians 1: 14 must, I submit, govern 
that of Ephesians 4 : 30 : 

Kal µ~ AV1TE&'TE 'TO 1TV£Vµ,a TO ay,ov 'TOV fihov, EV cp laef>payla8'T}TE 

Els ~1.tlpav a1ro>.vTpciJar;ws. 

Here, iv might be merely instrumental-precisely equivalent 
to the -r<i, 1rvEvµa-r, of 1: 14. On the other hand, taken on its own, 
this verse might leave open the possibility that Paul thought 
(though he did not write) that the believer was sealed with water 
(vSan) in the Holy Spirit. But the parallel with 1: 14 shows that 
it is the supernatural influence of the Spirit in which believers 
are sealed that is uppermost in the writer's mind. Thus Westcott 
comments on Eph. 1: 14: 'Here the Spirit is regarded as the 
instrument by which believers are sealed ; in 4 : 30 as the element, 
so to speak, in which they are immersed.' 

The elucidation of 2 Corinthians 1: 21-22 is more difficult. 
• ~· Q Q A • A ' • A • X ' ' , • A Cl , 

0 OE tJ"tJaLWV 71µ,as avv vµ,v ELS pLOTOV KOL xpiaas 71µ,as O'EOS, 

& Kal aef>pay,aaµ.r;vos ~µ.B.s Kal Sous TOV appafJwva TOV IlvEVµ.aTOS 

EV -rais KapSla,s ~µ.wv. 

The extent to which each participle is to be regarded as re
ferring to a separate act of the Holy Spirit, or perhaps a separate 
rite of Christian initiation, is uncertain, and rendered more 
obscure by a difference of reading. Probably we should accept 
the view of Plummer21 and Kilpatrick, reading J after BE6s. In 
this case, verse 21 ( as far as ryµB.s @,;6,) is best taken as a complete 
sentence, with 8Eos as predicate. What follows then adds an 
additional point, and this is the force of Kalin J -1<a/. aef>pay,aaµ.Hos: 
'He not only anointed us, but also {Kal) sealed us and gave .. .'22 

The whole passage would then be rendered : _ 
' The one who establishes us with you in Christ, and 
who anointed us, is God ; who also sealed us and 
gave us the first instalment of the Spirit in our 
hearts.' 

' Ephesian Continuator ' was nearer to Paul than we are and likely to inter
pret him correctly, (b) any misinterpretation by a later writer would tend to 
treat the seal as baptism (in line with patristic writers). This, if our argu- . 
ment is correct, has not happened here. 
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21 I.C.C., ad Zoe. 
22 Plummer,· I.C.C., ad Zoe. 



These grammatical niceties cannot entirely establish, but do 
suggest the conclusion that in these two verses St. Paul is putting 
forward two points, each in a pair of participles, first, that God 
confirms and has anointed us, and second, that He also sealed us 
and gave the first instalment or guarantee in our hearts. 23 

But what is meant by these metaphorical expressions ? The 
view has been put forward that xplaas refers to an actual rite of 
anointing in confirmation, which took place even before baptism : 
acf,payiaaµevos then refers to the subsequent act of baptism. The 
evidence for this is late and uncertain and it has been sufficiently 
refuted by Lampe. 24 Our own argument has already suggested 
a degree of caution in connecting acf,payiaaµevos with baptism. It 
remains to be seen, therefore, whether a different exegesis will 
not succeed both in preserving the apparent twofold stress in 
these verses, and in keeping closer to characteristic Pauline and 
New Testament usage. · 

The phrase els xpiaT6v in itself recalls Galatians 3: 27: 
els xpiaTdv Jf3a1TTlaOTJTE. It is a formula associated with baptism. 
The natural inference is that if any words here refer to baptism 
they should be the participles most closely connected with 
els xpiaT6v, viz., {Je{Jaiwv and xplaas. H. B. Swete adopted this 
view25 and it is strongly supported by a consideration of Acts 
10 : 38 and Luke 4: 18. 26 In these passages it is stated or implied 
that Jesus was anointed with the Holy Spirit, and the moment of 
anointing which is in view is most readily explained as His 
baptism. Now our verse plainly contains a play on the word 
xpiaT6s : Christians are anointed into the Anointed, and He 
received His anointing with the Spirit at His baptism. It is 
through baptism, therefore, that believers are incorporated into 
the Messianic comrpunity which is the Body of Christ. 

It is not quite clear that this interpretation will easily fit the 
only other New Testament reference in which Christians are said 
to be anointed : 

' But you have been anointed by the Holy One, and 
you all know' (1 John 2: 20). 

' The anointing which you received from him abides 
in you, and you have no need that anyone should 
teach you ; as his anointing teaches you about 
everything, and is true' (1 John 2: 27). 

Here a purely spiritual anointing seems more appropriate, 
whether the correct understanding here be of some ' spiritual 

23 Or possibly, in view of the change of tense and word order, P•/Jmwv 
(present) embraces the whole of what follows, ' He confirms· us, in that he 
anointed (and also sealed ... ). 

" Op. cit., pp. 81-93. 
•• The Holy Spirit in the New Testament, p. 192. 
21 Cf. Flemington, The N.T. Doctrine of Baptism, p. 67, and C. H. Dodd; 

The Johannine Epistles, p. 59. 
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experience' or the 'word of the Gospel', as C. H. Dodd has 
argued. But the association of the anointing of Jesus with His 
baptism may still suggest that the idea of baptism is present here, 
if not the primary meaning: the Word of the Gospel is the con
fession of faith made at baptism, if Dodd's view be correct. 27 

It would seem therefore that while the material for forming 
any judgment is tenuous, the weight of evidence, if we confine our 
attention to the primary witness of New Testament usage, is as 
strong for associating xplaa,; with baptism as it is weak for suggest
ing a link between this rite and the root a<ppayls. 28 

Now if we have correctly assessed the grammatical implica
tions of the two verses as a whole, they should be read as posi
tive evidence against identifying the ' seal' with baptism. 29 Our 
case by no means rests on this slender basis, but it does give some 
support to our previous discussion of mf,payl,. ' Who also sealed 
us . . .' appears to introduce a different point. If we ask, What 
point?, our previous exegesis of the 'seal' as the experience of 
the Spirit, otherwise described as the ' first instalment of the 
Spirit in our hearts', would seem to fit perfectly.30 The one phrase 
in this passage whose meaning is not in doubt is 8ov,; T6v dppa{Jwva 
'TOV IIvevµ.aTo,; lv mi:,; Kaplltai,; ~µ.wv, and the fact that this dppaf3wv 
gives the meaning of laq,payla0TJTE in Eph. 1: 14 may now be used 
with some confidence to illuminate our present obscurity. 

I conclude that {3ef3aiwv and xplaa,; refer to the anointing of the 
Spirit received (probably) in baptism, while aq,payiaaµevo,; defined 
by 8ov,; 'T6V dppafJwva 'TOV IlveoµaTo,; refers to the experience of 
this gift. This is the view of C. H. Dodd, who sums up thus : 
' The collocation of the words " Christ " and " anointed " shows 
that Paul has in mind the Messianic consecration as shared by 
those who are of " the body of Christ" . . . It i~ not, however, said 
that Christians are " anointed with the Holy Spirit" : they are 
" anointed " that is " consecrated " in solidarity with Christ, and 
the " seal" or " guarantee " of this fact is the presence of the Holy 
Spirit in the heart.'31 

27 C. H. Dodd, The Johannine Epistles, p. 62f. Cf. A. Gilmore (Ed.), 
Christian Baptism, p. 166. 

2
• Plummer's view that ,cp,oas refers to the commissioning of the apostles 

for missionary work depends on the question whether or not ovv tµ.'iv is to 
be carried over to the second 1,µ.iis or not. In ,cploas 1,µ.iis St. Paul may be 
referring only to himself, Silvanus and Timothy, though the whole verse 
aopears rather to be an affirmation of their solidarity with the Corinthian 
Christians 'in Christ'. Plummer is tentative in his suggestion, and admits 
that the whole verse may well refer to all Christians. 

That 1,µ.as should be translated ' me ' throughout (Moffatt) is rendered 
difficult by the careful use of the 1st person singular in the adjoining con
texts, both before and after. 

2
' Not the reverse, as Flemington, p. 67. 

•• Swete's suggestion 'receiving the impress of God's character' is 
attractive, but seems to be without parallel among the multifarious uses of 
a,f,payls. 

81 Op. cit., p. 60. 
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THE SEAL AND BAPTISM 
' Exegesis of the texts concerned leaves us with a purely 

' inward stamp '. There remains a rather tortuous argument from 
Romans 4: 11 by way of Colossians 2: 11-12 which is sometimes 
adduced to prove an identity between the 'seal' and baptism 
in the thought of St. Paul.32 

He refers to circumcision as a seal of Abraham's righteousness 
by faith. He also speaks of baptism as equivalent to a circum
cision not made by hands. But the burden of the Colossians pass
age is the great difference between the inward and spiritual 
nature of the new covenant over against the outward physical 
character of the old. As aq,pa-yls in Rom. 4 : 11 applies precisely 
to the physical sign of circumcision, it would seem distinctly in
appropriate to apply it to Christian baptism in the context sug
gested by Colossians 2. Even if the 'collocation of Rom. 4: 11 
with Eph. 1: 13, etc., is' regarded by the whole Reformed school 
as classical ' 33

, Lampe seems nearer the truth when he writes, 
' Circumcision, other than the " true circumcision of the spirit " 
such as the prophets foretold, is not likened to baptism by the 
New Testament writers, but contrasted with it.'34 I conclude that 
for St. Paul. the seal of the Spirit is primarily the experience of 
the Spirit's working in life and heart: it is an inward stamp, and 
can by no means be simply equated with baptism. 35 

Now Lampe has undoubtedly shown that the complex of 
ideas denoted by the eschatological gift of the Spirit and entry 
upon the New Covenant (or spiritual circumcision of the heart) 
are brought together in baptism. This was the experience of the 
early church and the teaching of St. Paul: but the point would 
be better put by saying that baptism is the sacrament of entry 
into this sphere of the Spirit in union with the crucified and risen 
Christ. It may even be (though it is by no means certain) that 
the aorist participles in our texts suggest that an experience of 
'sealing' was given at the moment of baptism. We would not 
seek to deny that such an experience may commonly have been 
mediated through baptism. But was it known only in baptism
or (for the mature Christian) even supremely in baptism? On 
such a view we would seem forced to refer the whole of St. Paul's 
exposition of the life ' in Christ' to the moment of baptism. To do 
this would be very like the error of the revivalist whose Christian 
experience has apparently · been limited to the moment of his 
conversion in the distant past. 

We are not therefore persuaded by Flemington's attempt to 
argue from the ' baptismal context ' that the seal must be referred 

'
2 Flemington, op. cit., p. 66f. 

33 G. Marcel, The Biblical Doctrine of Infant Baptism, p. 32. Cf. 0. 
Cullmann, Baptism in the New Testament, p. 56ff . 

.. Op. cit., p. 83, also p. 5. Cf. Karl Barth, The Teaching of the Church 
Concerning Baptism, p. 43f. 

" Cf. Lampe, op. cit., p. 62. 
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to baptism. 36 Being brought into the adoption of sons, putting on 
Christ in the power of the Spirit and in response to the preached 
word-these are certainly elements in St. Paul's baptismal theo
logy. But Romans 8 indicates that they are too much a part and 
parcel of St. Paul's present experience to be limited to the 
moment of baptism. Flemington remarks, ' that Romans 8 lacks 
any explicit mention of the rite is probably as accidental as the 
fact that it equally lacks any mention of faith.' This is surely 
special pleading. 

We require a more flexible interpretation, which reaches with 
the realities of the Spirit's dealings with us.37 The choice does 
not lie between baptism and confirmation, or baptism with water 
and a further ' stage' of baptism with the Spirit. One cannot help 
feeling that an important reason for Lampe's insistence that the 
seal must be closely linked with baptism is his healthy dislike of 
these alternatives. But they are not the only possibilities. The 
consciousness of life revealed in St. Paul's epistles need not and 
indeed cannot be represented by a series of rites or any rigid 
sequence of' stages'. It is a continuing process within one' life in 
Christ', yet involving varying experiences of light and shade. 
Granted that for him, the Holy Spirit is given in baptism : yet it is 
a gift which is constantly realized thereafter, both in the sensitive 
inwardness of the believer's experience (for 'the love of God is 
shed abroad in his heart ') and in the fellowship of the church, the 
body of Christ. The gift is once for all: bµt the realization of the 
gift is progressive, and the awareness of it in experience, fluctuat-
ing. · 

The seal of the Spirit is concerned with this dimension of 
Christian experience, which is the appapwv of eternal life. That 
such life is entered upon in and through baptism is comparatively 
irrelevant for an understanding of it as God's' seal'. The guaran
tee, certainty, or assurance, comes to us not from the rite of 
baptism, but from the experience of the life of faith. 

I would suggest certain ways in which this understanding of 
the ' seal ' is relevant for a proper theological appraisal of religious 
experience. We may say roughly that baptism stands for the 
objective and the seal for the subjective aspect of faith. 

The Spirit is given sacramentally through baptism. In grant
ing this, we allow for the association of the ' seal ' with the rite of 
Christian initiation. But it is an association, not an identification. 
Paedo-baptists certainly cannot, and I doubt if Baptists would, 
claim that the rite in which the Spirit is given is invariably accom
panied by an experience of the Spirit. Further, baptism is the 
medium through which the redeeming power of Christ's and 
resurrection are objectively applied to the newly baptized. It is 
still a matter objective rather than subjective that the believer 

•• Lampe, op. cit., p. 60f., p. 62. 
31 Cf. Emil Brunner, The Misunderstanding of the Church, chapter 5. 

118 



should accept this in faith. But what confirms or guarantees to 
him that his faith is not misplaced, that this is indeed the act 
of the living God, and not some superstitious mumbo-jumbo ? It 
is his immediate experience, then or later, constantly, intermittent
ly, or even at one climactic and never-to-be-repeated moment, of 
the illumination of the Spirit. To define this more closely would 
be far too long a task : we tried to hint at its wide ranging variety 
in our brief discussion of appaf3wv. But it is in this realm of ex
perience that the believer finds the guarantee of his faith, and we 
have seen that this notion of guarantee is cardinal in the two 
metaphors of St. Paul's we have been discussing. This then is the 
seal of the Spirit. 

The pattern is the same as that found in the sequence of 
Mark 8 and 9. Peter confesses his faith in Jesus as Messiah. It is 
only thereafter that that faith is supernaturally confirmed in the 
Transfiguration. If this be accepted as a true model of the relation 
between baptismal faith and the seal of the spirit, there would 
result clear gain, which we may, in conclusion, tabulate. 

1. Baptism is a sacrament of the objective reality of God's 
grace. He saves us whether we ' experience' anything or not. 

2. The Christian life is therefore one of committal in faith 
to God's revelation in Christ, not a pursuit of exalted experiences. 

3. Nevertheless, such experiences do come, and by our 
exegesis they receive their proper place in New Testament theo
logy. They are the' seal' or' first instalment' of the Spjrit which 
guarantees and confirms the affirmation of faith made by us or for 
us in baptism. In this way we take a step towards a proper 
evaluation of the dimension of personal experience, which has in 
fact been cardinal in the life of countless saints and theologians, 
without surrendering the basic objectivity of the New Testament 
kerygma. 
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