
 

Baptism in the Spirit 

T. G. Drummond 

From the beginning I want to give credit where credit is due, the majority of what I say in 

this essay comes from John Stott’s wonderful little book, Baptism and Fullness (InterVarsity 

Press, 2006), with additional material from Wayne Grudem’s Systematic Theology (Zondervan, 

1994). 

Pentecostal claim: baptism in the Spirit is most often a second experience of the Holy Spirit 

in the life of a believer, subsequent to conversion, which is necessary for the Christian to grow in 

sanctification. 

Use in the New Testament 

The phrase “baptize/will baptize/baptized in the Spirit” occurs only seven times in the New 

Testament, four times in the gospels (Mark 1:8, Matthew 3:11, Luke 3:16, John 1:33), twice in 

Acts (Acts 1:5; 11:16), and once in Paul (1 Corinthians 12:13).  

Mark 1:8 - I have baptized you with water, but he will baptize you with the Holy Spirit 

(βαπτίσει ὑμᾶς ἐν πνεύματι ἁγίῳ). 

Matthew 3:11 - I baptize you with water for repentance, but he who is coming after me is 

mightier than I, whose sandals I am not worthy to carry. He will baptize you with the 

Holy Spirit (αὐτὸς ὑμᾶς βαπτίσει ἐν πνεύματι ἁγίῳ) and fire. 

Luke 3:16 - John answered them all, saying, ‘I baptize you with water, but he who is 

mightier than I is coming, the strap of whose sandals I am not worthy to untie. He will 

baptize you with the Holy Spirit (αὐτὸς ὑμᾶς βαπτίσει ἐν πνεύματι ἁγίῳ) and fire.’ 

John 1:33 - I myself did not know him, but he who sent me to baptize with water said to 

me, ‘He on whom you see the Spirit descend and remain, this is he who baptizes with the 

Holy Spirit (οὗτός ἐστιν ὁ βαπτίζων ἐν πνεύματι ἁγίῳ).’ 

Acts 1:5 - for John baptized with water, but you will be baptized with the Holy Spirit 

(ὑμεῖς δὲ ἐν πνεύματι βαπτισθήσεσθε ἁγίῳ) not many days from now.” 

Acts 11:16- And I remembered the word of the Lord, how he said, ‘John baptized with 

water, but you will be baptized with the Holy Spirit (ὑμεῖς δὲ βαπτισθήσεσθε ἐν πνεύματι 

ἁγίῳ).’ 

1 Corinthians 12:13 - For in one Spirit we were all baptized into one body (καὶ γὰρ ἐν ἑνὶ 

πνεύματι ἡμεῖς πάντες εἰς ἓν σῶμα ἐβαπτίσθημεν)— Jews or Greeks, slaves or free—and 

all were made to drink of one Spirit. 

Some beginning observations 

1. The phrase is relatively rare in the New Testament. 

2. Every reference to “baptism in the Spirit” in the Gospels is John the Baptist speaking 

about Jesus. 

3. Both references to “baptism in the Spirit” in Acts are references to John’s statements in 

the Gospels. 



 

4. The phrase is always verbal. In other words, it is always “baptize/will baptize/baptized in 

the Spirit” and never “baptism in the Spirit.” 

5. Jesus is clearly the subject of the baptism (the one who baptizes). 

6. Christians are clearly the objects of the baptism (the ones baptized). 

7. The two times “baptism in the Spirit” is mentioned in Acts it is followed by speaking in 

tongues (foreign human languages). 

8. In none of the passages is the phrase “baptism in the Spirit” ever used with an imperative 

– it is never commanded. 

The references in the Gospels are not explicit as to the nature of the baptism, only that it is 

coming in the future and is connected closely to Jesus. Therefore, we must determine the nature 

of “baptism in the Holy Spirit” from the references in Acts and 1 Corinthians. 

Acts 1:5 – Pentecost 

The first reference to “baptism in the Spirit” in Acts is in 1:5, where, directly before He 

ascends, Jesus promises that “not many days from now” they will be “baptized with the Holy 

Spirit.” It is important to note that this promise of “baptism in the Spirit” is followed closely by 

commission in verse 8, “But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you 

[baptism in the Spirit], and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem and in all Judea and Samaria, 

and to the end of the earth.” Jesus promises that He will send His Holy Spirit to empower the 

movement of the gospel from the Jews (Jerusalem and all Judea), to the Samaritans (Samaria), to 

the Gentiles (the ends of the earth).The initial fulfillment comes not long after in Acts 2 at 

Pentecost where the Holy Spirit comes in power on the followers of Christ gathered in the upper 

room.  

This “baptism in the Spirit” is seen in Acts 2 as a synonym for the “promise of the Spirit” 

and the “gift of the Spirit.” In his sermon, Peter sees the baptism in the Spirit as a fulfillment of 

the Joel 2 prophecy that “in the last days it shall be, God declares, that I will pour out my Spirit 

on all flesh” (Acts 2:17a). Peter later describes the baptism in the Spirit at Pentecost as Jesus, 

after being exalted to the right hand of the Father, receiving “the promise of the Holy Spirit” and 

pouring it out on the disciples (2:33). Furthermore, when the crowds ask Peter what they must 

do, he replies, “Repent and be baptized every one of you in the name of Jesus Christ for the 

forgiveness of your sins, and you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit” (2:38).  

Some will argue that the disciples experience at Pentecost serves as a paradigm for present-

day believers receiving baptism in the Spirit as a second experience after conversion. The main 

support for this position comes from the fact that in John 20:22 where Jesus appears to His 

disciples (after His resurrection) and breathes upon them and says, “receive the Holy Spirit.” I do 

not disagree that the disciples were born again followers of Christ before Pentecost – they surely 

were – yet, I do not think that their experience at Pentecost can serve as a paradigm for all future 

generations of believers for ____ reasons. Pentecost was much more than a personal experience 

of the Holy Spirit given to the small group of Christians in the upper room, it was the transition 

from the Old Covenant ministry of the Holy Spirit to the New Covenant ministry of the Holy 

Spirit. In that way the disciples were living at a unique time in the history of redemption, they 

had the experience of living in both covenants – something that believers today do not have. This 

makes sense of their experience of baptism in the Holy Spirit as subsequent to conversion, they 

could not have been baptized in the Holy Spirit before Pentecost because Christ had not yet 

ascended to the right hand of the Father and poured out the promised Holy Spirit. Therefore, to 



 

take their experience and make it paradigmatic for believers now would be to confuse the point 

of redemption history in which we now live. We live after the unique event of Pentecost and 

therefore do are able to receive the gift/promised/baptism in the Spirit at conversion. There is, 

however, a group at Pentecost that is much more paradigmatic of believers now – the 3,000 who 

believed in response to Peter’s sermon. These received the “gift of the Spirit” – which is 

synonymous to the “baptism in the Spirit” – at conversion with no apparent evidence miraculous 

signs accompanying it. The experience of these believers is much more  

Acts 11:16 – Cornelius  

The second reference to “baptism in the Spirit” in Acts is found in 11:16. In Acts 10, while 

Peter is preaching the gospel to Cornelius, the Holy Spirit falls upon Cornelius (and all who 

heard Peter preach) and they were converted. Acts 10:45 describes the Christians who came with 

Peter as, “amazed, because the gift of the Holy Spirit was poured out even on the Gentiles.” This 

further confirms that the “gift of the Spirit” and the “baptism of the Spirit” are synonymous. 

Immediately after Cornelius’ conversion Peter commands him and all the other converts to be 

baptized with water – for they had already received the reality toward which the sign of water 

baptism points. It is later, when Peter is reporting to the church in Jerusalem to justify his taking 

the gospel to the Gentiles, that he describes Cornelius conversion as “baptism in the Spirit,” 

thinking back on both John the Baptist’s promise in the Gospels and his own experience at 

Pentecost. This is a significant story in Acts as it recounts the beginning of the gospel going out 

to “the end of the earth.” 

This account is not – indeed, cannot be– used by Pentecostals to support their view of 

“baptism in the Spirit” as a second experience subsequent to conversion because Cornelius 

received it at conversion. Some do argue that this supports the idea that the gift of tongues is the 

outward manifestation of the baptism in the Spirit. A full response to this is beyond the scope of 

this essay, but suffice it to say that it is significant that tongues are given here at the very 

beginning of the gospel’s march to the “ends of the earth” (1:8) as evidence that this is a true 

work of the Spirit. 

Some will argue that Acts 8 (the Samaritan believers) and Acts 19 (the Disciples of John the 

Baptist) are also relevant, and support a view of “baptism in the Spirit” as a second experience of 

the Spirit subsequent to conversion. We will deal with each in turn, but it should be noted at the 

outset that the phrase “baptize/ed in the Spirit” does not occur in either of these two accounts. 

Acts 8 – The Samaritan Believers 

As a result of persecution, Philip went to Samaria and preached the gospel there. Acts 8:12 

tells us that the Samaritans “believed Philip as he preached good news about the kingdom of God 

and the name of Jesus Christ, they were baptized, both men and women.” The Holy Spirit did not 

fall upon them immediately (11:15). At this time the Apostles Peter and John come and prayed 

for them they received the Holy Spirit (11:14-18).  

First, I affirm that the Holy Spirit falling upon the Samaritans was indeed the “baptism in the 

Spirit.” However, this event cannot serve as a paradigm of a post-conversion second experience 

for two reasons. 1) Nothing about the text explicitly says that this is to be a model for all 

Christians, in fact quite the opposite. 2) The Jerusalem church sends two Apostles to investigate 

the evangelistic work of Philip, something that they do not do on any other occasion (e.g. when 



 

Philip preaches to the Ethiopian Eunuch in 8:26ff). These seem to indicate that there is 

something out of the ordinary going on here. This can best be explained by the fact that Philip’s 

preaching was the first time that the gospel was preached to Samaritans. It is well known that the 

Jews and Samaritans hated each other; in fact, Jews would often go miles out of their way on 

journeys to avoid traveling through Samaria (this is what makes Jesus asking the Samaritan 

woman for water in John 4, and His parable about the good Samaritan in Luke 10 so shocking). 

It is natural then that some Jewish Christians would be suspicious of the Samaritans believing. 

This is why the church sends out the Apostolic delegation of Peter and John to verify that the 

Samaritans actually have believed – and who could better verify and authenticate this than two of 

the most well-known Apostles? This is the reason that God, in His wisdom, withheld the  Holy 

Spirit from them at conversion, in order that it may be received by the prayer and laying on of 

hands of the Apostles themselves so that there could be absolutely no doubt that God had indeed 

accepted Samaritans into the Church – as Acts 1:8 promised. 

Acts 19 – The Ephesian Disciples 

Acts 19 is one of the key passages used to support the Pentecostal view of the “baptism in the 

Spirit.” Before discussing its relevance, let us lay out the account: Paul comes to Ephesus and 

meets twelve men described as “disciples” (they were either original disciples of John the Baptist 

or those baptized into the baptism of John by Apollos before he was taught by Priscilla and 

Aquila). Paul’s first question to them was, “Did you receive the Holy Spirit when you believed?” 

(19:2). This is an odd question to ask someone when you first meet them; it shows that Paul 

might have suspected that something was slightly off from the beginning. Instead of answering a 

plain “yes/no”, the disciples answered, “No, we have not even heard that there is a Holy Spirit.” 

Certainly this answer would set off alarms in any Christians head if he met a person who claimed 

to be a believer but did not even know about one of the members of the Godhead. In response, 

Paul questions them again, this time about their baptism; to which they reply that they were 

baptized into John’s baptism. Paul's now responds to them by teaching them that Jesus was the 

one to whom John the Baptist pointed and the Holy Spirit fell on them and they were baptized 

with water “in the name of the Lord Jesus.”  

If Paul had believed that these men were true believers one might have expected him to 

instruct them in the one area where they were lacking – yet Paul goes straight back to the gospel 

and instructs the men concerning Jesus. It seems hard to support the fact that these men, who had 

never heard of the Holy Spirit, who had never been baptized in the name of Jesus, and who 

seemingly had not believed in Jesus were true Christians. All this considered I believe the 

evidence is on the side of the Ephesian “disciples” being converted by Paul and receiving the 

baptism in the Spirit at conversion. This is another unique case and cannot serve as a paradigm 

for believers today – for there are no longer any disciples of John the Baptist. 

1 Corinthians 12:13 – Paul’s statement 

Lastly, we turn to Paul's only statement about the “baptism in the Spirit.” There are some 

who may argue that this passage is referring to something distinct from the “baptism in the 

Spirit” described in the Gospels and in Acts, and therefore is not relevant to the discussion at 

hand. The phrase used is almost identical to that used in the Gospels and Acts, it contains a form 

of the verb βαπτίζω (baptizō): to baptize, the preposition ἐν (en): in/with/by, and the dative form 

of πνεύμα (pneuma): spirit. The only major difference is that the adjective “one” is substituted 

for “holy.” In fact, the first part of the verse could be rendered, “for we all also were baptized in 



 

one Spirit into one body.” It is hard to think that Paul's audience would have understood this in 

any other way than as the same baptism in the Spirit described in the Gospels and Acts. 

In 1 Corinthians 12 Paul is arguing for unity among believers, throughout the verses 3-12 he 

emphasizes that, although there are various gifts, they are all given by the “same Spirit” (12:4, 8, 

9, 11), all empowered by the “same God” (v. 6), and all done in service to “one Lord” (v. 5). His 

whole argument comes to the climax in verse 13 where he uses the Corinthians baptism in the 

Spirit as the basis for their unity! Paul emphasizes the universality of the baptism among 

believers to emphasize that it is the ground for the unity among believers. His point can be seen 

more clearly if one bolds Paul's uses of “all” and “one” like so, “For in one Spirit we were all 

baptized into one body— Jews or Greeks, slaves or free—and all were made to drink of one 

Spirit.” His point is that there is no sect of Christians – Jew, Greek, slave, free, or, dare I say, 

new – who have not been baptized in the Spirit. Therefore, the understanding which reserves 

“baptism in the Spirit” for only a select group of believers goes against the whole thrust of Paul's 

logic in 12:13. The Church is not made up of the haves and the have-nots, the Spirit baptized 

believers and the non-Spirit baptized believers; but rather is composed of all who have believed 

in the Lord Jesus Christ and received the promised gift of the Spirit. 

Conclusion 

What I have attempted to show is that “baptism in the Spirit” is synonymous with the 

“promise of the Spirit” and the “gift of the Spirit”, and so is an initial outpouring of the Spirit 

given to every believer at conversion; and, therefore, a universal experience which can serve as a 

basis for unity among believers. All this is confirmed by the very language of baptism. In the 

first century, baptism was always a rite of initiation. Jesus commands His Apostles to make 

disciples by baptizing (Matthew 28:19) and throughout Acts the model is that people believed 

and were  right away baptized (2:38, 41; 8:12, 26-40; 9:18; 10:47-48; 16:14-15, 31-33; 18:8; 

22:16). Furthermore, the absence of the command to seek “baptism in the Spirit” in the New 

Testament is very difficult to explain if it is a second experience of the Holy Spirit that is 

necessary to live a truly sanctified life. Surely if “baptism in the Spirit” were necessary for the 

victorious Christian life it would be constantly mention and commanded, yet it is not. Two 

options remain then, either what Pentecostals call “baptism in the Spirit” is not what the New 

Testament calls “baptism in the Spirit,” or the writers of the New Testament were ignorant of it 

(or worse, withheld their information about it). I believe the first option is by far the better. I am 

not denying that some of what Pentecostals call “baptism in the Spirit” may be a true experience 

of the Holy Spirit, it may, but I do not believe it is what the New Testament describes as 

“baptism in the Spirit” and is therefore neither necessary for, nor common to, all believers. 

This essay would be incomplete without at least a short discussion of what the experiences 

many Pentecostals claim to have, actually are. There seem to be four options. 1) A number of 

them might truly be second experiences of the Holy Spirit (if they are Christ-honoring and lead 

to the growth of the fruit of the Spirit in the individual) even if they are not what the Bible calls 

“baptism in the Holy Spirit.” 2) Some of them may be actual conversion experiences. The 

individual might have deceived himself into thinking he was a Christian, yet was truly converted 

at the time of his experience. 3) Many of them may be purely psychological. Certain individuals 

may have been taught and pressured so long to seek this second experience that they do have an 

experience, but that experience arises from themselves and not the Holy Spirit. It is important to 

note that a psychological experience may be morally and spiritually neutral. 4) Most 



 

disturbingly, a small number could be demonic counterfeits. The devil is the great deceiver and 

Christians should always be on their guard against experiences that claim to be of the Holy 

Spirit, but do not honor Christ or produce holiness. John Stott ends the section on baptism and 

fullness in his book with three wise exhortations. First, to those who have not had no unusual 

experience of the Holy Spirit: do not be quick to deny the validity of others experiences out of 

envy and do not be discontent with the way that the Spirit has purposed to work in your life. 

Second, to those who have had some unusual experience of the Holy Spirit: thank God for this 

experience but do not grow conceited in your experience, also be careful to always make 

Scripture the lens through which you view your experiences, not the other way around. Third, to 

all Christians: let us continually seek to walk in the Spirit, grow in the Spirit, and be filled in the 

Spirit; realizing that we will never reach a point where we can truthfully say that God cannot fill 

us any fuller with Himself. 

 


