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BAPTISM IN
THE HOLY SPIRIT

VERN S. POYTHRESS

“For John baptized with water, but before many
days you shall be baptized with the Holy Spirit”
(Acts 1:5). So Jesus promised His disciples after the
resurrection. A few days later, on the day of Pente-
cost, His words were wonderfully fulfilled: the Holy
Spirit empowered the disciples to spread through the
whole world the news of Jesus” work (Acts 2:1-39).

Yet the words of Jesus in Acts 1:5 have stimulated
much controversy between Pentecostal and non-Pente-
costal Protestants. What does Jesus mean by this
mysterious “baptism with the Holy Spirit”? Should
we understand this term to refer to a second trans-
forming experience, subsequent to becoming a Chris-
tian? Do many Christians today still need this “sec-
ond baptism” in order to have the power to live
victoriously for Christ? And what does this baptism
consist in? Power for witness? Boldness? Holiness?
Miraculous gifts? New life? All five of these?

These questions are hard for two reasons, First,
in Acts 1 Jesus does not fully explain what He means;
He does not answer all the questions we might have
about the “baptism.” Instead, He sits down at the
Father’s right hand and gives the Holy Spirit. He
moves directly to the reality. Secondly, it is not clear
from the immediate context in Acts how far the dis-
ciples’ experience is a model for our own. The disciples
were presumably regenerate earlier (Matt. 16:16;

John 20:27-29), and then, later, were baptized with
the Holy Spirit. Are we to expect the same chronolog-
ical order today?

Pentecost not repeatable

To begin with, note that Luke does not explicitly
teach that the chronological order of the disciples’
Pentecost experience is a model for ours. He simply
describes the events. And, in a certain sense, our
experience will never duplicate Pentecost, because
the day of Pentecost is a historical watershed that
cannot be repeated.

The New Testament church can have only one
beginning. Jesus describes this fact by saying, “Lo,
I am with you always, to the close of the age” (Matt.
28:20). Having once given His Spirit and thereby
come to be with His people, He does not intend to
withdraw ever. His special presence with the church
began at Pentecost and continues “to the close of the
age.”

Let’s look at Matthew 28:20 and at Pentecost more
closely. (a) Both Matthew 28 and Acts speak of a
presence of Jesus in power. (b) Both passages see
this presence of Jesus as a gift of deriving from His
exaltation to the right hand of God: “All authority
in heaven and earth has been given to me” (Matt.
28:18); “Being therefore exalted at the right of God,
and having received from the Father the promise of
the Holy Spirit, he has poured out this which you
see and hear” (Acts 2:33). (c) In both passages Christ
commissions the disciples to spread the gospel to all
nations by His power (Matt. 28:19; Acts 1:8).

Clearly, then, Jesus’ promise in Matthew 28:20
begins to have its fulfillment at Pentecost. The Spirit
given at Pentecost remains “to the close of the age”
because this is the manner that Jesus Himself has
chosen to be “with” them to the close of the age. The
water of the Spirit which “flowed over the falls” at
Pentecost need not go over it again in order to irrigate
the whole valley of church history below.

The once-for-all nature of Pentecost is confirmed
by the Apostle John. He observes that the gift of
the Spirit has an intimate connection with Christ’s
ascension. “If any one thirst, let him come to me
and drink. He who believes in me, as the Scripture
has said, ‘Out of his heart shall flow rivers of living
water.” Now this he said about the Spirit, which
those who believed in him were to receive; for as
yet the Spirit had not been given, because Jesus was
not yet glorified” (John 7:37b-39). The definitive
(once-for-all) giving of the Spirit is no more “repeat-
able” than the glorification of Jesus.

The meaning of Pentecost

In coming this far we have already begun to ex-
plore the Biblical meaning of the events of Acts 2.
As in the rest of the Book of Acts, so also in Acts 2,
the ultimate focus of attention is on the risen Christ
(cf. Acts 1:1-2). As exalted Lord, He pours out His
own Holy Spirit on the church. Thereby He comes
to dwell with them in a new way (cf. John 14:18-23;
16:7-10). Then He begins to manifest Himself as
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