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Studies in renewal 

Study 3: 
Baptism with the Holy Spirit  
 
By Dr Ulf Metzner, Indooroopilly Qld (1987) 

 

 

One of the central terms of the charismatic renewal movement is ‘baptism with the Holy 

Spirit’. This phrase is used to describe a special awakening of a person to the reality and 

power of the Holy Spirit and his gifts.  

 

Many charismatics accept this baptism with the Holy Spirit as a second baptism which, in 

effect, denies their first baptism with water. Others, while holding firm the belief that there is 

only one Baptism (Eph 4:5), will not allow their infants to be baptised, since this to them is a 

baptism with water only and not with the Holy Spirit. 

 

While people in these two categories tend to rob infant baptism of its sacramental and 

saving powers, others again use the term 'baptism with the Holy Spirit' as a synonym for 

Christian renewal, which is often accompanied by gifts such as tongues, healing, and 

prophecy. This loose use of biblical terminology must lead not only to confusion, but also to 

error. 

 

NEW TESTAMENT MEANING 
 

The New Testament, while using the term 'baptism with the Holy Spirit', does not present us 

with a detailed statement about it. However, it is quite clear in its use of the phrase. The 

central passages are to be found in the Gospels where Matthew 3:11 and Luke 3:16 use the 

formulation 'baptism with the Holy Spirit and with fire', while Mark 1:8 and John 1:33 use the 

formulation 'baptism with the  Holy Spirit'. In all instances the phrase 'baptism with the Holy 

Spirit (and with fire)' is used only with reference to Jesus himself, who will perform such a 

baptism on his disciples.  

 

The crucial question now is: What is this baptism with the Holy Spirit which Jesus is to perform? 

The meaning of the phrase becomes clear once we follow it progressively through the New 

Testament. 

 



2 

 Matthew 3:11 – John says that Jesus will baptise his followers with the Holy Spirit and with 

fire. 

 

 John 3:22 – states that Jesus remained in Judea with his disciples 'and baptised'. 

 

 John 4:1–2 – 'Now when the Lord knew that the Pharisees had heard that Jesus was 

winning and baptising more disciples than John, (although Jesus himself did not baptise, 

but only his disciples) …' 

 

 Acts 1:5 – Jesus promises his disciples that before many days they shall be 'baptised with 

the Holy Spirit'. 

 

 Acts 2:3–4 – 'There appeared to them tongues as of fire … they were all filled with the 

Holy Spirit.' 

 

This sequence, in the pattern of prophecy and fulfilment, allows us to come to one 

conclusion only: The formulation 'baptism with the Holy Spirit (and with fire)' refers strictly to 

that event which we call Pentecost, when our Lord himself fulfilled John the Baptist's 

prophecy and baptised his disciples with his Spirit and with fire. Pentecost, like all other great 

events in God's history of salvation, was a historical event and as such lies forever in the past. 

The events recorded in Acts 10 and 11 do not contradict, but rather underline, this 

observation, since they deal with the historical event which we call the 'Pentecost of the 

Gentiles’.  

 

CONCLUSION  
 

Does this mean that the gift of God's Holy Spirit is a 'thing of the past'? Never! We must, 

however, make a clear distinction between the gift of God's Spirit and the phrase 'baptism 

with the Spirit'. The expression 'baptism with the Spirit' has its fulfilment in the past, as surely as 

Christ himself fulfilled John's prophecy. But Christ's Spirit, poured out at Pentecost, is still richly 

poured out today whenever and wherever Christ's disciples baptise with water in the name 

of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. This observation is substantiated by yet 

another, namely, that our Lord, in commanding us to baptise, does not say 'baptise with the 

Spirit', but 'baptise in the name of … the Spirit' (Matt 28:19). 

 

In order to avoid all kinds of ambiguities and even errors, let us restrict the use of the term 

'baptism with the Spirit 'to the fulfilment of John's prophecy at Pentecost.  And let us use the 

word 'baptism' in conjunction with the Holy Spirit only as our Lord commanded us to do, 

namely, by baptising in the name of the Spirit. Once we have realised how important it is to 

make this distinction, we will have no difficulties in finding other words to describe 

adequately that special awakening of a person to the reality and power of the Holy Spirit 

and his gifts. 

 

For study: 

 

1. The term 'baptism with the Holy Spirit' is used with a variety of meanings in our time. What 

does this term mean to you? 

 

2. Read Matthew 3:11; Mark 1:8; Luke 3:16 and John 1:33. 

To whom does the term 'baptism with the Spirit' refer? 

Is this the case without exception? 

What does your conclusion suggest to you about the New Testament meaning of the 

phrase 'baptism with the Spirit'? 
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3. Read Matthew 3:11; John 3:22; 4:1,2; Acts 1:5 and 2:3, 4. 

These verses contain a sequence of events which occur in a certain pattern. What 

phrase do we use to describe this pattern?  

To which historical events does the phrase 'baptism with the Holy Spirit (and with fire)’ 

refer?  

What connection is there between that event and what John said in Matthew 3:11? 

 

4. Discuss this statement: 'The phrase "baptism with the Holy Spirit" is a thing of the past as 

surely as Christ himself has fulfilled John's prophecy.' 

 

5. What is the difference between baptising 'with the Spirit' and baptising ' in the name of 

… the Holy Spirit'? 

 

6. Which term would you prefer as an alternative to the ambiguous phrase, 'baptism with 

the Holy Spirit'? 

 

 

REMEMBER  
 

 There is only one baptism for us Christians (Eph 4:5) and that is with water and the Spirit 

(John 3:5).  

 

 Any second baptism would effectively deny that we have already received the Spirit in 

our baptism.  


