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 A popular Pentecostal theology says that each believer must undergo two baptisms in order 
to experience the fullness of what God has offered us in salvation. The first baptism, one of 
repentance and salvation, takes place when the believer accepts Jesus and is baptized in his 
name. The second baptism, one of power and signs, takes place when the believer is filled with 
the Holy Spirit and experiences a miraculous “sign” of the Spirit’s presence - usually speaking in 
unknown tongues. 
 This article will demonstrate two reasons why this theological perspective is false: it is a 
denial of the triune nature of God and it is a denial of grace. 
 The primary source of “second” or “Spirit” baptism is the book of Acts. Specifically three 
incidents: when the original disciples receive the Holy Spirit 50 days after Jesus’ resurrection, 
when a group of Samaritan believers received the Holy Spirit some time after being baptized in 
Jesus’ name, and when Cornelius’ speaks in tongues after the Holy Spirit comes upon him. 
Using the book of Acts to prove a second baptism is based on two false assumptions: that Acts 
was written to give us a theology of the person of the Holy Spirit and that all the incidents 
described in Acts are meant to be normative for Christian life for all time.  
 Acts was written to provide an account of how the disciples were Jesus’ witnesses in 
“Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria and to the ends of the earth.” (Acts 1:8)  It is about the 
formation of Christian community, the creation of one new people composed of Jews and 
Gentiles, and the power of the gospel of Christ to change lives and change the world. Many of 
the incidents in Acts, such as Jesus’ ascension, the first Pentecost, and the calling of the first 
gentile can only happen once in history. Such events are not normative patterns of Christian 
experience to be repeated again and again by believers throughout history. 
 Before we go any further, there are two questions that we need to address immediately. First 
of all, in the light of the good news of Jesus, what does it mean to “receive” or “accept” Jesus 
and to “receive” or “accept” his Spirit? The good news is the good news of humanity’s adoption 
into the life the Son shares with his Father and their Spirit (Eph. 1:1-5, Col. 1:19-20, Rom. 5:18.) 
Since all humanity is in the Son (Col. 1:17, Acts 17:28) and the Spirit is in the Son, it means that 
the Spirit is in all humanity.  
 The problem is that not all people accept this truth about themselves. Not everyone receives, 
welcomes, and keeps in step with the Spirit. Therefore, throughout this article when we use the 
words “accept” or “receive” we are using them in this biblical sense: not as the entering of an 
absent God into our lives but as the acceptance of the truth about ourselves, that, in Jesus, God is 
with us and for us. 
 Secondly, we should answer this question: if Acts is not intended to describe a theology of 
the person of the Holy Spirit then what section of scripture is? Several passages present 
themselves, but we will focus on John 16:12-16. Jesus’ discourses in the gospel of John, not only 
in chapters 14-17, but also in chapter 6 and elsewhere, have been, for 2,000 years of Christian 
experience, the basis for understanding the God who is as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.  
 When we examine these discourses we see that God’s triune nature precludes any concept of 
receiving Jesus without receiving his Father or his Spirit. (Remember, “receive” means to accept 
the truth of our inclusion in his life, it does not mean that he is absent and now becomes present.) 
In John 6:12-13 Jesus promises the Spirit will come and will guide the disciples into the full truth 
regarding God’s work and nature. Notice that Jesus says “he will speak only what he hears.” This 



indicates the Spirit’s inter-connectedness to the Father and the Son. The Spirit has no personal, 
separate agenda. His agenda is the revelation to disciples of what the Father and the Son have 
spoken apart from humanity, in eternity, but now wish to make known to the world. 
 So what is it that the Spirit makes known? Jesus tells us in John 16:14: “He will bring glory 
to me.” The Spirit’s work of revelation and guidance into all truth is designed to glorify Jesus, 
not himself. The Spirit’s work reveals and explains the glory of Jesus - the glory that he is God in 
the flesh, the glorious truth that in him humanity has salvation from sin and death, and the 
glorious reality that in Jesus we all have a Father/child relationship with God. As Jesus says in 
verse 16, “in a little while you will see me no more and then after a little while you will see me.” 
In other words, after Jesus’ ascension the Holy Spirit will be the one who opens our hearts and 
minds to see Jesus. The Holy Spirit does not open our hearts and minds to see himself - his work 
is to point us to the relationship of the Son and his Father and to help us understand the glory of 
the Son’s work to include us all in that relationship. 
 What this means is that there is a sign that someone has received the Holy Spirit (i.e. 
embraced the truth of the Spirit’s presence in his life,) but that sign is not speaking in tongues, 
demonstrating miraculous power, or fixating on the work of the Spirit. The sign that an 
individual is yielding to the Spirit’s work in her life is if she understands the glorious work and 
person of Jesus. 1 Corinthians 12:3 says “Therefore I tell you that no one who is speaking by the 
Spirit of God says, ‘Jesus be cursed,’ and no one can say, ‘Jesus is Lord’ except by the Holy 
Spirit.” 1 John 4:2 also confirms this in very clear, direct language: “This is how you can 
recognize the Spirit of God: Every spirit that acknowledges that Jesus Christ has come in the 
flesh is from God.” Why the emphasis on “coming in the flesh”? Because if Jesus is not God in 
flesh like our flesh then his death on the cross does not save us, his resurrection does not give us 
life, and his ascension does not seat us in heavenly realms with him. As St. Athanasius says, 
“what he has not assumed, he has not saved.” 
 Since the acknowledgement of Jesus Christ as the incarnate savior of the world is the way 
we recognize the work of the Holy Spirit, we must look for some other explanation of Cornelius’ 
speaking in tongues in Acts 10. The story makes it clear that Peter and the others didn’t fully 
comprehend God’s salvation in Cornelius’ life until he spoke in tongues and praised God (Acts 
10:46.) If nothing else this indicates that praising God is equal to speaking in tongues to prove 
whether someone yielding to the Spirit’s work in their life.  
 In fact, the context makes it clear that this story is not meant to be a normative experience 
for Christians throughout the ages. This is the very first conversion of a gentile. The reason that 
the Holy Spirit has to come before baptism into Jesus’ name, and manifest his presence through 
tongues and praises, is that Peter and the others are too hard-hearted and incredulous to see what 
God is doing. (Remember, Peter has already resisted the vision of unclean meats earlier in the 
chapter.) The Spirit knows that he will have to give Cornelius an experience almost identical to 
what the disciples had on Pentecost before they will believe that all humanity (Jew and Gentile, 
Eph. 2:15) is included salvation. 
 If Christians today want to use Cornelius’ experience as a model then it will present two 
severe problems. First of all it indicates that even after 2,000 years of gentiles coming into the 
church we are all still so dull and resistant to the Lord’s work that we won’t believe it unless we 
see them speak in tongues. Secondly, it would mean that the baptism of the Spirit must come 
before the baptism into Jesus - which is, bizarrely, the exact opposite of the Pentecostal theology 
that appeals to this story for its foundation. 



 The end result of Jesus’ explanation of the work of the Spirit is this: the Spirit does not work 
separately, apart from, or in a “follow-up” manner to the work of the Son. Just as receiving the 
Son means receiving the Father (John 14:9-11) so also receiving the Son means receiving the 
Spirit (John 14:15-16.) The suggestion that one can accept Jesus without receiving the Spirit is a 
denial of the plain teaching of scripture and a breaking of the inter-connectedness of the Trinity 
that borders on tri-theism (the belief in three separate gods.) 
 What, then, are we to make of the two incidents in Acts in which the work of the Holy Spirit 
is manifested in a secondary way, after the experience of Jesus? The first is the disciples on the 
day of Pentecost (Acts 2.) This foundational moment in the life of the church occurred only once, 
it is not a pattern to be repeated endlessly any more than Jesus’ crucifixion needs to be repeated 
again and again. Like the incarnation and the resurrection, the descent of the Spirit on Pentecost 
is a singular event in the story of salvation - an event to be remembered, celebrated, and 
experienced by believers of every generation, but not an event to be repeated.  
 An over emphasis on the coming of the Spirit at Pentecost also ignores Jesus’ sharing of the 
Spirit in John 20:22. Such a focus also fails to acknowledge who opened the eyes of the disciples 
on the road to Emmaus (Luke 24:21; the Holy Spirit) and who gave Thomas the faith to confess 
“my Lord and my God!” (John 21:28; again, the Holy Spirit.) 
 Similar issues surround the coming of the Spirit in the lives of the Samaritan believers (Acts 
8:14-17.) The context of this story is the ordination of deacons (like Phillip, the evangelizer who 
has led these believers to Jesus) and the attempt by Simon Magus to buy the gifts of the Spirit. In 
this context the Holy Spirit holds back from fully entering the lives of these believers until the 
apostles arrive to lay hands on them. This story is about the authority of the apostles contrasted 
with the authority of the deacons and the depraved. The deacons, powerful as their ministry is, 
are still under the spiritual authority of the apostles. The depraved, rich as they may be, cannot 
buy what only the Lord can give.  
 This story may help us modern Christians understand the role of various church offices, or 
the nature of the power that comes from God. But if it is used to provide us a normative 
understanding of the person of the Holy Spirit then the only logical conclusion we could draw is 
that the Holy Spirit enters people’s lives because those with apostolic authority ask him to. This 
would put an end to Pentecostal “seeking” to be filled with the Spirit and the older Pentecostal 
concept of “tarrying” (all night if necessary) to await the Spirit’s filling. Instead, those who want 
the baptism of the Holy Spirit would simply find someone with the apostolic power to convey it 
and ask for it - but be sure not to offer to pay! 
 Since these Samaritan believers exist in Christ (Acts 17:28,) and had already accepted the 
good news of their inclusion in him, we know that the Spirit of God was already at work in their 
lives, because no one can understand the things of God apart from the Spirit of God. As it says in 
1 Corinthians 2:14, “The man without the Spirit does not accept the things that come from the 
Spirit of God, for they are foolishness to him, and he cannot understand them, because they are 
spiritually discerned.”  
 In this one case, in order to demonstrate something very clear about apostolic authority, the 
Holy Spirit waited to manifest his full presence in their lives. Nevertheless, he was there at work, 
just as he had been with the disciples. 
 Noticing these misuses of the book of Acts points us to the second reason that belief in a 
“second” baptism is false: it is a denial of grace. Whether implicitly or explicitly, such a theology 
suggests to believers that they must work to receive the life of the Spirit in them. In such a belief 
system the regenerating life of the Spirit is not something that the Father gives us freely through 



his Son. Instead it is something we earn by seeking, obeying, waiting, and - God forbid! - in 
some church cultures, even demanding.  
 Why did the Holy Spirit come upon the first disciples on Pentecost? Because they had 
waited and sought it for 50 days? No, because Jesus sent the Spirit, just as he had promised. Why 
did the Spirit come into the lives of the Samaritan believers? Because they demanded it or 
claimed it? No, because Jesus sent the Spirit, just as he had promised. Why did Cornelius receive 
the Spirit with miraculous signs? Because he was righteous and obedient? No, because Jesus sent 
the Spirit, just as he had promised. 
 The Holy Spirit is not some magical, electricity-like force that makes us feel warm and 
fuzzy and gives us the ability to speak in tongues. The Holy Spirit is God. He proceeds from the 
Father and the Son, he is one God with them, and together with them he is to be worshipped and 
glorified. He cannot be separated from the Father and the Son, and he has not entered our lives 
apart from the Father and the Son. His presence in our lives is the basis for humanity’s rebirth 
and regeneration as children of God.  
 If we do not have the Spirit we do not have the Son, because the Spirit is from the Son. If we 
do not have the Son we do not have the Father, because he is the Son of the Father. If we do not 
have God in us, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, then we are not saved. There is no salvation by 
grace apart from, prior to, or outside of the Spirit of the Son having made us one with the Son so 
that we too become children of the Father.  
 We are left, then, with a stark choice. Either humanity is reborn by grace, in Jesus, the 
second Adam, and he has shared with us his baptism in the Spirit (Rom. 5:18, Eph. 2:15, Col. 
1:19-20)– or – our relationship with God is based on our good works and we are therefore up the 
creek without a paddle. 
 The biblical answer is that Jesus shared his baptism in the Spirit, his anointing in the Spirit, 
with humanity and thus made it possible – as his gracious gift to us – for us to relate to his Father 
through him. 
 The basis for attempting to establish a second, Spirit baptism flows from the human desire to 
set up a system of rules by which we can establish who is saved and who is not. Human beings 
have been turning away from grace and toward such legalistic schemes for salvation from the 
very beginning and will undoubtedly continue to do so until the end. 
 Christians look around and they see fellow believers who have accepted Jesus, been 
baptized in his name, and yet live mired in sin, in despair, and in a powerless life. The natural 
question is “how can this be?” We think that if someone now belongs to Jesus, his life should 
change. Her sins should begin to fade away. Her faith should grow stronger. When we fail to see 
the growth we expect we search for an explanation. 
 The idea of the second, Spirit baptism is a convenient explanation. It allows us to say “well, 
those people may be going to heaven but they could have all God wants for them if they would 
just be baptized into the Spirit.” The idea then becomes a legalistic burden because it gives us a 
standard by which we pass judgment on our fellow Christians, make ourselves feel like special, 
elite Christians (if we have had the experience), and provides a stick with which to beat fellow 
believers: “if you just had faith, if you would just try harder, if you would just deal with 
unrepented sin, then you would be Spirit baptized and speak in tongues.” 
 Ironically, scripture does provide a clear and simple explanation for the lack of growth in 
our lives. It is not because we do not have the Spirit, but because we have failed to believe the 
truth about our adoption in the life of the Father, Son and Spirit. Paul prayed for us about this in 



Ephesians 3:16-21. He prayed that we would be filled with the fullness of God by believing how 
wide, and long, and deep, and high is the Father’s love for us.  
 Paul’s message is a message of encouraging hope and grace. The struggling believer comes 
to this passage and realizes “hey, I’m not on my own here - in fact, it’s not about me at all; it’s 
the Father, through his Spirit, who is going to conform me to the image of his Son. I can rest in 
the work of Jesus’ Spirit and stop trying to make myself perfect by seeking some additional 
experience that I’ve never had. In Jesus I have all I need.” 
 
 


