
Evangelism 102: Lessons in Acts #16

“Starting Off Right”

Acts 19:1-7

Years ago Art Linkletter hosted a show entitled, Kids Say the Darndest Things, providing some classic comedy coming from the mouths of children. These days, I think we could have a similar program called, Students Write the Darndest Things, especially when it comes to knowledge about the Bible. For example, some students wrote:

· Noah’s wife was called Joan of Ark.
· Lot’s wife was a pillar of salt by day and a ball of fire by night.
· Moses went up on Mt. Cyanide to get the Ten Commandments, but he died before he ever reached Canada.
· Solomon had 300 wives and 700 porcupines.
· Jesus was born because Mary had an immaculate contraption.
· An epistle is the wife of an apostle.

 We chuckle at this, yet it displays a real lack of knowledge when it comes to matters of the Bible or spiritual things. Howard Hendricks reported, “We gave a standard examination given across America in a number of our evangelical churches, and found that the average person in those churches scored 3-10 points lower than the national average for people who never went to church.”
 And that was over 35 years ago! Biblical illiteracy is growing at an alarming rate. And it has an impact on our evangelism, as the apostle Paul discovered in Acts 19.

A Profound Ignorance

Luke begins Acts 19 by revealing a profound ignorance in verses 1-3,

While Apollos was at Corinth, Paul took the road through the interior and arrived at Ephesus. There he found some disciples and asked them, “Did you receive the Holy Spirit when you believed?” 

They answered, “No, we have not even heard that there is a Holy Spirit.” 

So Paul asked, “Then what baptism did you receive?” 

“John’s baptism,” they replied. 

We saw in Acts 18 that Apollos was introduced at Ephesus in the absence of Paul; he moved to Corinth before Paul returned to Ephesus.
 Some believe Paul was away from Ephesus for a year,
 while others think it may have been a matter of months.

After some time back in Antioch, Paul begins his third missionary journey. He starts by retracing his steps to the churches he had founded in Galatia. This was now the third time he visited Derbe, Lystra, Iconium, and Antioch in the “upper country” of Asia Minor, which showed their importance to Paul.
 Then Paul continued his westward way to Ephesus, taking the higher-lying and more direct route, not the regular trade route on the lower level down the Lycus and Meander valleys.
 A sense of urgency is implied. The apostle wanted to resume the ministry in Ephesus.

When he arrives, Paul encounters “some disciples.” Verse 7 indicates there were twelve in number—not all that many. Who were they? Who were they following? Luke typically uses the Greek term for “disciple” (mathetes) to refer to followers of Christ.
 Some accept that they, like Apollos, were true believers in Christ, though there was something lacking in their faith. In neither was there a distortion so much as a deficiency. In the case of the twelve, they needed both the knowledge and the presence of the Holy Spirit.
 Yet others strongly believe that these were in no sense Christians at all.
 John Stott suggests these were no more than professing disciples, just as Simon Magus is said to have ‘believed’ (Acts 8:13), although the context indicates that he had only professed to believe.
 Michael Green proposes, “Paul clearly mistook them for Christians. But he soon found out his mistake. They seemed to possess none of the marks of the Spirit’s indwelling.”
 Chuck Swindoll calls them “Christians-in-waiting”—Jews who had responded positively to John the Baptist’s ministry but who had not yet received a complete articulation of the person and work of Jesus Christ. They had only partial information and had not received the Holy Spirit.

Perhaps Luke meant that these twelve were disciples of John the Baptist,
 or that they were Apollos’ early “converts” and did not fully understand what Christ had done.

At any rate, these men can hardly have been Christians since they had not received the gift of the Spirit; it is safe to say that the New Testament does not recognize the possibility of being a Christian apart from possession of the Spirit.

Paul asked them, “Did you receive the Holy Spirit when you believed?” The kjv translation in Acts 19:2, “Have ye received the Holy Ghost since ye believed,” has been a basis for the unscriptural teaching to the effect that the Holy Spirit does not come to indwell the believer at the moment he believes, but that that believer must come to some certain degree of holiness in his life as a Christian before the Spirit is given. Greek authorities agree on the translation, “Did ye receive the Holy Spirit when ye believed?” Or it could be rendered, “Did ye receive the Holy Spirit, having believed?” The tense of the participle and verb point to a simultaneous act. That is, the reception of the Holy Spirit occurs at the same instant as the act of believing in the Lord Jesus as Saviour. This is what the Greek grammar here teaches.
 I like how Lloyd Ogilvie understands this:

Paul’s question took a known idea and introduced an unknown. It was as if he said, “You are disciples of John. Your baptism of repentance is very important to you. Now allow me to ask: What happened to you when you were baptized? Did you receive the Holy Spirit when you confessed your belief in the Messiah and repented with a water baptism?”

They answered, “No, we have not even heard that there is a Holy Spirit.” This cannot mean that they had never heard of the Spirit at all, for he is referred to many times in the Old Testament, and John the Baptist spoke of the Messiah as baptizing people with the Spirit. It must rather mean that, although they had heard John’s prophecy, they had not heard that it had been fulfilled. They were ignorant of Pentecost.

Paul pressed on, “Then what baptism did you receive?” They replied, “John’s baptism.” Paul was not asking how they were baptized. Biblically, Christian baptism involves water, “going down into and coming up out of water.” However, immersion that is confined to water only is not Christian baptism!
 A former pastor of mine used to say, “Baptism without conversion is just a dry sinner coming out a wet one.”

Historically the Restoration Movement has practiced what is called “baptismal regeneration,” claiming that only when a person is baptized by immersion do they receive forgiveness of sins and the gift of the Holy Spirit. In many cases Christian churches and pastors still hold to this view.

I do not. 

While I do believe that man is required to respond to God’s grace by faith in order to be saved, I do not believe that one’s eternal destiny is dependent upon a physical action. We claim that the other sacrament of the church—the Lord’s Supper—is symbolic; that the bread and the cup are not the actual body and blood of Jesus. Why then would the sacrament of baptism be so literal that, unless you have done it, you are not saved? What happens to the person who trusts in Christ on Tuesday, but dies before being baptized on Sunday? For me, Paul’s words in 1 Corinthians 1:17 sums it up for me, “For Christ did not send me to baptize, but to preach the gospel.” If baptism is essential for salvation, then that verse makes absolutely no sense. 

A Proper Instruction

In response to this profound ignorance, Paul provides a proper instruction in verse 4, “Paul said, ‘John’s baptism was a baptism of repentance. He told the people to believe in the one coming after him, that is, in Jesus.’” Paul gives a summation of John the Baptist’s teaching with the words “baptism of repentance.” It was preparatory and provisional, stressing man’s sinfulness and thus creating a sense of need for the gospel. John’s baptism looked forward to Jesus, who by His death would make possible the forgiveness of sins.

Just as Priscilla and Aquila had to instruct Apollos “more accurately” about the things concerning Jesus in Acts 18:25, now Paul had to instruct these followers about the Holy Spirit…although it could be said that Paul introduced Christ to these disciples for the first time.

We cannot assume that people know about Jesus or the Bible, especially in our age. There was a time when basic Bible knowledge was taught in schools as well as in churches and homes, and there was a general body of information that pretty much everyone knew. Not any more.

Too many in our world believe they are Christian because they were born in a Christian nation (though one would be hard pressed to call the United States a Christian nation any more!)…or because they are not Jewish, Muslim, or atheist. Some feel they are saved because all people are “children of God” by creation. A growing number of Christian pastors and churches have turned away from a belief in an eternal hell, leading many to believe they have nothing to worry about. 

We must be clear, as the apostles were in Acts 4:12, “Salvation is found in no one else, for there is no other name under heaven given to men by which we must be saved.” Jesus Himself said in John 14:6, “I am the way, the truth, and the life; no one comes to the Father except through me.” The world may call us intolerant, bigoted, and hateful, but this is the truth, and we need to tell the world.

A Physical Initiation

These twelve received the instruction of Paul, and verses 5-7 conclude with a physical initiation:

On hearing this, they were baptized into the name of the Lord Jesus. When Paul placed his hands on them, the Holy Spirit came on them, and they spoke in tongues and prophesied. There were about twelve men in all.
This is the only case recorded in the New Testament of people receiving a second baptism, and it took place only because the previous baptism was not Christian baptism in the name of Jesus.
 In fact, I would agree with John Stott that this was not a rebaptism at all—they had not been truly baptized in the first place.

The very concept of baptism is initiatory. Water baptism is the public rite of initiation into Christ. It signifies visibly both the washing away of sin and the bestowal of the Holy Spirit. See Acts 2:38, where both aspects of salvation are linked to baptism. It is the symbol of which Spirit baptism is the reality. This must be why Peter’s immediate reaction, when Cornelius was baptized with the Spirit, was to say: “can anyone forbid water for baptizing these people who have received the Holy Spirit just as we have?” (Acts 10:47; 11:16) If they had received the reality, how could they be refused the sign?

To those who insist that the Holy Spirit is only given at the time of water baptism, I would suggest they review this occasion with Cornelius in Acts 10, when the Spirit came before their baptism; and the occasion with the Samaritan converts in Acts 8:15, when the Spirit came quite a bit after their baptism.

Water baptism is the outward testimony of the inward fact of a person’s salvation; it follows his act of receiving Christ as Savior and is not a prerequisite to his receiving salvation. The Holy Spirit is initially given when a person exercises trust in the Lord Jesus Christ for salvation and new life. That is what Paul had in mind in 1 Cor. 12:13, “For we were all baptized by one Spirit into one body—whether Jews or Greeks, slave or free—and we were all given the one Spirit to drink.” 

It is important to note that God’s pattern for today is given in Acts 10:43–48: sinners hear the Word, they believe on Jesus Christ, they immediately receive the Spirit, and then they are baptized. The Gentiles in Acts 10 did not receive the Spirit by means of water baptism or by the laying on of the Apostles’ hands, as in Acts 8:14–17.
 The gift of the Holy Spirit is a universal Christian experience because it is an initial Christian experience. All Christians receive the Spirit at the very beginning of their Christian life.

In this case, after they were baptized into Christ, Paul laid his hands on them, the Holy Spirit came on them, and they spoke in tongues and prophesied. In other words, they experienced a mini-Pentecost. Better, Pentecost caught up on them. Better still, they were caught up into it, as its promised blessings became theirs.

Yet we should understand that what God did through Paul for these twelve men was not normative for the church today. How do we know? Because it was not repeated. The people who were converted in Ephesus under Paul’s ministry all received the gift of the Holy Spirit when they trusted the Saviour. Paul makes this clear in Ephesians 1:13–14, and this is the pattern for us today. In 1 Corinthians 12:30, Paul asked, “Do all speak with tongues?” and the Greek construction demands “no” as an answer. When Paul wrote to the Ephesians about the filling of the Holy Spirit, he said nothing about speaking in tongues (Eph. 5:18ff). Nowhere in Scripture are we admonished to seek a baptism of the Holy Spirit, or to speak in tongues, but we are commanded to be filled with the Spirit.

Jesus commanded in Matthew 28:19-20, “Go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you.” Both are important.

So, what does this mean for us today?

We are living in an increasingly illiterate world, biblically speaking. There is a profound ignorance among our population when it comes to things about Jesus, and we should not assume that people have a correct understanding about who He is or what He has done. In our evangelism we must ask some deep questions, as Paul did. We must find out where people are before we can take them where they need to go.

Once we have done that, there should be proper instruction. In order to teach people about Jesus, we need to know about Jesus ourselves. I’m not suggesting that every Christian needs to be a Bible scholar, but every Christian ought to be a Bible student. We should never stop learning, and always share with others what we are learning.

Then, when folks learn about Jesus and decide to follow Him, there ought to be a physical initiation through water baptism. While I do not believe that the act of water baptism saves, I do believe it is commanded by Jesus and needs to be done. Water baptism is a public testimony of one’s faith in Christ, and also identifies the new believer in a church family. Just remember, baptism is not the end of discipleship; it is the start. We need to instruct and equip all believers in the church.

Don’t just assume people are Christians. Find out. Ask questions. Instruct when necessary. Lead them to faith in Christ, and then to their identity with a new family—the family of God.
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