
“...to the ends of the earth” 
‘Baptism and fullness’1: experiencing the Holy Spirit after Pentecost, and today 
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“John baptised with water, but in a few days you will be baptised in the Holy Spirit.... 
8 

you will receive 

power when the Holy Spirit comes on you; and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and 

Samaria, and to the ends of the earth” 

When I was a student at Cliff College in the swinging 60s, we formed their first ever guitar band, playing 

songs such as the Cliff Choruses, oh and also variations on rock songs such as the Rolling Stones’ 

Satisfaction (we wrote new words:“You won’t get no-o [dum dum] satisfaction”).  One Saturday evening 

we were in Derby playing Satisfaction and others at a basement mission event, when someone from the 

audience shouted (as you do) “you’re always on about the ‘Holy Ghost’, but I don’t believe in ghosts”.  It 

made me think about the Holy Spirit as a person you experience, not some shady murky swirl. 

When we look at the book of Acts, we see the Holy Spirit experience described in several different ways: 

baptised in; filled with; full of.  Pentecost for Jesus’ followers was the inauguration of a completely 

different concept of the Holy Spirit, but only the beginning.  We’re still on that journey. 

The Holy Spirit has been around since before creation.  “The Spirit of God was hovering over the waters” 

(Genesis 1.2) and “breathed2 the breath of life into the man’s nostrils” (Genesis 2.7 NLT).  Then, through 

the Old Testament, the Holy Spirit is seen as coming to humans very occasionally, for very specific reasons 

at specific times, and not seen as a personal being but as an exhalation of God’s power.  There are also 

only a very few mentions of the Holy Spirit during the time of Jesus’ ministry recorded in the four Gospels. 

But all that changes at Pentecost.  There had been a puzzle after Jesus’ resurrection, in that his followers 

clearly needed him to be around with each and all of them, wherever they were, and all the time.  They 

had tripped over enough times during his pre-resurrection ministry to be only too well aware of that.  But 

Jesus was with them less after his resurrection than before: just now and then, to certain people, and in 

only a few places.  What to do?  In steps the Holy Spirit.  Available to anyone, anywhere, all the time.  And 

with the added bonus of being closer than alongside them, closer than the beat of their hearts. 

This closeness brought an added bonus.  The followers very soon realised that the Holy Spirit was not 

simply an energy, a breath, ‘the force be with you’.  He was personal, he had his own personality.  The 

Greek word for spirit, pneuma, is a neuter noun, but the early followers very soon played a trick with Greek 

grammar and expressed the word as a masculine noun (don’t worry, the Old Testament Ruach was a 

feminine noun, so we’re in balance). 

‘Baptised in’, ‘filled with’, ‘full of’ the Holy Spirit 

And this availability and personality is with us today.  As are the different ways in which the Holy Spirit is 

described as being experienced by us.  There are three main New Testament expressions: “baptised in”; 

“filled with”; and “full of”.  It is a kind of progression – although we’re not perfect by any means, so it can 

often alternate between progression and regression and back again. 

                                                      
1
 Baptism and fullness is the title of a renowned book by Rev John Stott, former Rector of All Souls’ Langham Place. 

2
 The Hebrew word for Spirit, Ruach, means both spirit and breath, as here when God breaths out his spirit into humanity, 

making us spiritual beings rather than just organic life forms 



We receive the Holy Spirit when we become a Christian.  We ask Jesus into our heart, this happens, and it 

is the Holy Spirit we receive at that point who makes Jesus known to us.  This act of becoming a Christian 

can happen at a specific point in time, or over a period of time.  We can be aware of it at the time, or not 

until later.  That’s not the point.  It is the fact that we have made the invitation.  And we can be sure that 

this invitation is accepted3. 

We can then be ‘topped up’, filled or refilled, from time to time, by either consciously or unconsciously 

allowing the Holy Spirit into our new experiences and abilities.  Or not, which is an important issue.  

Sometimes we can let bits go, or forget to invite the Holy Spirit into new life experiences and encounters as 

time goes by.  To change the metaphor, it’s like inviting him initially into our dining room (cf. Luke 24.29, 

Revelation 3.20), but then needing to invite him specifically into all the rooms in our house, and into new 

builds like an extension or conservatory.  To stay with this metaphor for a moment, being baptised in the 

Holy Spirit is asking him to enter the whole of our lives, every room including places we would prefer no-

one saw the inside of.  The dusty and messy cupboards, rooms in need of decoration and some behind 

closed doors we have kept shut for years. 

Luke does not use the term ‘baptised in the Holy Spirit’ after Acts 1, but seems to emphasis in Acts that 

Christians can be ‘filled with’ the Holy Spirit when we have a special experience or need extra help in one 

way or another.  And that we can be ‘full of’ the Holy Spirit when we allow the Holy Spirit to keep us 

topped up continually. 

Let’s go on to see how, in the Acts, that worked out in these three ways: baptised in, filled with and full of.  

And hopefully this can help us see how it works out for us today, in pretty much the same way. 

Baptised in the Holy Spirit  

The word we transliterate as ‘Baptise’ was an everyday Greek word, Baptizo, meaning submerged (as in a 

sunken ship) or immersed (as in washing-up).  It was adopted in the New Testament as the acted-out 

symbol of initiation into the Christian faith.  Jesus also used the term to describe how a Christian can 

experience receiving the Holy Spirit. 

Until recently we were regularly in France and attended Cherbourg Baptist Church.  Like other Baptist 

churches, they practise believers’ baptism by total immersion.  For a baptism service, if it ‘turned out nice 

again’, they would go down the road to the beach.  If it was raining or ‘too bright to last’, they had in 

reserve a large bath, which they had put wheels on, and would trundle it to the front of the church and fill 

with (warm!) water.  The baptismal candidate, wearing something easy to change out of, would get in, and 

then the pastor and a leader would dunk them so that they were immersed totally under the water, after a 

couple of seconds help them up again, give them a towel, then off they went to change into dry clothes. 

As typical for baptism by immersion (except for the bath!) the candidate would come out soaked to the 

skin, top to toe, hair dripping all over the place.  That is a good figure of how Christians are baptised in the 

Holy Spirit: drenched, soaked, top to toe, dripping everywhere.  And it’s also a good figure of what our part 

is in how it happens: we simply allow ourselves to be dunked in the Holy Spirit, not just a bit of us or the 

parts that we feel comfortable to get wet, but totally immersed. 

                                                      
3
 For more information on different ways in which we may experience the Holy Spirit, please see the handout on the final page 

of this reflection: “The Holy Spirit: Some questions and answers” 



The bath reminded me of when, as a child and teenager, I used to bring the zinc bathtub into the kitchen, 

always a nice warm place to have a bath, as the fire was lit under the copper in the kitchen corner, which 

gave enough for about 4 inches of water in the tub.  Then sit down for a splosh and scrub with a loofah.  

But that isn’t a ‘baptism’.  Not a head to toe soak. And in terms of Holy Spirit baptism, it is not like the 

fullness of what Jesus promised, but just a quick splosh, a sample, selective, trying to ‘have your cake and 

eat it’.  It’s all too easy to be picky and choosy and not take the risk of a total immersion in the Holy Spirit.  

But it’s not what Jesus had in mind for us.  Nor does it give the promised outcome.   

Interestingly, as I mentioned, baptism in the Holy Spirit is an expression that is hardly used after Pentecost 

in the New Testament – the only direct reference is in 1 Corinthians 12.13 which is central to that 

important chapter on what the Holy Spirit gives to the Christian community: “we were all baptised in one 

Spirit so as to form one body”.  So let’s move on to take a look at being ‘filled with’ the Holy Spirit, and ‘full 

of’ the Holy Spirit.  Luke is always very careful of how he expresses things, so we can take it that he uses 

each of these two terms in specific circumstances, and we can look at it this way – although I suggest in 

general terms rather than being too pernickety about it. 

Filled with the Holy Spirit 

Luke gives us five examples of this after his account of the day of Pentecost.  They seem to suggest that 

one or other of the early Christians was given an extra dose or top-up of the Holy Spirit when it came to a 

critical and demanding occasion. 

Soon after Pentecost, Peter and John were arrested after healing a crippled man and addressing the crowd 

in the temple, and brought to trial.  Scary.  But although they had only recently had the Pentecost baptism 

experience, nevertheless “Peter, filled with the Holy Spirit, said to them...” (Acts 4.8) and gave a very 

robust defence which impressed the court with its boldness.  They immediately reported back to a group 

of the Christian community, who together prayed for boldness for all of them, and “they were all [my 

italics] filled with the Holy Spirit and spoke the word of God boldly” (Acts 4.31). 

Some time later, Paul, after meeting the risen Jesus in a special way en route to Damascus, was visited 

there by Ananias.  They would both have been a little apprehensive if not flummoxed, and Ananias said to 

him “Brother Saul, the Lord – Jesus, who appeared to you on the road as you were coming here – has sent 

me so that you may see again and be filled with the Holy Spirit”.  

After some time working out what it was all about, and staying for quite a while in Antioch, Paul with 

Barnabas was commissioned to set out on what became his first missionary journey.  Hugely significant, 

because this was where Jesus’ promise that the Holy Spirit’s power would take them “to the ends of the 

earth” really started to take off.  While at their first destination, Cyprus, they were sent for by the 

interested and intelligent Roman proconsul – a very significant opportunity – but were met with opposition 

in this discussion by Elymas, a sorcerer, with whom Paul, “filled with the Holy Spirit” (Acts 13.9) took issue, 

and the outcome was that “when the proconsul saw what had happened, he believed, for he was amazed 

at the teaching about the Lord” (Acts 13.12). 

Finally, a little later in this same journey, and on the mainland of what is now Turkey, huge numbers of 

people heard and responded to Paul’s preaching, and although Paul and his team moved on due to local 

opposition, the new “disciples were filled with joy and with the Holy Spirit” (Acts 13.52). 

Similarly, when we experience scary moments, opposition, are in need of boldness, flummoxed, starting 

out on significant life journeys, experiencing new situations in our Christian community, or whatever other 



significant moments, we too can experience being filled with the Holy Spirit – as we see from these 

passages, sometimes as a result of praying for it, but often without even expecting it. 

Full of the Holy Spirit 

Not long after Pentecost, the fast-growing Christian community inevitably needed organising and 

administering.  The twelve disciples called the community together to appoint seven administrators, we 

sometimes call them deacons, “who are well respected and are full of the Spirit and wisdom” (Acts 6.3 

NLT).  An important enough qualification to be confirmed a sentence or two later: “They chose Stephen, a 

man full of faith and of the Holy Spirit; also Philip...” (et al., Acts 6.5).  That was not a one-off filling with the 

Holy Spirit for a specific event, but an ongoing characteristic for an ongoing ministry.  And it was the first to 

highlight the width of Spirit-filled ministries that the Christian community was going to need – again see 1 

Corinthians 12. 

One of these deacons, Stephen, had a bit of a hard time when asked to give an account to the religious 

governing body of Israel of what was happening and why.  He put forward a very long and well-argued 

case, and for his pains became the first Christian martyr.  Just before he was taken out and stoned, 

“Stephen, full of the Holy Spirit, looked up to heaven and saw the glory of God, and Jesus standing at the 

right hand of God” (Acts 7.55).  Again, this ‘full of’ was not a one-off, but more a recap of his necessary 

qualification to be a deacon, as just described in the previous chapter. 

Finally, back to Antioch, the starting-point for all Paul’s missionary journeys and a key city in early Christian 

history.  Stephen’s martyrdom was followed by a large wave of persecution for Christians, and many had to 

resettle as refugees in other cities outside Israel.  Antioch was a particularly notable one and the Jerusalem 

“HQ” church sent Barnabas (one of the Acts 4 community described above) to oversee them.  Having been 

“filled with the Holy Spirit” on that occasion, Barnabas was now characterised as being full of the Holy 

Spirit, the central qualification for his oversight mission. 

Indeed Barnabas went on to accompany Paul on the first missionary journey – logical, seeing that the first 

destination was Barnabas’ home country of Cyprus.  Although it should be noted that he and Paul fell out 

in a big way when planning a second missionary journey: “They had such a sharp disagreement that they 

parted company” (Acts 15.39).  Which just shows that being full of the Holy Spirit doesn’t make us perfect 

little angels or means we have to agree on everything, in fact Paul could be rather tetchy sometimes (thank 

you Luke for being an authentically credible historian and telling us all that). 

The verse continues “Barnabas took Mark and sailed for Cyprus”.  We hear about him later in Galatians 2, a 

chapter worth reading: some things seem to have healed over, some still disagreed strongly over.  So you 

could say that their sharp separation had a good side, in that two missions were fulfilled rather than one 

shared.  It seems that the Holy Spirit can make good things come out of bad, even relationship breakdown. 

Experiencing the Holy Spirit as a distinctive personality within our lives; being baptised in; filled with; full 

of: these are all just as possible and just as relevant today as in the early days of Acts.  Maybe all that 

remains is for us to open up ourselves to him, perhaps in these words: 

Spirit of the Living God, fall afresh on me. 

Break me; melt me; mould me; fill me. 

Spirit of the Living God, fall afresh on me. 

Charles Freebury, Chard, 17
th

 June 2020 



 


